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Chapter 1: Death
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There are moments when the only reason you keep going is because your world has become so meaningless that stopping seems just as pointless. You let the disgusting wave of reality carry you forward, not really caring where it takes you.

That was me, emotionless as the overly polite bald undertaker gestured for me to enter the room where my wife's body awaited. I paused in the doorway, wondering if this really was how I wanted to remember her.

The undertaker sensed my hesitation and took that half step toward me. "Our cosmetologist was able to work some magic," he said reassuringly. "I'm sure you'll be quite pleased with her appearance."

I doubted it. I doubted anyone even managed to find all the pieces, much less put them back together. I walked into the room anyway, because that was where the current took me.

She looked good. Better than I thought she would. Not great, but pretty damn close. The undertaker was right. They had done a lot with what they had to work with. She seemed asleep rather than dead, laying there on display in her open casket. It was almost enough to fool me into thinking everything was going to be okay, like she was just taking a nap and any minute now she'd wake up and tell me how stupid I looked standing there gawking at her.

"I'll leave you alone so you can say goodbye," the undertaker said behind me, then vanished as he closed the door.

Goodbye? Yeah. Goodbye to my sanity, to any semblance of a normal life. Fifteen years and half of me gone in one stupid accident. One single moment in time, and my world shattered like glass. Looking at her lying there, I wanted nothing more than to let the wave carry me to the other side where I wouldn't have to feel anything anymore.

I noticed my reflection in the glass of the window behind her coffin. I looked just as dead as she did, only still moving, which in my case might be considered a curse. The man in the window had no life left in his eyes, no hope or dreams, no purpose or direction. Just a middle-aged with a circle of greying red hair around his head, his suit a little too tight around his middle, his face pale and haggard, green eyes bloodshot from a week of not enough sleep, too much whiskey and more tears than he ever thought he'd cry.

"Psst!" The hiss came from my left. "Calvin!"

I turned toward the sound and saw a woman in her thirties beckoning me from behind a slightly open door across the room. She looked both embarrassed and excited, like she had accidentally uncovered some big secret but wasn't quite sure what to do next. She was wearing a white blouse with black slacks and an apron with the funeral home's logo on it. I guessed she worked here.

"Yes?" I asked wearily. This day just kept getting better and better.

She whispered, "Okay this is going to sound weird but bear with me, okay?" Her face flushed red like she was asking me out on a date.

"Uh, sure." I glanced back at my wife lying peacefully in her casket. Just once I wished something today would make sense.

The woman stepped forward, peeking over my shoulder to make sure no one else was around, then said, "I hate chocolate..."

It took me a second to process that. My heart started beating faster, pumping ice cold blood through my veins. I could hear my pulse pounding in my ears. "Excuse me?"

She leaned forward until our eyes were only inches apart, staring deep into my soul. She was shaking. "The blue monkey!" she hissed frantically. "Your father's house! The blue monkey!"

I didn't mean to but I grabbed her shoulders and pushed her against the wall. Hard. Pictures rattled as my voice cracked. I wanted to scream at her, to get her to shut up, to tell me how she knew those things, but all I managed to croak out was, "What did you say?"

She started crying. Big tears streaming down her cheeks as she shook harder. For some reason she looked... relieved? "Calvin!" she wailed. "It's me! I know it doesn't make any fucking sense but it's me!" She wrapped her arms around me and buried her face in my chest, sobbing.

My wife was dead. What the hell was this lady talking about? Nothing made sense anymore. I hugged her back for some reason I couldn't understand. She felt familiar in my arms. Comfortable. Like we had done this a thousand times before.

Her muffled voice said, "I don't know what happened... Last thing I remember is the car flipping over..." She shuddered again. "Then I was me, I mean, Clara... I mean this woman whose body I'm in." She sniffed, wiped her nose, then looked down at herself. "And I know everything about her life but I still feel like me, Calvin!" She was looking up at me now, pleading for help, "Do you know what happened?

"Listen, erm, Clara, right?" I gently pushed her away from me. "I think maybe you should go lie down somewhere. You seem pretty upset." I needed to sit down too. Maybe then the world would stop spinning.

She was getting frustrated. Her eyebrows narrowed as she shook my hands off her shoulders. "Calvin! I'm not crazy! Don't you dare treat me like I am!"

Shit, now she really sounded like my wife. I stared at her, not really knowing what to do or say. Was this were the current was taking me? To madness? That actually sounded kinda nice.

The door to the viewing room opened and the undertaker stepped in, eyeing the woman suspiciously. "Everything okay in here?" he asked with that fake smile of his plastered on his face.

The woman who claimed to be my dead wife looked back and forth between us. "Yes, sorry Peter," she said sheepishly. "I was just, huh, showing Mr. Kent here the work we've done on his wife's makeup." She eyed Emma's corpse with a weird look on her face, fascination mixed with disgust.

Peter relaxed his stance a bit but still watched the woman warily. "Right, well, I think it best if you take your break now." He motioned for her to leave.

The woman clenched her teeth, shot me a desperate glance, then said, "Of course." She walked past Peter and disappeared through the door behind him.

Peter closed it and turned toward me. "Sorry about that. Sometimes our staff gets a little too involved with the families of our guests." His fake smile returned as he gestured toward the casket. "Would you like more time alone with your wife?"

I shook my head. "No. I think I'd like to go home now." I walked toward the exit without waiting for a response.

I got into my car and sat there staring at nothing. My thoughts were racing. What the hell had just happened? How could that woman know those things she knew? Who was she really? Was it possible my wife had somehow come back to life inside the body of another woman? I burst out laughing hysterically. Jesus Christ, I really had lost it.

I didn't realize how long I had been sitting there until someone knocked on my window. It was the woman again, looking down at me worriedly. I rolled down the window.

She knelt down so we were face to face. "Calvin Richard Kent, don't you dare give up on me! Do you hear me?!"

I blinked. She had this woman's face, this woman's voice, but the way she talked, the fire in her eyes, the determination... "Emma?"

She smiled and nodded. Tears started rolling down her cheeks again. "Yes Calvin. It's me. I don't know what the fuck happened but it's me!"

I opened the passenger door and she sat down next to me. Was I diving deeper into insanity or had I just found a life raft? I studied her closely, looking for some sign this was all just a dream. She was cute. She had dark hair pulled into a bun and bright green eyes that pierced right through me.

"Alright... Emma," it hurt to even say her name, "I'll play along. Say you are my dead wife. Just... how?"

She frowned, staring straight ahead through the windshield. "When I woke up inside my... her body, I had my hand on my old body, the one that's dead. One minute I was just Clara, starting my shift, doing my job, and the next I was Emma inside Clara's body, with her memories, her thoughts, her feelings, but also me!" She turned toward me and grabbed my hands. "Fuck, Calvin... Am I me or am I just Clara with my memories? I'm so confused... Please help me! I don't want to lose you, Calvin."

I burst out laughing, nervously at first, then harder and harder, until I was gripping my sides, tears running down my face, unable to breathe. My dead wife didn't want to lose me. That was just so rich. So god damned funny. "Wait... So what? You put your body back together?" I said, wiping my eyes with the back of my hand. She just looked at me blankly, not seeing the humor in it at all.

"Yeah... That was fucking strange." She shivered. "But it felt normal. My daily routine, except I was working on myself." She chuckled nervously. "Jesus, Calvin, I've spent the last couple days pretending to be Clara! I kissed her husband, slept in her bed, took care of her kids. It all felt natural. But I also felt guilty, like I was a spy in her house, you know?"

"Yeah." I didn't know. I didn't know anything anymore. "Listen, Emma," I said, not quite believing the words coming out of my mouth. "Why don't you come over to my place tomorrow and we can talk, okay?"

"But..." she started, then stopped, her eyebrows furrowed in concentration. "I can't... I mean, what am I going to do? I can't keep pretending to be someone else!"

I didn't have an answer for that. I was overwhelmed. I couldn't handle this. Not right now. Not after today. I needed time to think. "Just give me some time. Please. Let's talk tomorrow. Maybe we'll figure this out. I'll give you my address, okay?"

"I know our fucking address!" she snapped. "I'm your wife!"

I nodded slowly. "Yeah... Sorry... I'll see you tomorrow then, okay?"

"When?"

"At the end of your... Clara's shift?"

She pursed her lips but nodded. "Fine. I'll see you tomorrow." She got out of the car and walked back into the funeral home, her hands stuffed into the pockets of her apron, looking like a teenager being sent to her room. Part of me wanted to drive away as fast as I could and never look back, but a bigger part of me wanted to hold her, to kiss her, to tell her everything was going to be okay. The waves of reality were starting to make me seasick.
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Chapter 2: Another One
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I spent the evening drinking myself stupid. Not a great idea. But it was either that or spend the evening thinking about... everything. That was something I didn't want to do, not tonight. I wanted to shut off my mind and let the world fade away. I imagine others would have jumped at the chance of their dead spouse somehow magically returning to life in another body, but I found myself resisting the idea. It was too easy, too perfect, too absurd. As I turned around and around in my bed that night, I even wondered if I had imagined the whole thing. That made sense. It was the most likely explanation. I just created the whole scenario in my head to try to deal with my loss, that was all. Yet, as the morning light streamed in through the bedroom window, and with a headache from hell, I suddenly found myself hoping it was true. I couldn't wait for the day to pass so I could find out once and for all if what happened yesterday was real. I literally couldn't wait. I got into my car and drove back to the funeral home.

I waited in the parking lot, in the same spot I had been in yesterday. I hadn't had breakfast or lunch and my stomach rumbled angrily, but the thought of food made me feel nauseated. I just stared at the entrance, watching the seconds tick by. Peter the bald undertaker opened the front door and stepped in. The fog that hung low to the ground began to burn off in the early morning sun as the street lamps clicked off. Finally, Clara, or Emma, whoever, appeared, getting out of a small Honda Civic and walking toward the entrance.

I got out of my car and didn't even bother to close the door behind me. "Emma!" I shouted, but she didn't turn around. "Emma! Wait!"

She paused at the door and spun around. She looked at me with confusion, like she didn't know who I was. "Can I help you?" she asked.

I stopped dead. "Emma..." I was at a loss for words.

She raised an eyebrow and frowned. "I think you have me confused with someone else."

I felt so fucking dumb standing there. I had driven all the way down here in a daze like some lovesick teenager to find out it was all just a bad dream. "You don't remember? What you told me yesterday?"

Clara shook her head, looking uneasy. "Erm... I'm sorry. The last few days are a bit of a blur for me... I think I may have had an episode or something." She seemed a bit worried about her own sanity. "I hope I didn't say anything too weird."

"No," I said, feeling numb and empty. "It's fine. We just... talked about my wife. That's all." I couldn't help myself. I felt tears welling up in my eyes and I didn't want to cry in front of her.

She seemed to realize who I was. "Oh, of course, Mr. Kent," she mumble. "I'm very sorry for your loss." Her eyes flickered down to the open car door behind me.

I nodded and stared at her pretty eyes, hoping to catch some glimpse of my wife in them, but there was nothing there. "Right, I'm sorry to have bothered you." I walked away in a daze, feeling my whole world come crashing down again. I heard the funeral home's door open and close behind me.

I sat back in my car, gripping the steering wheel and sobbing. Why did my brain have to play such cruel jokes on me? To make me believe for one fleeting moment that my wife was somehow back, then rip her away again? How was that part of any healthy coping mechanism?

I turned the ignition and drove home, my vision blurred by tears. I didn't know what I was going to do with myself now. A week of recovery, if you could call it that, felt wasted. I was back to square one. Back to the moment they called me and told me my wife's car had been hit by a semi. Back to that moment of pure, unadulterated despair.

But as I pulled into my driveway, a young girl in her early twenties was waiting for me in front of the door. She was wearing a casual t-shirt and jeans, her dark hair pulled back into a pony tail, her hands thrust into her pockets. She stared at me as I got out of the car, her face set in an expression of determination, her jaw moving up and down, clearly chewing some gum. She had a bubbly, kind of innocent look to her, but her demeanor was confident, like she knew exactly what she was doing here.

"Hi?" I said, confused.

"Calvin!" she called out, her voice excited and happy. She almost threw herself at me and wrapped her arms around my waist.

I gently pushed her away, holding her at arm's length, eyebrows furrowed. "Okay, now, who the hell are you?"

She laughed and smacked me on the shoulder. "Calvin, it's me! Emma!" She was practically bouncing up and down, her eyes wide with excitement. "I mean, I get it. You'd never guess this was me, would you? I'm Mandy..." she gestured to herself, "I mean, she's Mandy. But I'm also Emma!" She giggled and then seemed to realize how she looked. "Sorry! I'm... Mandy's not Clara, for sure!" She giggled again. "But I'm me, for sure! Emma, I mean!"

My head was spinning. I stumbled backwards until I felt the car behind me and leaned against it for support.

"Calvin!" the girl cried out, reaching toward me. "Are you okay?"

I shook my head, trying to make sense of what she'd just said. "How?" I muttered. "I don't understand..." Was this another trick? Another dream?

She shrugged and gave me a lopsided smile. "Okay, so, yesterday, after I left the funeral home, I had to buy groceries for her husband or whatever, and I went to the store where I work. I mean, Mandy works, and when I got there, I touched her at the cash register, and suddenly, bam! I'm in her body instead of Clara's, and I remember everything she knows!" She looked down at herself and smirked, still chewing loudly on her gum. "I'm Mandy now, not Clara! Crazy, right?!"

I rubbed my forehead and sighed. I felt like running away, but I wasn't about to back down from a second chance at... Whatever the fuck this was. "So, wait," I said, still trying to wrap my head around this. "You still remember being Clara?"

"No." She looked down at herself and shrugged. "I mean, yeah, I remember when I was her, you know, but I don't remember the rest of her life, just mine, now. I mean Mandy's... Oh and Emma's, duh!"

I looked at the front door of the house and then back at the young girl. "Wanna come inside?"

She grinned. "Sure!" She bounded up to the door, waiting for me to catch up. I opened the door and she skipped inside. "Finally!" she cried out. "Home sweet home!" She dropped her purse on the kitchen table and spun around the room. "So it's like, for example, I remember putting Clara's kids to bed when I was her, but I can't remember their names now." She opened one of the top drawers and grabbed a bottle of wine, then turned and immediately found where the glasses were and poured us both a drink, just like Emma used to do after a long day.

I watched her, mesmerized, still not sure if I should be believing any of this. If this was my wife, she certainly was much more energetic and bubbly than she used to be. But then again, what other explanation was there? She even knew where to find the cork screw... She raised her glass and giggled again. "I'm not even old enough to drink yet!" she said, before taking a sip. She groaned and coughed. "Oh god, this is disgusting!" She laughed. "I guess Mandy's more into soda and energy drinks..."

"Emma..." I said.

"Oh! Don't worry! I'm legal, in case that's what you're wondering," she said with a wink. She seemed to realize I was struggling with this and her expression turned serious, though more like the seriousness of an eight year old trying to act adult. She put down the glass and sat at the kitchen table, folding her hands in front of her. "Sorry... Must be weird, huh?"

I scoffed and sat down across from her. "You could say that."

"Calvin, it's really me," she said, looking me deep in the eyes. "I know I'm acting a bit strange... It's like, Mandy, the girl whose body I'm in, has different feelings about things, you know?"

"How the hell did you get inside her body?" I asked. "Where is the real Mandy?"

She shrugged. "I don't know. It's like, I can go inside the body of whoever I touch. I think?"

This was mental. "What about Clara?"

"What about her?"

"Is she back to herself? You know, her husband and kids?"

She raised her eyebrow and tilted her head. "I guess? I mean, she looked a bit confused after we, um, switched. Like she didn't know what she was doing at the grocery store."

I stared at her for a few seconds, trying to figure this out. It was impossible. There was no way any of this could be happening. I don't know how long I sat there, just staring at her, before she reached out and touched my hand.

"Calvin... I'm sorry. I can't even imagine how weird this is for you." Her tone was soft and gentle but still had the inflection of a teenager. It sounded a bit forced, like she wasn't used to talking that way. "But we're back together now, right?" She smiled.

I scoffed. "Back together? You're in a twenty year old's body!"

She giggled. "So?"

"So what? You're gonna take over..." I trailed off, looking at her. "What's your name again?"

"Mandy," she said, frowning a little. "And it's not my name. I'm Emma. I'm inside Mandy." She was pouting. Actually pouting. "Okay, maybe I'm kinda her too, but mostly I'm Emma!"

"You're gonna take over Mandy's life?"

"Why not?" she said, shrugging. "I don't wanna go back to being dead!"

"But what about her? She's not dead. She's still got a whole life to live." I shook my head. "This is fucked up. What about her family? Her friends? You expect them to be fine with her settling down with some forty something dude? You can't just waltz into her life and pretend to be her!"

She crossed her arms, looking offended. "And what about me? I don't deserve a life anymore?"

I rubbed my temples. "That's not what I mean." Jesus Christ. Was I really arguing against having my wife back? A hotter, younger version of her, kinda? I couldn't help but notice how cute Mandy was, in a youthful, innocent way. I had long stopped noticing girls that age, but it was difficult to ignore now, the familiar way she looked at me, the love in her eyes. I looked down at the table, avoiding her gaze, but it was too late. My wife knew me better than that.

"Hey..." she smirked. "I don't look too bad, do I?" She leaned forward, her shirt hanging open just enough to reveal her deep, smooth cleavage. I looked away, feeling guilty. "Tell you what... What if I kept switching?"

I looked at her, confused. "Huh?"

She was grinning again. "Yeah! I keep switching bodies! That way no one notices! Mandy's life won't change too much! She'll just be confused, right?" She was excited now. "I can be anyone you want! Anytime you want!" She stood up and moved closer, sitting on the edge of the table, facing me, her legs dangling, her hands gripping the table's edge, biting her lower lip seductively. "It's weird, but like, I'm horny all the time in Mandy's body... Do you think it's cause she's young?" I cleared my throat, trying to look anywhere but her tight, perky breasts, the swell of her hips, her lean, toned stomach, but it was no use. "Nah... Probably not..." she said, leaning forward until her face was close to mine. "I was just as horny when I was Clara, and she's old, like, my age."

I swallowed nervously. "I don't know if..."

Her hands reached down and unbuckled my pants. I didn't stop her. "You know what's funny?" she asked, her voice low and husky. "I've never had sex before. I mean, Mandy hasn't." I moaned as she pulled my hard cock out of my pants and started stroking it. She giggled nervously, blushing. "Oh that's, like, super weird, huh? I feel like this is brand new to me." She looked at me and smirked. "But I know exactly how you like it..."

I closed my eyes, my breath coming short and fast, trying to control myself. Her pace increased, her grip tightening. Her other hand slipped between her legs, rubbing herself through her jeans. "Emma," I croaked, reaching out to her, but before I could stop her, she had lowered herself to her knees and wrapped her lips around my rock hard dick. "Fuck..." I whispered.

She looked up at me as she sucked, her big, doe-like eyes wide with excitement, her cheeks flushed with desire. She let out a low, throaty groan, her mouth full of my cock. I couldn't resist. Adrenaline rushed through me, my heart pounding, my body shaking. This was wrong, so fucking wrong... It felt like... cheating? But it was Emma. I was sure of it now. But it wasn't Emma. Not entirely. It was Mandy too, her whole, bubbly, innocent persona. It was my wife in a stranger's body, in a stranger's brain. My wife who had died, who I had never thought I'd see again, who I had never thought I'd touch again. I let out a loud moan as I felt the familiar sensation of my orgasm building inside me.

I looked down at her, her eyes closed as she sucked, and I grabbed her hair, pushing her further down onto my cock, feeling her lips tighten around the base of my shaft, her throat bulging. I thrust into her mouth, my balls slapping against her chin, her moans muffled by my thick, throbbing dick. I couldn't hold back any longer. I let out a strangled cry as my cum filled her mouth, my body tensing up, my hands gripping her hair, pulling her close, holding her in place as I came.

When it was over, I let go of her and collapsed into a chair, panting heavily. I looked down at her, still kneeling at my feet, her face red, her chest heaving as she caught her breath. Her eyes were wide open now, staring up at me in shock. "You alright?" I asked, suddenly worried I had hurt her. I had been so rough, but I was so horny, I hadn't been able to control myself.

"Honey, I'm absolutely fucking fantastic," she said, then giggled. She swallowed, licking her lips. "Things feel a lot clearer all of a sudden. I feel more like me. Like Emma." She somehow didn't sound as childishly exuberant as before. It was still her voice, but the inflection, the tone, it was more like my wife.

"I didn't know my sperm was magical..." I said, smirking.

"Seriously, Calvin," she said, standing up and wiping her mouth. "I feel more like myself. More than before."

"Okay..."

She grinned. "Maybe we should keep doing it... Just in case?"

I laughed and pulled her toward me. She sat on my lap and kissed me. I wrapped my arms around her and held her tight. "Maybe..." I whispered. My wife was back... She really was back...

"Ah! I guess I made a pretty good point there, huh?" she said, grinding her ass against my spent cock. I moaned and kissed her neck. "I've got two other points here, too, if you're interested," she teased, grabbing my hands and slipping them underneath her shirt. Her skin was warm and smooth and soft. I squeezed her firm breasts, feeling the hard nubs of her nipples beneath the thin fabric of her bra.

"Alright, alright," I said, chuckling, "you win. I don't know what the fuck is going on, but I'm not gonna question it anymore. If this is some insane dream, or a delusion, or if you're really my wife somehow, I don't care."

"Sweet way of going about it, Cal," she said, then giggled. "I don't really care either. It's good to be back."

"You really do sound more like yourself..." I said, looking into her eyes.

"I feel more like myself," she said, nodding. "Like, I'm more me now. Like, Mandy's in the background somewhere, but I'm up front." She shrugged. "It felt a bit like the opposite before, you know? I was kinda just watching from the background. Still in control but with more... layers?"

I didn't really understand. "So... You think sex is making you more... yourself?"

She shrugged again. "Not the weirdest thing that's happened in the last few days, right?"

"Definitely not."

"Now that I think about it... I felt more like myself when I first woke up inside Clara's body." She looked thoughtful. "But over time I started to feel more and more like her." That was a creepy thought. She was slowly becoming whoever she inhabited? Slowly fading away? Unless...

I snorted. "So... What? If we keep fucking, you'll stay you?"

She laughed and kissed me. "Well... Let's not take any chances." She grabbed my hand and pulled me to my feet. "Come on, let's go upstairs," she said, leading the way. "Let's see how much more me I can be."
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Chapter 3: Good Morning
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Sometimes when waking up, as your brain slowly comes back to life, it can take a moment or two to re-orient yourself, to figure out where you are and why. The unfamiliar face of a twenty year old woman sleeping peacefully next to you doesn't help. I squinted, blinking away the sleep from my eyes, and remembered everything that had happened the day before. "Shit..." I whispered, sitting up in bed and looking at my wife's new body.

"Hm?" came a sleepy reply from the other side of the bed. Emma turned over and stretched, the sheets falling off her and revealing her bare, perky tits. She looked up at me with a smile, her eyes half closed. "Did you say something, mister?" she asked, giggling. Her voice was light and playful, her words coming out in a sing-song way.

"Just wondering how the hell this happened," I said. I reached over and gently traced the curve of her breast with my finger, admiring its youthful firmness. I frowned, suddenly feeling uncomfortable, like I was taking advantage of a college kid. My wife may have been inside that body, but it was someone else's body that I was enjoying.

"What?" she said, raising an eyebrow. "You don't like my new boobs?" She pouted cutely.

I chuckled. "I do, but they're not yours. I just want to make sure I'm not making you uncomfortable, you know?"

She sat up, the bed sheets falling further down, revealing the toned, sexy curve of her hips and stomach. "I thought I'd made that pretty clear, like, when I was riding your face last night..." she said, raising her eyebrow again. "Anyway, it feels like my boobs now." She cupped them in her hands, lifting and jiggling them. "See?"

"Alright, alright," I said, holding up my hands in surrender, grinning. "Just wanted to make sure."

"Mm-hmm," she murmured, leaning in and kissing me, her tongue slipping into my mouth, her hand reaching down and grabbing my morning wood. "And I'm sure I'll feel the exact same way about the next pair of tits I'll manage to borrow for you to stare at, okay?" she said with a giggle, slowly stroking my cock.

"Stare at?" I grinned.

"Or play with, suck on, whatever..." She winked, then pulled back the sheets and slid her body on top of mine.

"How are you feeling?" I asked as she settled herself against me. "Do you still feel like Emma? More like yourself?"

"A bit less after waking up, I think." She held my dick between her legs, teasing her pussy lips with the head, her warm wetness sending shivers down my spine. "Let's fix that, okay?"

A phone buzzed on the bedside table. Emma glanced over at it. "Shit," she said, sighing.

"What?"

"It's my sister..." She picked up the phone and swiped the screen.

"Your sister?" I asked, confused. Why would Ashley be texting her? Had she been in contact with her family since her sudden resurrection?

"I mean Mandy's sister. She wants to know where I am," she said, quickly tapping on the screen. "I don't usually spend the night out, I guess."

I slowly stroked her thighs as she texted, enjoying the smooth, silky feeling of her warm skin. She had a small butterfly tattoo on her ankle that looked brand new. I ran my fingers along the lines of ink, wondering what the story was there. "How does a hottie like Mandy manage to stay pure for so long in college?" I wondered out loud, still stroking the butterfly. "She looks like the type of girl that gets around."

"Fuck you, Cal," she groaned, looking at me and frowning. "What is that supposed to even mean?" she added, sounding annoyed.

Shit, was she taking it personally? "I didn't mean you, Em, sorry... I was just curious, that's all."

"Right..." she muttered. She put the phone down and looked at me, her eyes narrowing. "Well, maybe girls don't always want to jump into bed with some random dude they met at the club."

"Fair enough..."

"Or maybe some girls don't have time for dating, especially when they work full time and take night classes." She pushed her phone away and climbed off of me.

I looked at her, a bit confused. "You're really mad at me?"

She sighed and rubbed her face. "No, yes... I don't know..." She turned back to me. "I'm not just like, a ghost pulling strings inside some other chick's body, Cal." She pointed at her chest, tapping it. "I'm actually in her head, okay? When you're mean to her, you're being mean to me, too, you get it?"

I nodded, realizing she was right. "That was insensitive of me. I didn't mean it that way, Em. I'm sorry."

"Ah! Don't worry about it, old man," she said, smiling. "I mean, I'm not really sure how to deal with all this shit either."

Right, she was struggling with her new reality as much as I was. "Listen, I guess embracing this weird paranormal situation is nice and all, but the truth is we don't really understand how it works, right?"

"Right..." she said, nodding. "So?"

I shook my head. "So maybe we still ought to do a bit of research on our own before we just give up trying to understand what's happening, yeah?"

Emma chuckled. "You wanna science the shit outta me?" She laughed.

"Well, you are a pretty unique phenomenon, aren't you?"

"Yeah, I suppose, Mister Scientist."

"I'm no scientist," I said, sitting up in bed, "but that doesn't mean we shouldn't try to understand what's going on. Though I guess real scientists would freak out if they found out about you."

"Definitely," Emma agreed. "They'd probably lock me in some sort of secret lab and stick electrodes in my brain to see what happened." She shivered, hugging her knees. "No thanks."

"I wouldn't let that happen," I said, wrapping my arm around her, kissing her softly on her shoulder. "We'll figure it out together."

She snuggled up to me and rested her head on my chest. "Okay, Mister Scientist," she whispered. She sighed happily and closed her eyes, relaxing against me. "You know what?" she asked after a while, breaking the peaceful silence that had settled over the room.

"What?" I asked, stroking her hair.

"There's that girl I know from high school... Well, that Mandy knows," she said, sitting up. "Big nerd, she was in all the advanced science classes, graduated early, went to some fancy university, got her PhD, or Masters, or whatever."

I frowned. "I thought we just agreed no scientists?"

She smirked, a mischievous twinkle in her eye. "What if I am the scientist?"

I blinked, trying to process what she meant. "What if you're the... Wait, are you saying what I think you're saying?"

"I'm saying, what if I take over her body? I'll become the scientist, and then I'll science the shit outta me, right?"

That wasn't such a bad idea, actually. But I had to laugh at the thought of Emma suddenly turning into a nerd.

My wife noticed my expression. "She's hot too," she teased "In a hot lesbian bookworm type of way." She giggled. "You'd like her."

I rolled my eyes. "You know that doesn't really matter, Em."

She pressed a finger against my lips, shushing me. "Don't even, Cal. You were totally checking me out in Mandy's body." She grinned. "I saw you. You're still doing it right now."

"I was checking YOU out, Em. Not her," I lied, kissing the tip of her finger.

"Mmhmm," she hummed doubtfully. "Sure, mister. You weren't checking these out at all, were you?" she asked, taking my hands and putting them on her breasts, winking at me. "Or this?" She slid my left hand down her stomach and between her legs. "Come on, Cal. Admit it. You were super turned on when I came at you in Mandy's body. You couldn't wait to get inside her panties."

If it was a trap, I couldn't help but fall into it. I groaned as my fingers slipped into her tight pussy, feeling her wetness. Emma moaned and pushed herself against me, grinding her hips. "I was turned on," I admitted, kissing her, "I just don't want you to take it the wrong way."

She rolled her eyes, her childish pout returning. "Let's make things clear, Cal. I'm myself but, like, I feel like Mandy too. I don't really mind you checking her out because in a way it's like you're checking ME out, you know?"

"We were talking about that nerdy friend of yours..."

"Exactly!" She grinned. "And I'll be her, too. And then you can check me out in her body, and it'll be fine."

I nodded, still a bit uncomfortable with the idea, but I could see the logic. "Okay."

She laughed, seeing my expression. "Okay, okay, maybe there's also some of that weird arousal thing going on too." She looked at me sheepishly. "Since I came back it's like... I can't stop thinking about pleasing you. I'm, like, really horny all the time. I don't think it's just Mandy, or Clara, I think it's, like, me? Pleasing you feels... super important..."

Whatever had brought her back to life had definitely changed her. We sure hadn't fucked the way we did last night in ages. It was like a hunger, an all consuming desire that couldn't be sated. I didn't need a PhD to figure out that her constant arousal, aimed at me, had something to do with the fact making me cum seemed to strengthen her hold on the body she was in. Was I her battery?

A phone buzzed again. It was my turn this time. I reached out and grabbed it, glancing at the screen. A wave of dread washed over me, sobering me up immediately. "Fuck," I groaned.

"What?"

"It's Ashley. She's asking me what time we're supposed to meet up at the cemetery tomorrow."

"Oh..." Emma whispered. "Shit."

I shook my head, sighing. "I was supposed to go over the last details for the burial with her." The burial of my wife, currently straddling me in the naked body of a twenty year old girl. Flashes of Emma's corpse lying peacefully in that open casket flashed through my mind, making me queasy. For a moment, the teenager on top of me seemed like a stranger, Mandy, her big innocent eyes staring at me, her hands on my chest. "Should I tell her?" I wondered out loud.

"Tell her what, that I'm back from the dead?" She scoffed. "Why?"

"Because she's your sister. She's suffering too. We shouldn't keep it from her."

Emma shook her head, frowning slightly. "I'm sorry for her but... I don't know... The more people who know, the more complicated things become, right?"

She had a point, but still. I felt guilty. "So what? I just go to the funeral, stand next to her, and watch the casket being lowered into the ground, knowing the whole time it's not you in there?"

She shrugged, as if the thought didn't bother her at all. "Sure. I mean, what's the alternative, Cal? You tell Ashley I'm alive, then we tell Mom and Dad? What about my friends, huh?" I gulped, seeing where she was going with this. "If you don't go to the funeral, it'll look weird. People might start to suspect something."

I couldn't argue with her. I grabbed my head in my hands, groaning. "I can't do this," I mumbled. "I'm losing my mind."

Emma sighed and took my hand. She kissed my palm, softly. "I'll come with you."

I looked up at her. "What? You're not serious!"

"Hey! It's my own god damned funeral, Cal! Why can't I go?"

I laughed despite myself. "This is so fucked up."

Mandy's phone buzzed again. Emma frowned and picked it up. "I really need to get going though. My parents are worried about me. And, um, I have a shift this afternoon."

I couldn't help but smile at that. Even in death, life continued. "Right. We wouldn't want to ruin Mandy's life. Especially if you're already planning to jump ship, huh?" I teased.

She climbed off my lap and stretched, yawning. "I'll go home, talk to them, let them know I'm okay, and tomorrow I'll meet you at the funeral. After that, I'll go find the girl and, well, you know." She smirked, then bent down to pick up her underwear from the floor. She slipped her panties on and then looked at me over her shoulder. "Why don't you go ahead and, um, text Ashley?" She smiled. "I'm gonna go take a shower, okay?"

"Right..." I said, watching her naked body disappear behind the bathroom door.
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Chapter 4: The Funeral
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The next day was a beautiful, sunny morning, a nice change from the cold and rain. I stood outside the cemetery, waiting for Emma. A crowd of people were gathered near the entrance, talking amongst themselves. My in-laws, some distant relatives, and some friends were all here, looking solemn and sad.

Shaking hands, pretending to care, I felt like a total fraud. I kept glancing over my shoulder, hoping to see a young girl with dark hair walking through the cemetery gates, but there was no sign of her.

"I don't know how you even do it," a voice said beside me. I turned to see Ashley, Emma's sister, looking at me with concern. She was dressed in a simple black dress, her blonde hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. She looked so much like Emma it hurt. "I feel like I'm about to throw up."

"Just doing my best to look like I'm fine," I said. I glanced at the casket, resting on a pedestal. It was open, and there she was, the empty shell that had once housed my wife's soul. It was surreal, standing here, mourning someone who wasn't really gone. "Or maybe not fine, but the socially acceptable level of not fine..."

She nodded, understanding. "You too?" She scoffed. I could see the pain in her eyes, the slight tremble in her hands as she clutched her purse. She was devastated, but she was good at hiding it. That was Ashley for you. Always the strong one.

She looked around the cemetery, her eyes narrowing as she spotted someone in the crowd. "God, look at Veronica," she muttered, nodding toward a woman standing a few feet away. "She's actually enjoying this."

I followed her gaze and saw a woman in her thirties, dressed in an expensive-looking black dress that hugged her curves a bit too tightly for a funeral. Her makeup was immaculate, her hair styled in a way that suggested she had spent hours in front of a mirror. She was standing next to a balding man who I assumed was her husband, laughing quietly at something he had said, then quickly covering her mouth with her hand and pretending to wipe away a tear.

"Who is she again?" I asked, though I vaguely remembered Emma mentioning her a few times.

"Our cousin," Ashley said, her voice dripping with disdain. "Dad's brother's daughter. She and Emma couldn't stand each other. Look at her, pretending to be sad." She scoffed. "She's probably already planning what to wear to the next funeral."

I watched as Veronica made her way through the crowd, stopping to hug people, her face contorting into an exaggerated mask of grief every time she approached someone new. It was like watching a bad actress in a B-movie.

"She asked me earlier if I you were planning to sell Emma's jewelry," Ashley continued, her voice low. "Can you believe that? She didn't even wait until the funeral was over."

I shook my head, disgusted. "Jesus."

"Yeah." Ashley sighed, then looked at the open casket. "Emma would have hated this whole thing, you know. All these people pretending to care."

"You're sarcastic enough on her behalf to make up for it," I said, trying to lighten the mood. Ashley laughed, a genuine one this time. The two sisters were quite different, but shared a very similar sense of humor.

"Yeah, well," she said, "I'll do my best to make her proud."

I wrapped my arm around her shoulder, giving her a half hug. "She was proud of you, Ash. Very proud. You know that, right?"

She looked up at me, tears in her eyes, and gave me a weak smile. I felt a sudden wave of guilt wash over me. She had no idea that her sister was still here, that she was alive in another body.

I looked around again, hoping to see Emma, but there was still no sign of her. Where the hell was she? "You alright?" Ashley asked. "I mean, relatively speaking, obviously."

"Yeah, I'm okay," I said. "Just thinking about Emma, you know? Wondering what she would say if she could see us here." Subtle, Cal. Real subtle.

Ashley smiled, a genuine smile that reached her eyes. "She'd be proud of you too, Calvin." She glanced at the casket again, then back at me. "She'd want us to remember her as she was, not..." She gestured vaguely at the coffin.

I nodded, understanding. "Not as an empty shell."

Ashley nodded slowly. "I guess that's one way to look at it." She sighed, then straightened her shoulders. "I should go say hello to Aunt Martha before she thinks I'm avoiding her." She squeezed my arm one last time. "Hang in there, Calvin."

I watched her walk away, her head held high despite the weight of her grief. I turned back to the casket, looking at the peaceful face of my wife's body. It was strange how detached I felt from it now. It wasn't Emma anymore. Emma was out there somewhere, in Mandy's body, making her way here. At least, I hoped she was.

I continued to shake hands, my mind drifting further away with each sympathetic nod and murmured condolence. Mrs. Henderson from next door, my boss from work, Emma's old college roommate—their faces blurred together as I scanned the crowd for Mandy. Where the hell was she? The uncertainty was eating away at me. Had something happened? Had Emma lost her grip on Mandy's consciousness?

"Such a tragedy," said someone—I didn't even register who—as they patted my shoulder and moved on.

I caught Veronica staring at me from across the small gathering. When our eyes met, she had the audacity to wink at me, her red-painted lips curling into what I suppose she thought was a seductive smile. I felt my stomach turn. Her husband was right beside her, oblivious, as she dabbed at perfectly dry eyes with a lace handkerchief that probably cost more than my suit. Every few minutes, she'd let out a theatrical sigh loud enough for everyone to hear, then immediately return to whispering and giggling with another woman. She was like a caricature of grief, a performance so bad it would have been comical if it weren't so disrespectful.

The priest approached me, his face a practiced mask of professional sympathy. "Mr. Kent, we'll be asking everyone to take their seats in about five minutes. I'll do the opening prayer, and then if anyone wishes to say a few words about the deceased, they may do so." He lowered his voice. "Will you be speaking, sir?"

The question hit me like a bucket of ice water. A speech. Of course there would be a speech. What kind of husband wouldn't speak at his wife's funeral? But I had completely forgotten to prepare anything. I left it for the last minute, grief and shock leaving me unable to string two coherent thoughts together, and then... well, between discovering my wife's consciousness in Clara's body, then finding her again in Mandy's, and then spending the night tangled in sheets with her... Jesus, what was I supposed to say? "Thank you all for coming, but don't worry, my wife is actually alive in someone else's body, and we had sex all night"?

"I... yes, I'll say something," I heard myself say. The old man nodded and moved away, leaving me in a cold sweat.

"You look positively ghastly, Calvin," came a voice dripping with false concern. I turned to find Veronica standing beside me, close enough that I could smell her expensive perfume. She placed a hand on my arm, letting it linger there longer than was appropriate. "But I must say, grief becomes you."

I resisted the urge to pull away. "Thanks," I muttered.

"Oh, don't be so glum," she said, her voice inappropriately cheerful. "Death is only the beginning, you know." She gave a little laugh, as if she'd said something clever.

I stared at her, unable to hide my disgust. "I don't think this is the time for jokes."

She smirked, her perfectly manicured fingers still resting on my arm. "Oh, come now. I think Emma would have wanted her funeral to be fun, don't you? She never was one for all this..." she waved her hand dismissively, "...dreary business."

"I don't think you knew Emma as well as you think you did," I said coldly, finally pulling my arm away.

Veronica's eyes sparkled with something I couldn't quite identify. "Maybe I know her better than you think," she said, and then winked at me again. She looked down at her own hands, turning them over as if seeing them for the first time, then looked back at me with a strange little chuckle.

"I'm sorry to be stuck in such an unpopular person," she said, her tone suddenly different, though I couldn't put my finger on how. "But I didn't think Mandy would cut it. People would wonder who she is."

I felt the blood drain from my face as understanding dawned on me. "Emma?" I whispered, barely audible.

I stared at her, trying to process what was happening. My brain felt like it was short-circuiting. The woman standing before me was everything Emma had despised: superficial, self-centered, with that irritating high-pitched laugh and those calculated mannerisms. Yet somewhere behind those heavily mascara-coated eyes was my wife.

"Close your mouth, darling, you'll catch flies," she said with Veronica's characteristic condescension, flicking her manicured nails against my chest. "God, these nails are divine though, aren't they? I get them done weekly." She examined them with a smirk that was pure Veronica.

I finally found my voice. "How... when did this happen?"

She glanced around to make sure no one was within earshot, then leaned in closer, her expensive perfume clouding my senses. "This morning. I was in Mandy's body, getting ready to come here, when I ran into Veronica at a coffee shop. She was being absolutely horrid to the useless barista—typical—and I thought, well, wouldn't it be interesting to attend my own funeral as someone who's actually invited?" She shrugged Veronica's shoulders in a fluid, elegant motion that seemed foreign on my wife. "I considered taking over Ashley, you know, but that felt... rude. She deserves to grieve properly, the poor thing."

"You say that like it's nothing," I whispered, horrified. "Like you're just trying on a new outfit."

She laughed—a grating, too-loud laugh that surely would have made Emma cringe. "I know, I know. I'm taking this all rather lightly, aren't I? But it's freeing, Calvin. I used to think Veronica was just an asshole, but now I understand—she's just learned to seize life without worrying about what others might feel or want. There's a certain power in that."

"I imagine that's her point of view, yeah," I said, shaking my head.

The woman my wife was currently inhabiting seemed taken aback, as if the self-reflection required to see her situation from an outside point of view was not a skill Veronica had honed. "It is, actually," she said quietly, looking down at her own hands again, the nails perfect, the skin smooth and unblemished. "But I suppose I see why others might disagree. People are so... fragile, aren't they? Emotions are a burden. It's much simpler to live without the less convenient ones."

"How can you even claim to be Emma when you're talking like that? My wife cared about people. She wouldn't—"

"Wouldn't what? Enjoy herself?" She raised one perfectly shaped eyebrow. "I'm still me, Calvin. I'm just... experiencing things through a different lens. I'll admit, Veronica might not be the best host in such dire circumstances. In Mandy's brain, I didn't think this through properly. But I thought inside this woman, I'd have the freedom to experience my own funeral a bit more... relaxed." Her eyes traveled down my body and back up again. "Plus, she's hot, isn't she? I thought you might want to fuck her afterward—if not out of attraction, maybe out of anger."

She winked at me again, then waved cheerfully at her husband, who was engaged in conversation with another mourner. "Poor guy hasn't fucked me in ages," she whispered, leaning in close. "Though I've been having plenty of fun with the younger neighbor. He's quite the specimen—abs you could bounce quarters off of."

As she spoke, she took my hand and, with a boldness that left me speechless, guided it to her ass, pressing it against the curve while maintaining eye contact with her husband across the room. She smiled at him innocently while my hand remained frozen against the expensive fabric of her dress.

I was horrified. I was disgusted. And God help me, I was turned on. The conflict made me feel sick with myself. This was my wife's cousin, for Christ's sake. A woman I found repulsive on a personal level, even if she was objectively attractive. But knowing Emma was in there somewhere, watching me through those eyes...

"Stop it," I hissed, pulling my hand away. "This isn't right."

"What isn't right?" she asked in Veronica's mock innocence. "That I'm in this body, or that you're getting hard thinking about it?"

I didn't doubt for a second that this was Emma—the Emma I knew was in there somewhere. But it was like watching her through a funhouse mirror, distorted and warped by Veronica's personality. How much control did she actually have? How much of Veronica was influencing her thoughts, her actions? Or worse, how much of Emma was being consumed by the women she inhabited?

"Both," I admitted quietly. "I don't like what this brain is doing to you."

She tilted her head, studying me with an expression that was suddenly more thoughtful, more Emma-like. "Or maybe it's just showing you parts of me you never knew existed." She straightened Veronica's designer jacket. "We should find our seats. The service is about to start, and I'm dying to hear what people say about me." She paused, then laughed at her own pun. "See what I did there? Dying?"

I walked toward the front of the seating area, feeling numb and on autopilot. The wind was picking up, rustling the leaves on the trees that surrounded the open field. It was a peaceful place, I had to admit. It wasn't a peaceful moment... Though, I was lucid enough to realize that funerals were rarely peaceful for those left behind. I was just experiencing a different kind of fucked up than most people did on a day like this.

The priest had begun his opening speech. I wasn't really listening. I sat next to Ashley and her parents, feeling Veronica's eyes on me from across the aisle. She was sitting next to her husband, her smirk barely hidden under a mask of faux sympathy. She was both an intruder and the guest of honor at her own funeral, and the absurdity of it was not lost on me. I hoped some part of my real wife was at least finding some genuine solace in all of this. She had to know that the people around her were hurting, missing the real Emma. She had a to care, even a little, right?

I turned to look at my in-laws. Robert and Margaret Davis looked like they had aged a decade in the past week. Robert, a tall man with the same blonde hair as his daughters, though now more gray than blonde, sat rigid in his seat, his jaw clenched so tight I could see the muscle twitching. Margaret, petite and usually so full of energy, seemed to have collapsed in on herself, her eyes red-rimmed and vacant. Ashley reached out and squeezed my hand as I sat down beside her.

The priest was carrying on with the usual platitudes about the fleeting nature of life and the importance of remembering those we've lost. Jesus, God, and Heaven were sprinkled into his speech, though I knew Emma had never been religious. She had wanted a non-denominational service, but I guess her parents had other ideas. I couldn't bring myself to be mad at them, though. I'd always wondered why some of my non-religious deceased relatives ended up with religious funerals. I was starting to understand. After Emma's death, I had seen no point in denying her grieving parents anything they thought might offer them some comfort. My wife was gone. Who cared what words were said in a church?

And then it hit me again—my wife wasn't gone, she was right fucking there, wearing the skin of her cousin like a brand new dress, her eyes sparkling with the thrill of the game she was playing. I shook my head to clear it. This was insane.

"Now, if anyone else would like to share some memories of Emma, please feel free to come forward," the priest was saying. Ashley gave my hand a final squeeze and then stood up. I watched her walk to the front, her head held high, her posture straight and dignified. This was all a sham, a farce. My wife was dead, and yet she wasn't. Her family was grieving, and yet the source of their grief was sitting across from them, smiling. I felt like I was losing my mind.

Ashley began to speak, and as she did, the crowd fell silent. She tried to smile, then cleared her throat, her voice trembling slightly. After a moment, she laughed, tears in her eyes. Some in the crowd laughed with her. "I'm sorry," she said, "It's just... this is so ridiculous. Emma hated these kinds of things. She would have wanted us to have a barbecue or something. She would have wanted us to laugh and remember her in a way that didn't involve black dresses and uncomfortable shoes."

Her parents chuckled at that, clearly uneasy with the unconventional eulogy, but unable to deny the truth of it. I glanced back at Veronica, and saw her smiling, a more genuine smile than I would have expected.

"But I guess we're here, and I guess we're doing this, and I guess that's okay too. So, I just wanted to say a few things about my sister." She paused, her voice catching. "Bad things, obviously. That's what she would have wanted. She always hated those sickeningly sweet eulogies where everyone lies and says the dead person was a saint."

A few more laughs from the audience. "Emma was many things," Ashley continued, "but a saint was not one of them. She was stubborn, she was bossy, she was opinionated, and she was sometimes downright infuriating," she looked over to me, and winked. "Just ask her husband."

I forced myself to smile back, and the crowd laughed again.

"But she was also the most loyal, the most caring, and the most genuine person I've ever known. She was my best friend. She was the only one who would tell me when I was being an idiot. And trust me, that happened often." More laughter, this time genuine and warm. "She was the first person to hold me accountable, and the first person to forgive me. She was my rock, and I don't know what I'm going to do without her. I don't know how I'm going to navigate this world without her guidance, her love, or her unrelenting support." She looked up at the sky for a moment, her chin quivering, then cleared her throat. "Emma, I hope you're looking down on us now and laughing your ass off at this ridiculousness. And I hope that wherever you are, you're at peace."

I looked back at Veronica again. Her eyes were twinkling, and she was smiling, a genuine smile that reached her eyes and crinkled the corners of her mouth. No tears, of course—that would have been too much to expect from Emma's cousin. But at least she seemed to be somewhat touched by Ashley's words.

Ashley came back to sit beside me, her eyes wet with tears. I reached out and took her hand, giving it a squeeze. She squeezed back. "Your turn," she whispered.

As I stood up and made my way to the podium, I couldn't help but glance back at Emma's cousin once again. She had a hand on her husband's thigh, whispering something in his ear that made him shift uncomfortably. When she caught my eye, she winked and subtly arched her back, pushing her chest forward just enough to be noticeable to me but not obvious to anyone else. She crossed her legs slowly, the hem of her dress riding up just a fraction, revealing another inch of toned thigh.

I felt a flush of heat rise to my face—partly from anger, partly from an unwanted arousal that made me feel like the worst kind of traitor. This was my wife's funeral, for God's sake, and here I was getting turned on by her cousin. Except it was really Emma, fucking with me in the most inappropriate way possible.

I reached the podium and gripped its edges, steadying myself. The crowd fell completely silent, all eyes on me. I could see Ashley's encouraging smile, Robert's stoic nod, Margaret's tearful gaze. Behind them, rows of faces—some familiar, some not—all waiting for me to put my grief into words.

I took a deep breath, my mind completely blank. What could I possibly say? How could I eulogize a woman who wasn't really gone? How could I pretend to be a grieving widower when my wife was sitting right there, inhabiting another woman's body, acting like this was all some kind of joke?

I cleared my throat and looked out at the sea of expectant faces.

"Emma didn't fear death," I finally said, my voice hoarse with emotion. I glanced briefly at Veronica and saw her smirking, her eyes locked on me. "She feared a lot of things, like spiders and clowns and that weird noise the fridge makes in the middle of the night, but never death."

The audience gave a sympathetic chuckle at that, and I felt some of the tension ease from my shoulders. I took a deep breath and continued.

"I, for once, fear death. Fear it like hell. Death is final, inevitable. And when Emma died, I thought it was the end. I felt like... Like I died with her, in a way. I was... Dead inside, empty, lost. I didn't know how I could go on without her." I paused, my voice catching in my throat. I could feel the hot prickle of tears behind my eyes and I fought to keep them from falling. "I still don't know how I'll go on without her. Or maybe I don't know how to carry her with me." I looked down at the ground, collecting myself, then back up at the audience, back at Veronica, back at my wife. "She's still here, you know? With us. She'll always be with us. She might look different, sound different, act different, but she's still here." Veronica's smirk faltered at that. She shifted in her seat, her gaze suddenly uncertain. "She's in the way Ashley smiles, the way her parents laugh. She's in the memories that her friends share, the stories that they'll tell for years to come. And me? In whatever form she chooses to haunt me, I'm grateful for it. I'm grateful because, even though I can't explain why or how, my wife is still alive to me." I looked directly at Veronica, my eyes locking onto hers. "And that's all that matters, in the end."

The room was silent for a moment, and then someone—Ashley, I think—nodded. A few people murmured in agreement, and then the whole room. I barely paid attention to it. I was focused on Veronica. Her smirk was gone, replaced by a thoughtful expression. She met my gaze, her eyes shining with unshed tears. I nodded slightly, and she returned the gesture, a silent acknowledgment of our strange, impossible situation. A silent acknowledgment that we were both haunted by the same ghost, though in very different ways.

After my speech, others took their turn at the podium.

Robert and Margaret spoke together, holding each other up both literally and figuratively. Robert's deep voice rumbled about how proud he was of his daughter, while Margaret shared stories of Emma's stubborn determination, even as a child. "She never gave up on anything or anyone she believed in," Margaret said, looking directly at me. "Especially not the people she loved."

Soon enough, the casket was lowered into the ground, and we all gathered around to toss a handful of dirt onto the wood. I watched as the mound of earth grew, burying my wife's empty shell. The wind had died down, and the air was still and quiet, the only sound the soft thud of earth hitting wood and the few occasional birdsong in the trees. I didn't even know how to feel at this point. I was numb, detached from reality.

The ceremony droned on, a blur of ritual and reverence, the priest's voice a low, monotone hum in the background. As the final prayers were recited, and the mourners began to disperse, I found myself once again shaking hands, accepting hugs, and thanking people for coming. It felt easier now, somehow. The weight on my chest had lightened, if only a little. I caught Emma—it was getting harder to think of her as Veronica—looking at me from across the room several times. Her glances seemed warmer, more genuine, though she still played her part as the insufferable Veronica, whispering things to her equally insufferable husband that made him chuckle inappropriately.

"You did good, Calvin," came Ashley's voice as she appeared at my elbow. "Really good. That speech was..." She paused, searching for words, then settled on, "Emma would have loved it. She would have made fun of you for getting all poetic, but she would have loved it."

I managed a genuine smile. "Thanks, Ash."

"I mean it," she continued, her usual sarcasm softened by sincerity. "The way you talked about her living on in different forms—that was beautiful. Cheesy as hell, but beautiful."

Before I could respond, I noticed Emma approaching us. Ashley tensed beside me, clearly uneasy about interacting with her cousin.

"Ashley, darling," Emma said in Veronica's voice, but there was something different about her tone—less sharp around the edges. "That was a lovely tribute to your sister. She would have been touched."

Ashley blinked, clearly surprised by the uncharacteristic kindness. "Thanks, Veronica. That's... unexpectedly nice of you to say."

Emma shrugged. "Even I have my moments." She turned to me. "And you, Calvin. Who knew you had such poetry in you? It was quite moving."

"Thank you," I said simply, holding her gaze.

"Well," Ashley said, looking between us with slight confusion, "I should go check on Mom and Dad." She squeezed my arm. "Call me if you need anything, okay?"

As Ashley walked away, Emma leaned in closer to me. "See?" she whispered. "I'm still here. Just in a slightly more... high-maintenance package."

"Well," I said, tensing slightly as I lowered my voice, "it only took me eulogizing you at your own funeral to get through Veronica's thick skin. Should I be flattered or concerned?"

Emma laughed—that high, tinkling laugh that was all Veronica. "Oh, Calvin, darling, don't be so dramatic. Veronica's just selective about who she shows her softer side to." She ran a manicured finger down the lapel of my suit. "Besides, you should see how I—I mean, how she—behaves at other funerals. This is positively restrained."

I felt my jaw clench. Just when I thought I was seeing more of Emma, Veronica came roaring back. "Right. Restrained. Is that what you call it?"

She must have noticed the shift in my tone because her eyes narrowed with a calculating gleam that made my skin crawl. She leaned in closer, her perfume enveloping me in a cloud of expensive scent.

"You know," she said, her voice dropping to a husky whisper, "if you're so angry at Veronica, I'll be vaping behind the church in two minutes. Why don't you meet me there and teach me a lesson?"

"Jesus," I muttered under my breath.

She patted my cheek condescendingly. "Don't look so shocked, darling. It's just a thought." With that, she sauntered away, making sure to put an extra sway in her hips that I was certain was for my benefit.

I watched her go, feeling a storm of emotions raging inside me. Anger, confusion, and underneath it all, an undeniable current of desire that made me feel sick with myself. On one hand, the idea of following Veronica—of all people—behind a church for a quickie right now, of all moments, felt beyond reprehensible. On the other hand, it wasn't really Veronica, was it? It was Emma. My Emma, trapped in the body of a woman I couldn't stand.

The thought of putting Veronica in her place, of somehow spanking Emma back into reality, sent a shameful thrill through me. Would it help? Would a physical connection strengthen Emma's hold on Veronica's consciousness, the way it had with Mandy? Or would it just be giving in to a twisted desire I didn't want to acknowledge?

I loosened my tie slightly, suddenly feeling too warm. Two minutes, she had said. Two minutes until she'd be waiting, expecting me to either follow through or chicken out. Either way, I knew she'd have something to say about it.

God help me, I was actually considering it.

I found Emma exactly where she said she'd be—behind the church, leaning against the brick wall, a thin stream of vapor escaping her lips as she exhaled. She was partially hidden by a large dumpster, the irony of which wasn't lost on me. Veronica's designer heels clicked against the pavement as she straightened up at the sight of me.

"Well, well," she said, her red lips curving into a smile that was pure predator. "I wasn't sure you'd come. How deliciously naughty of you, Calvin."

I kept my distance, hands in my pockets. "I just wanted to talk."

She laughed, taking another drag from her vape pen before tucking it into her purse. "Talk? Is that what we're calling it now?" She stepped closer, her eyes gleaming. "God, I've never been this horny in my entire life—well, Veronica's life, anyway. It's strange. No matter what body I'm in, I want you so badly it hurts."

The crude words coming from Veronica's mouth sent an unwanted jolt of heat through me.

"You can have me right here," she continued, running her hands down her sides, emphasizing the curves of her body. "Veronica the bitch, freely available for whatever you want." She lowered her voice to a whisper. "My mouth, my pussy, my ass—take your pick. I've been working this body hard at the gym, you know. It would be a shame for you to pass on this opportunity."

I felt my face flush with anger and arousal in equal measure. "You could possess any other woman," I said through gritted teeth. "Any other woman would be a more pleasant partner than Veronica."

She threw her head back and laughed, the sound echoing off the brick walls. "Oh, please. Don't try to bluff me, Calvin. I know you too well." She closed the distance between us, pressing her body against mine. I could feel the heat of her through our clothes. "I can see it in your eyes. You're dying to push me against this wall and fuck me raw. Teach the bitch a good lesson, right?"

Her hand found its way to my crotch, confirming what she already knew. "Go ahead," she whispered, her breath hot against my ear. "I'm on the pill."

Something snapped inside me. All the confusion, grief, and anger of the past few days crystallized into a single, burning need. I grabbed Veronica by her shoulders and spun her around, shoving her roughly against the brick wall. She gasped—a sound of surprise mixed with excitement—as I pinned her there with my body.

"Is this what you want?" I growled, my voice barely recognizable to my own ears. "You want me to hate-fuck you at my wife's funeral?"

She laughed, that infuriating Veronica laugh. "Your wife is right here, darling. And yes, that's exactly what I want."

I silenced her with a bruising kiss, my hands already pushing up the hem of her expensive black dress. She wore silk underwear—of course she did—which I yanked down with enough force that I heard the delicate fabric tear. She moaned against my mouth, her hands fumbling with my belt.

"Hurry," she whispered, her voice husky with need. "Someone might come looking for us."

The thought should have stopped me cold, but instead it only fueled the fire. I freed myself from my pants and hoisted her up, her back scraping against the rough brick as she wrapped her legs around my waist. Without preamble, I thrust into her, earning a shocked gasp that quickly morphed into a moan.

"Oh god, Calvin," she cried out, her head falling back against the wall. "Yes, fuck me like you hate me."

And I did. I pounded into her with all the rage and confusion and twisted desire I'd been suppressing. Each thrust was punishment—for her taking Veronica's body, for her acting like this was all some game, for making me want her despite everything. Her moans grew louder, echoing in the small space between the building and the dumpster.

"Shut the fuck up," I hissed, clamping my hand over her mouth. "You want everyone to hear you? To come see Veronica getting fucked behind a church?"

Her eyes widened above my hand, but I could feel her smile against my palm. She was enjoying this—the danger, the degradation, all of it. And God help me, so was I. I hated myself for it, hated her for bringing me to this point, but I couldn't stop.

Veronica's body responded to every thrust, her inner muscles clenching around me, her perfectly manicured nails digging into my shoulders through my suit jacket. I could feel her building toward climax, her breathing becoming more ragged against my hand.

"You're not coming until I say so," I growled, slowing my pace deliberately. "You don't get to enjoy this that much."

She whimpered in protest, trying to move her hips to increase the friction, but I held her firmly in place. I removed my hand from her mouth just long enough to hear her beg.

"Please, Calvin," she gasped. "Please let me come. I need it."

"Who are you?" I demanded, still moving torturously slow inside her.

"I'm Emma," she whispered, her eyes locking with mine. "I'm your wife."

Something about hearing those words from Veronica's mouth pushed me over the edge. I resumed my punishing pace, driving into her with renewed vigor. She came almost immediately, her body convulsing around me, her scream muffled by my hand clamped firmly over her mouth again. I followed seconds later, emptying myself inside her with a guttural groan, hatred and pleasure washing over me in equal measure.

I sagged against the wall, my breath coming in ragged gasps as the reality of what we'd just done crashed over me. My wife's funeral. Behind the church. With her cousin's body. Jesus Christ, what was wrong with me? And yet, I couldn't deny the relief flooding through me—not just physical release, but something deeper. Some primal part of me had needed this, needed to reclaim Emma in whatever form she took.

Veronica—Emma—stood shakily, adjusting her torn underwear and smoothing down her dress. Her carefully styled hair was now a mess, makeup smudged, lipstick all but gone. My release trickled down her inner thigh, and she made a half-hearted attempt to clean herself with a tissue from her purse.

"Shit," she muttered, her voice sounding different somehow. "This dress costs more than your monthly mortgage payment."

I tucked myself away and zipped up my pants, shame and satisfaction warring within me. When I looked up at her face, I noticed something had changed in her eyes. The cold, calculating gleam that was pure Veronica had softened, replaced by something warmer, more familiar. More Emma.

"Calvin, I..." she started, then paused, running a hand through her disheveled hair. "I'm sorry. This was stupid. So fucking stupid." She shook her head. "Taking over Veronica of all people. What was I thinking?"

I stared at her, taken aback by the sudden shift. "Emma?" Was she more herself again?

"When I was Mandy, I didn't realize how much of a bitch Veronica actually was," she continued, leaning against the wall for support. "My memories of her were intact, but Mandy had no emotional response to seeing her. It was just... information. But being inside her head..." She shuddered. "It's like swimming in toxic waste."

"You sound different," I said cautiously. "More like yourself."

She looked down at her hands—Veronica's hands—with disgust. "I feel more like myself. Less... Veronica." She looked up at me, her eyes wide with realization. "It's the sex, isn't it? Just like with Mandy. Having sex with you brings me back, makes me stronger than the host."

I nodded slowly. "Seems that way. You were acting like a complete bitch before."

"I know," she said, genuine remorse in her voice. "And the worst part is, I was enjoying it. Veronica gets off on being cruel. It's like a drug." She reached out and touched my face gently. "I'm so sorry, Calvin. For all of this. For making you fuck me at my own funeral, for Christ's sake."

"It's not entirely your fault," I admitted. "I could have said no."

She gave a small, sad laugh. "But you didn't. And I'm glad you didn't." She gestured to herself. "This is helping. I'm stronger now. More me."

I straightened my tie, trying to make myself presentable again. "So sex with me is really like an anchor? It helps you stay you, no matter whose body you're in?"

"Seems that way," she said, attempting to fix her makeup using her phone's camera. "God, we look like we just had sex behind a dumpster."

"We did just have sex behind a dumpster."

"Fair point." She sighed, giving up on her appearance.

Emma did her best to make herself presentable, using a compact mirror from Veronica's purse to fix her smudged makeup. Her hands moved with Veronica's practiced efficiency, but there was a gentleness to her movements now, less of the sharp, aggressive energy that had dominated her earlier.

"How do I look?" she asked, smoothing down her dress.

"Like someone who just had rough sex behind a funeral home, but trying really hard to hide it," I answered honestly.

She laughed—a sound that was somewhere between Veronica's tinkling fake laugh and Emma's genuine one. "Well, it'll have to do." She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. "We need to figure out what happens next. I can't stay in Veronica forever."

"Where's Mandy?" I asked. "Could you go back to her?"

Emma shook her head. "Probably long gone by now. You should have seen her at the coffee shop after we switched—completely freaked out. Poor thing looked like she'd just woken up from a nightmare." She frowned. "I feel bad about that. She didn't ask for any of this."

I glanced toward the funeral home. "What about someone else here? Someone who wouldn't be missed for a while? At least for as long as it takes us to find someone else out there?"

"Like who? A friend? Family?" She shuddered. "I don't think I can do that, Calvin. One good thing about Veronica is she doesn't give a shit about my death. She's just here because it's the socially expected thing to do." She gestured toward the building. "Everyone else in there is grieving me. I'm not ready to feel that—to grieve myself through someone else's emotions. It would be too much."

I nodded, understanding. The psychological implications of inhabiting someone who was actively mourning you were disturbing to contemplate.

"We'll figure something out," I said, checking my watch. "But we should do it quickly, before you start feeling more like Veronica again."

"God, please don't let that happen." She shuddered. "Being Veronica is like having your brain marinated in entitlement and spite. The longer I'm in here, the harder it is to remember who I really am."

We made our way back to the cemetery, trying to look casual. I noticed Ashley watching us, her eyes narrowing slightly as she took in Veronica's disheveled appearance and the fact that we'd both been absent at the same time. She didn't say anything, but the knowing look on her face made my stomach twist with guilt. How much did she suspect?

The service ended without further drama, and the guests began to disperse. Emma and I stuck around to mingle, both of us desperate for some kind of solution. We needed a host who had no link to Emma and no one would miss for at least long enough to get back home.

"What's up with you and Veronica?" Ashley whispered to me as she passed by. "You two seem awfully chummy all of a sudden."

"She... asked about Emma's will," I lied smoothly. "Wanted to know if she'd been left anything."

"Typical." Ashley rolled her eyes, though she still seemed skeptical. "Did you tell her she's in line for a lifetime supply of free Botox and fake tits?"

"Something like that..." I trailed off, catching sight of the priest who'd presided over the ceremony. He was packing up his things, helped by a young woman in a simple black dress. "Excuse me for a sec," I said to Ashley, already moving toward the duo.

They watched me approach with polite smiles, the young woman standing slightly behind the priest, fiddling with her cross necklace.

"Hi, thank you so much for the service," I said, shaking the priest's hand. "It was lovely. Very... touching."

"Thank you, son," the priest said with a benevolent smile.

I stared at the nun, my mind racing. "I'm sorry, I didn't catch your name," I said, holding out my hand to her.

"Sister Margaret," she replied quietly, taking my hand in a firm shake.

"Sister Margaret, lovely." I glanced around, trying to look nonchalant. "Would you mind me introducing you to my wife's cousin? She... she keeps talking about wanting to get closer to God, but I think she's too afraid to ask." I lowered my voice, leaning in closer.

The priest and Sister Margaret exchanged glances. The poor girl, in her twenties, was pretty, in a quiet, innocent way. Her blonde hair was tucked neatly under her veil, and her blue eyes were wide and trusting. She seemed particularly uneasy in her conservative black dress. "I'd be happy to talk to her," the priest said. "Where is she?"

"Oh, no need to bother yourself, Father. I think a woman's touch might work better with this one." I gave Sister Margaret an encouraging smile. "If you could spare five minutes, Sister?"

She hesitated, glancing at the priest for permission, which he granted with a nod.

"I'd be honored to help," she mumbled, her voice barely audible.

"Wonderful." I led her away, searching for Emma. I spotted her across the cemetery, chatting with a group of well-wishers. "There she is."

I approached, Sister Margaret in tow, and tapped Emma on the shoulder. She turned around, her face lighting up with a false smile when she saw the nun. It seemed to take all of her self-control to keep her eyes from rolling out of her head. "Calvin! How lovely! What's this?"

"I wanted to introduce you to Sister Margaret," I said, nudging the shy nun forward. "She wanted to talk to you about... about getting closer to God. I know it's something you've been thinking about a lot lately."

"Of course," Emma said with a tight smile, keeping her hands folded in front of her. It was pretty obvious that my wife, as Veronica, found the idea of becoming a nun laughable. I had to elbow her slightly to get her to shake the nun's hand. She extended her arm stiffly, giving the sister a limp handshake.

For a moment, the two women stared at each other, the tension thick between them. Then, Sister Margaret blinked and straightened her shoulders, her expression changing slightly, blushing. In the meantime, Veronica's eyes widened. She looked around in confusion, her gaze finally settling on her hands, still encased in the nun's. She let go of the nun's hands as if they were on fire and stumbled backward a few steps.

"What on earth?" Veronica mumbled, her voice shaky. Veronica's relatives and friends looked over, some of them clearly concerned about her sudden change in demeanor. Veronica didn't seem to be one to show uncertainty or weakness. Obviously aware that she was being watched, she quickly regained her composure, flashing her usual, plastic smile.

"Everything alright, dear?" asked an elderly man, who I recognized as her father.

"Perfectly fine, Daddy," she said smoothly, brushing a lock of hair from her forehead. "Erm... I'm sorry," she told the nun. "You were saying?" She clearly had no idea what she was doing here, but her pride wouldn't allow her to show it.

Sister Margaret, meanwhile, had been staring at Veronica, her blush deepening. "Oh, yes. I just wanted to tell you that..." She was stammering, looking around her, and fiddling with her dress. She kept stealing glances at me, her blush intensifying every time our eyes met. "Nothing important... Sorry for bothering you..."

"I'll accompany the sister back to the priest," I said to all present. "Please, enjoy the refreshments." And then, in a whisper, I said to the nun, "Come with me."

We walked a few steps away, out of earshot. "Are you..." I asked the sister, who was now trailing behind me.

"Emma? Yes, it's me," the sister mumbled. Her voice was barely audible. It seemed like she was even shyer than before.

"How do you feel?" I asked, looking over my shoulder.

"A bit... disgusted?" the sister said, clearly struggling to find the right word. "Disappointed, maybe?" She shuddered, her arms wrapped tightly around her waist as we walked.

"About us...? Behind the church?"

She bit her lower lip, her cheeks now bright red. "No... I mean yes... But I was thinking about being Veronica... What a..."

"Bitch?" I offered.

"Horrible person," she corrected me, frowning slightly at my word choice. She turned to look at the priest, standing a few dozen yards away, conflicting emotions playing across her face. "Calvin, I... I know we planned for me to leave with you but..."

"But?"

She sighed, her breath shaky. "Would you mind waiting for a few minutes? I promised Father O'Brien that I'd help him pack up and get everything back to the parish."

"How long is a few more minutes? Can't you find an excuse to leave early," I asked, uneasy with the idea of letting her out of my sight.

"It's just that... I feel like I have a duty here," she said, looking down at her feet. "And to... God?" She looked at her hands as if they weren't her own. "I don't know how to explain."

I sighed. "Right. You're a nun now. Should have seen that coming." I shook my head, frustrated. "Alright, you help Father..."

"O'Brien..."

"O'Brien," I repeated. "You help him pack and load his car, then meet me at mine. Promise?"

"I promise," the sister said, her smile beatific. She gave me a little wave before hurrying back toward the priest. Fuck, I thought to myself, watching her go. A nun. Of all the people I could have chosen, why the hell did I pick a nun?
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Chapter 5: Faith
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I was startled by a knock on the car window. I blinked, looking up to find Ashley standing outside, her face pressed against the glass. I rolled down the window.

"Cal, you okay?" she asked, concern in her voice. "You've been sitting here forever."

I looked at the clock on the dashboard and realized that an hour had already passed. "Fuck," I mumbled, running a hand over my face.

"Want me to stay with you for a while?" she offered, leaning in through the window.

I glanced past her to where Father O'Brien and his helpers were packing a small van with religious paraphernalia. Sister Margaret—Emma—was among them. I watched as she lifted a large box, grunting slightly with the effort, her arms straining against the weight. "It's alright, Ash. Go home. I'll be fine."

Ashley frowned. "Are you sure?" She followed my gaze, her eyes narrowing. She seemed genuinely concerned. "Are you waiting for someone?"

"No. I'm..." My words died in my throat as my brain tried to catch up. "Yeah, I am," I said, nodding slowly. "The priest asked me to drive one of the sisters home after they were finished. She's been working here for a while, and she doesn't have a car."

Ashley's expression changed from one of worry to one of relief. She laughed softly. "That's nice of you." She patted my shoulder through the open window. "See you later, Cal."

"See ya." I watched her walk away, feeling a pang of guilt for lying to my sister-in-law.

Another twenty minutes passed before Emma finally climbed into the passenger seat. She sat rigidly, her hands folded primly in her lap, her posture perfect.

"You okay?" I asked, studying her profile.

"Hmm? Oh, yes. Just... thinking," she replied, her voice distant. She turned to face me, her expression serious. "My... Her life is so different. She's given herself to God. She spends her days in prayer, in service. It's a hard life, but also... peaceful. Fulfilling." She shook her head. "Maybe it's the contrast to Veronica that's making me feel this way. It's like... like a cleansing. Like a baptism, washing away all the sin and filth."

"Shit," I chuckled nervously. "Do I need to fuck you again, bring you back down from your holy high horse?"

She frowned at me, her lips pursed in disapproval. "Please, Calvin. Have some respect."

"Sorry," I mumbled, feeling chastised. "I just want you back to normal. You're not you right now."

She sighed, looking down at her lap. "I... I'm me. I'm Emma... It's just that... I feel like I've been called to a higher purpose." She looked out the window.

I gulped, my heart racing. This was exactly what I'd feared. "Emma," I began, but she cut me off with a sharp gesture.

"Relax," she said, her tone dry. "I know this isn't me. It's just her. Her body, her mind. All of this is Sister Margaret, not me."

"But you feel like her."

"But I feel like her," she conceded. "And it's hard to ignore."

I nodded, starting the car. "Still coming? Or are you going to fuse with her forever to fulfill your duty to God?"

"I'll come," she said, her voice soft. "I made a promise to you and I'll keep it. We'll find a solution together. And... I still love you." It seemed to take her a great effort to say the words, and I felt my heart clench in my chest. She noticed the way my shoulders slumped and reached out to pat my arm, blushing. "Oh, don't take it the wrong way, Calvin. It's not that I love you less. It's just hard to process through... through this." She gestured at herself.

I drove in silence, my mind racing with the implications of everything we were dealing with. "Well, it's obviously temporary," I said finally. "I imagine your new friends are going to wonder where you are if you're gone for too long. What are you going to tell them? Are you even allowed outside?"

She looked away. "I'm not a child, Calvin. I'm allowed to go where I please. I just want to make sure my duties are taken care of."

"And when are your duties taken care of?"

"I'm supposed..." She groaned, hitting her legs. "I mean, she's supposed to be back at the parish tomorrow morning. We were... I mean, they were going to pray and meditate at the cathedral tonight, but I told them I was meeting an old friend and might be late."

I sighed, my eyes fixed on the road. Traffic was heavy, and it was taking longer to get home than usual. Looking at people in other cars, going about their normal lives, made me realize just how far we were from our regular routines. "We need to stop jumping you into new bodies every day without any planning. We need to understand the rules and find someone you can... stay in. For a while, at least, until we figure this out."

I drove in silence for a few minutes, my mind racing with the implications of everything we were dealing with.

"Something happened when I went from Veronica to me," the nun said, breaking the silence. "It felt... different. Not as immediate as the others."

"Different how?"

"Like... I could see threads..."

"Threads?" I repeated, glancing over at her. "What kind of threads? Like spider webs?"

"Memories, I think," she explained. "Veronica's memories, maybe feelings, thoughts?"

"Okay..."

"It felt like I could pull them, twist them?" She blushed again. "I'm not explaining myself well."

"What about that nerd you talked about when you were Mandy?" I said, getting off the highway and onto the quieter surface streets. "You seemed to think she'd be the perfect person to help us figure things out."

"Oh... I don't know... I don't remember her now that I'm Lisa." I saw her frowning as I looked over.

"Lisa?"

"That's my name, Calvin!" she said, pouting at me. "Sister Margaret is my holy name. We pick a holy name when we take our vows."

I chuckled, shaking my head. "Lisa, alright..."

She sighed. "I don't remember much of her, but I remember thinking she was a good choice. I have no idea why."

"Shit... I guess it's too late now. We're not going to go after Mandy again. She's probably freaked out enough by all this."

The young nun smirked. "I wrote down her name and number back at home, when I was still Mandy."

I opened my mouth to say something, but closed it. I smirked back. "Good thinking."

"Thank Mandy," the nun said, winking.
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Chapter 6: Sin

[image: ]


I pulled into our driveway and killed the engine, glancing over at Sister Margaret—or Lisa, or Emma, or whoever she was now. The silence between us felt heavier than it had with Mandy. There was a tension in the air I couldn't quite place.

"Home sweet home," I said, trying to sound casual despite the absurdity of bringing a nun—my wife's consciousness trapped inside a nun—into our marital home. "You okay?"

Lisa's hands were folded neatly in her lap, her posture rigid. She still had that aura of piety about her that seemed at odds with everything I knew about Emma.

"I'm... not sure," she said softly, her blue eyes darting nervously around the house as we entered. She stood awkwardly in our living room, looking at familiar objects as if they were artifacts in a museum. Her fingers traced the edge of a photo frame—our wedding picture—but she didn't pick it up.

She turned to me, her expression conflicted. "It feels so strange being here. I remember everything, but it's like... I'm viewing it through a filter." She touched her chest. "I—I mean Lisa, Sister Margaret—she's not used to this. She sleeps at the convent with the other sisters. This place feels..." She struggled for words. "Worldly. That's how I—she—would describe it."

Was I going to have to get used to every host making similar comments? Now it felt like Emma was rediscovering the house every time she moved on to someone else. I felt at a loss. Emma was still there, buried beneath layers of Sister Margaret's personality, but the nun's influence was undeniable. I needed to break the ice, to bring her back to herself.

I approached her slowly, reaching out to take her in my arms the way I had with Mandy, the way I would have with Emma. "Maybe we just need to—"

"NO!" she screamed, recoiling violently and backing against the wall. Her eyes were wild with fear. "Don't touch me! This is a sin! You're married to her, not me! I've taken vows before God!" Her voice wasn't Emma's anymore—it was higher, panicked. "The Lord sees all! I cannot betray Him!"

I backed away, hands raised. "Whoa, whoa! I'm sorry. I didn't mean to—"

"Fornicator! Tempter!" she spat, then immediately covered her mouth with her hands, eyes wide with shock at her own outburst.

"Emma," I said firmly, keeping my distance. "Emma, I need you to focus on my voice. Remember who you are. Remember us."

Lisa was trembling now, tears streaming down her face. "I'm sorry, I'm sorry," she whispered. "That wasn't me—I mean, it was me but... Lisa is... Her faith is like a wall inside my mind."

I cautiously sat on the couch, patting the spot beside me. "Come sit. No touching. Just talk to me."

After a moment's hesitation, she perched on the edge of the cushion, as far from me as possible.

"Tell me what's happening," I said gently.

She wiped her tears with shaking hands. "It's like being torn in two. I want you—God, I want you so badly it hurts." Her cheeks flushed deep red. "But Lisa is horrified by those feelings. I've never... she's innocent in ways I wasn't even before we met. The desire I feel terrifies her. It's like something screaming inside my head that these thoughts are sinful." She looked up at me, her eyes a battlefield of desire and devotion. "I've never felt so conflicted. With Mandy, with Veronica, their personalities influenced me, but Lisa... her faith is the core of who she is. I can't just push it aside."

I sat there watching Lisa—Emma—whoever she was now, struggling with herself. My mind raced with conflicting thoughts. What the hell were we supposed to do now? I couldn't force her into anything she wasn't comfortable with, but our options were limited. If we tried finding another host, what would happen to Sister Margaret afterward? She'd wake up in a strange man's house with no memory of how she got there. We'd be looking at kidnapping charges at minimum. Even if we had Emma switch out in the open, away from witnesses, the trauma of suddenly finding herself in a random part of town, miles away from her convent with no explanation would be devastating. I frowned, realizing we had been doing just that to everyone Emma had possessed up to now.

"I don't know what to do," I admitted, running a hand through my hair. "We can't just... let her go like this. She'd be confused, and it would raise too many questions." I didn't say the other part out loud—that each time we'd been intimate, Emma had seemed to grow stronger in her host body. The sex with Veronica had brought Emma fully to the surface, but now, in Lisa's body, all that strength seemed gone. Had the transfer drained her somehow? Or was Sister Margaret's faith simply too powerful to overcome?

Lisa sat rigidly on the couch, her hands clasped in prayer. "I don't know either," she whispered. "These feelings... they're so confusing. I remember wanting you, but it feels... it feels..." She couldn't even finish the sentence, her face flushing crimson.

"What if," I said carefully, "we just start small? A kiss, maybe? Just one little kiss."

"No!" Lisa's eyes flashed with panic. "That would be a sin! I can't—we can't—"

"It doesn't have to be on the lips," I said quickly, trying a different approach. "Just a kiss on the cheek. Friends do that all the time. Even nuns must give friendly kisses, right?"

She hesitated, her internal struggle visible on her face. "I... I suppose that wouldn't be... entirely inappropriate."

"Just one," I promised, not moving any closer, letting her come to me.

After what felt like an eternity, Lisa inched toward me on the couch. Her movements were stiff, uncertain. She leaned forward and quickly pressed her lips to my cheek, then immediately pulled back as if burned.

"There," I said softly. "That wasn't so bad, was it?"

She touched her lips with her fingertips, a look of wonder crossing her face. Something had shifted in her eyes—a flicker of my Emma coming through.

"It feels... warm," she said, sounding surprised. "Like... like sunshine inside."

I chuckled at her innocence. "Would you like to try again?" I asked, hardly daring to breathe.

Lisa nodded slowly, her eyes never leaving mine. This time, when she leaned in, she lingered a moment longer, her lips soft against my skin. When she pulled back, her breathing had quickened slightly.

"I've never..." she started, then corrected herself. "Lisa has never felt this way before. It's... it's frightening but also... nice?" She sounded like a child discovering something new and forbidden. "There's this feeling, down in my... in my private places. It makes me feel all tingly and warm."

I swallowed hard. "That's normal. It's called desire."

"Desire," she repeated the word like it was foreign on her tongue. "I was taught that desire is the devil's playground. But it doesn't feel evil. It feels... good."

This time, I was the one who leaned forward, slowly, giving her every chance to pull away. I pressed my lips gently to hers, a chaste kiss that lasted only a second. When I pulled back, her eyes were wide, pupils dilated.

"Oh," she breathed. "Oh my."

The next kiss came from her, surprising me with its urgency. Her lips pressed against mine, inexperienced but eager. I felt her hands tentatively touch my shoulders, then slide up to cup my face. When she pulled away, she was panting slightly.

"These feelings," she whispered, "they're so strong. I remember them, but it's like... it's like I'm feeling them for the first time. My body—Lisa's body—it's never known this before. It's... it's making me wet." She looked mortified at her own words. "I'm not supposed to say things like that. I'm not supposed to feel things like that. But I do. I really, really do."

The next kiss broke something loose in her. Her mouth opened under mine, her tongue shyly meeting my own. She moaned into my mouth, the sound so innocent and erotic at the same time that it sent heat coursing through my veins. Her hands clutched at my shirt, pulling me closer.

"Calvin," she gasped when we broke apart. "I feel so... so sinful. But I don't want to stop. Is that wrong? Lisa thinks it's wrong, but Emma... I... I want more. I want to do the things I remember. The things we used to do together." Her face was flushed, her blue eyes dark with a mixture of desire and confusion. "Will God punish me for these thoughts? For wanting to... to make love with you?"

I took her trembling hands in mine, looking directly into those conflicted blue eyes.

"Listen to me," I said firmly. "You're not Lisa. You're Emma—my Emma—who happens to be controlling Lisa's body right now. Nothing you're doing is Lisa's sin. She's not even here, not really. She's not making these choices." I squeezed her hands gently. "You're borrowing her body, that's all. And you, Emma, have never been religious. You've never worried about these things before. So Emma's guilt is not something that should be weighing on your mind."

The tension in her shoulders eased slightly. "You're right. I'm not her. I'm me." She touched her chest. "But what about my soul, Calvin? Emma's soul? If I can move between bodies like this... what does that mean? Am I... am I damned already?" The question hung in the air between us, but even as she asked it, her hands were moving to my chest, fingers splaying across my shirt.

"I don't know," I answered honestly. "But I know that I love you, and I know that you're here, against all odds. If there is a God, wouldn't He want us to cherish this miracle?"

She bit her lower lip, a gesture so unlike a nun and so much like my Emma that it made my heart ache. "I want to touch you," she whispered, her voice a mixture of shame and desire. "I remember how it feels, but Lisa's body... it's never known a man's touch. It's like I'm a virgin again, but with all these memories of what to do."

Her hands moved tentatively to the buttons of my shirt, fumbling slightly as she undid them one by one. When her fingers brushed against my bare chest, she gasped.

"You're so warm," she murmured, exploring me with the wonder of someone discovering the ocean for the first time. Her touch was hesitant, then bolder as she traced the contours of my chest and shoulders.

I reached for her, sliding my hand to her waist, feeling the curve of her hip through the simple black dress. She shivered under my touch, her breath catching.

"Can I..." she started, then blushed furiously. "Can I touch you... down there? I remember how, but it feels so forbidden."

Before I could answer, she froze, her eyes widening with sudden panic.

"Wait," she said, pulling back slightly. "Will she—will Lisa—remember any of this when I'm gone? Will she wake up knowing what we did?" The horror in her voice was palpable.

I shook my head. "No, that's not how it seems to work. You know it's not. Clara didn't remember anything. Neither did Veronica. When you leave a body, their memories of that time go with you."

Relief washed over her face, followed by something darker, more primal. "So she'll never know," she whispered, and I watched as something shifted in her eyes. The last vestiges of Sister Margaret's restraint seemed to crumble away.

"Then God forgive me," she breathed, and lunged forward, crushing her mouth against mine.

The transformation was startling. Her hands were suddenly everywhere—in my hair, under my shirt, fumbling with my belt. She kissed me with a desperate hunger that belied her innocent appearance, her tongue sliding against mine with growing confidence.

"I want to do everything," she gasped between kisses. "All the things I remember but Lisa's never done. I want to feel you inside me. I want to taste you. I want—" She broke off, seemingly shocked by her own words, but the desire burning in her eyes didn't diminish.

She pulled at my shirt, nearly tearing it in her eagerness to get it off. When I was bare-chested before her, she stared in fascination.

"It's so strange," she murmured, running her hands over my skin. "I know this body. I've touched it a thousand times. But it feels like the first time." She leaned forward and pressed her lips to my chest, a tentative kiss that quickly turned into something more as she began to explore me with her mouth.

"Show me," she whispered against my skin. "Show me everything again."

I watched in awe as Lisa—Emma—began to undress. Her movements were a contradiction: hesitant yet determined, innocent yet knowing. She fumbled with the buttons of her simple black dress, her fingers trembling slightly.

"I've never undressed for a man before," she whispered, though we both knew it wasn't entirely true. Emma had undressed for me countless times, but Lisa's body never had. "Help me?"

I stepped forward, my hands replacing hers on the buttons. As the dress opened, I revealed pale, unblemished skin that had likely rarely seen the sun. Her breasts were small but perfectly formed, topped with pink nipples that hardened under my gaze. Without the modest clothing, Sister Margaret's body was surprisingly lithe—slender but with gentle curves at her hips and waist.

"You're beautiful," I breathed, sliding the dress from her shoulders. She stood before me in nothing but simple white cotton panties, her blonde hair falling loose around her shoulders. The contrast between her innocent appearance and the hunger in her eyes was the most erotic thing I'd ever seen.

"I want to see you too," she said, her voice stronger now. She reached for my belt with newfound confidence, unfastening it and pulling it free with a soft hiss of leather. As she worked on my pants, I couldn't help but marvel at the situation. Yesterday it was Mandy, today a nun. How many bodies would Emma inhabit? How many different women would I make love to, all of them containing some essence of my wife?

When we were both naked, she pressed her body against mine, gasping at the contact. "Oh God," she moaned, then immediately covered her mouth. "I shouldn't say His name like that."

"It's okay," I assured her, guiding her to our bedroom, to our bed. "It's just us here."

She lay back on the couch, her legs instinctively closing, that last bit of Lisa's modesty still present. I knelt between her thighs, gently coaxing them apart. Her pussy was pink and perfect, with just a small tuft of blonde hair above it. It looked untouched, virginal—which, of course, it was.

"I'm going to make you feel good," I promised, lowering my head between her legs.

At the first touch of my tongue against her clit, she cried out, her back arching off the bed. "Fuck!" she gasped, then immediately, "I'm sorry, I shouldn't say—oh, oh my God!"

I worked her with my mouth, savoring the sweet taste of her, so different from Mandy, from my Emma's original body. Each woman had her own unique flavor, and there was something intoxicating about discovering them all.

"Calvin, please," she begged, her hips bucking against my face. "I need you inside me. I need to feel you stretching me open. Please, please fuck me."

The filthy words coming from the mouth of a woman who had taken vows of chastity sent a jolt of pleasure straight to my cock. I moved up her body, positioning myself at her entrance.

"This might hurt," I warned, remembering that Lisa's body was untouched.

"I don't care," she panted, wrapping her legs around my waist. "I want it to hurt. I want to feel everything."

I pushed forward slowly, feeling the resistance of her hymen. She winced but urged me on, her nails digging into my shoulders. With one firm thrust, I broke through, burying myself to the hilt in her tight, virgin pussy.

"Oh fuck, oh fuck," she chanted, her eyes wide with pain and pleasure. "It's so much... you're so big inside me."

I held still, letting her adjust, watching the play of emotions across her face. "Are you okay?"

"Yes," she nodded frantically. "Move. Please move. Fuck me, Calvin. Fuck your wife."

I began to thrust, slowly at first, then with increasing force as her body opened to me. Her pussy gripped me like a vise, so tight it was almost painful. I couldn't help comparing. Mandy had been eager but experienced, Veronica wanton and skilled. This was different. The physical innocence of the body combined with Emma's sexual knowledge created an intoxicating blend.

"Harder," she demanded, her voice losing all traces of Sister Margaret's gentleness. "Fuck me harder. I want to feel your cock all the way inside me. I want you to pound my virgin cunt until I can't walk."

I complied, driving into her with abandon, the headboard slamming against the wall with each thrust. Her legs wrapped tighter around me, her heels digging into my lower back.

"Yes, yes, yes," she chanted, her head thrashing from side to side. "Oh God, I'm going to come. I'm going to come on your big cock!"

Her pussy clenched around me as she climaxed, her inner walls pulsating in waves that nearly pushed me over the edge. I gritted my teeth, holding back, wanting to prolong this.

"I want to try everything," she gasped when she came down from her peak. "All the things I remember but have never done with this body."

Before I could respond, she was pushing me onto my back, straddling me with newfound confidence. She positioned my cock at her entrance and sank down, taking me deep inside her again.

"Oh fuck," she moaned, beginning to ride me. Her small breasts bounced with each movement, her blonde hair wild around her face. "I love the way your cock feels inside me. So deep like this."

I gripped her hips, guiding her movements, watching in awe as this woman who had dedicated her life to God rode me like a woman possessed. And she was possessed, in a way—possessed by my Emma.

"I'm going to come inside you," I warned as I felt my climax approaching.

"Yes," she hissed, grinding down harder. "Fill me up. Mark me. Make me yours."

With a groan, I erupted inside her, pumping her full of my cum. She collapsed on my chest, panting, her inner muscles still milking every last drop from me.

"I can feel you," she whispered against my neck. "I can feel your cum inside me. It's so warm."

We lay there for several minutes, catching our breath. I stroked her hair, marveling at how different it felt from Mandy's, from Veronica's, from my Emma's original hair.

"We need to figure this out," I said finally. "How long you can stay in a body without... recharging. How the transfers work exactly."

She nodded against my chest. "I know. But right now, I just want to enjoy this. Being with you again." She lifted her head, looking into my eyes with a mixture of Emma's love and Lisa's wonder. "Can we do it again? There are so many things this body has never experienced."

I laughed, feeling a stirring of renewed desire despite having just finished. "I'm not sure how long I can keep up if we're doing this daily with new bodies," I admitted. "But for you, I'll certainly try."

She grinned, a mischievous expression that looked utterly out of place on Sister Margaret's innocent face. "Good. Because I want to taste you next. I want to feel your cock in my mouth."

I sighed happily, surrendering to whatever strange new reality this was. Then, the strange reality came crashing back as I realized I had missed a key detail.

"We didn't use protection, Em," I said, the weight of this sudden new responsibility settling on me. "We've just been going at it like rabbits with no condoms."

My wife raised an eyebrow, her cute, innocent face contorting into a wry, amused expression that was entirely Emma. "Don't worry, I'm on birth control."

I blinked. "You're on birth control?" I asked, confused. "Sister Margaret is on birth control? A nun?"

Emma giggled. "Not for that, Cal. For my—" she paused, looking down at her new body. "For her period. She gets horrible cramps without it."

I relaxed a little, though I couldn't help but feel a sense of unease. It was one more reminder that we were playing with people's lives here.

My wife, however, seemed completely unfazed, studying my naked body like it was a fascinating piece of art. Her eyes were bright, still full of desire. No more guilt, no more confusion. I laughed.

"What's so funny?" she asked, propping herself up on one elbow, her blonde hair falling in a curtain around her face.

"Just wondering if you're feeling more like yourself now that I've fucked the holiness out of you," I said with a smirk. "You're still acting like you've never done any of this before. I thought the sex was supposed to bring Emma to the surface."

She smiled, a curious blend of Emma's mischief and Sister Margaret's innocence. "I am more myself. Look—" She sat up straight, her small breasts bouncing slightly with the movement. "Fuck, shit, goddamn, Jesus Christ on a bicycle!" She immediately covered her mouth, her cheeks flushing crimson. "See? I can say it, but it still feels... wrong. Like I'm wearing shoes on the wrong feet."

"So you're not fully Emma?"

She shook her head. "I don't think I ever am, not completely. I'm Emma in my consciousness, in my memories, in my love for you. But I'm still experiencing everything through Lisa's brain, her neural pathways, her hormones." She touched her temple thoughtfully. "It's like... I'm playing a piano I've never touched before. I know the song by heart, but my fingers have to learn where the keys are."

I reached out to stroke her cheek. "That must be disorienting."

"It is. But it's also..." She bit her lip, that same gesture that was becoming familiar on this unfamiliar face. "It's also incredibly fucking hot. Lisa's body has never known any of this. Every sensation is new and intense. And there's something about the forbidden nature of it all..." She leaned closer, her voice dropping to a whisper. "I can feel her in here, you know. Not conscious, but present. Part of her wants this, Calvin. Part of her has always wanted to know what it feels like to be filled, to be taken, to be... fucked."

Her hand slid down my chest, fingers trailing over my stomach. "She'll never admit it. She'll never even know she experienced it. But right now, I can feel how her body responds to you. How wet she gets when I think about tasting your cock."

My breath caught as her hand wrapped around my semi-hard shaft, coaxing it back to life. "Another round?" I asked, my voice rough.

"Mmm-hmm," she nodded, sliding down my body. "I want to know what you taste like on this tongue. I want to feel you hit the back of this throat." She positioned herself between my legs, her blue eyes looking up at me with that intoxicating mixture of innocence and desire. "I want to sin again."

Without breaking eye contact, she lowered her head and took me into her mouth. The wet heat of her engulfed me, her inexperienced tongue exploring the contours of my cock with tentative licks that quickly grew more confident.

"Jesus," I groaned, threading my fingers through her hair.

She pulled off just long enough to whisper, "Don't take the Lord's name in vain," before swallowing me down again, deeper this time. The sight of Sister Margaret's angelic face, her lips stretched around my cock, her eyes watering slightly as she took me deeper than her untrained throat was ready for, was almost enough to make me come right then.

She worked me with growing enthusiasm, her hands joining her mouth, stroking what she couldn't fit. Occasionally she would pull back, gasping for air, strings of saliva connecting her lips to my cock, before diving back in with renewed determination.

"That's it," I encouraged her, guiding her movements with my hand in her hair. "Take it deeper. You're doing so well."

She moaned around me, the vibrations sending jolts of pleasure up my spine. When I felt my climax approaching, I tried to warn her, to pull her off, but she clung to me, sucking harder, her eyes locked on mine with fierce determination.

I came with a shout, flooding her mouth. She swallowed valiantly, though some escaped, trickling down her chin. When she finally released me, she licked her lips, looking both shocked and pleased with herself.

"So that's what you taste like," she said, wiping her chin with the back of her hand. "Salty. Not what I expected."

I laughed, pulling her up to lie beside me. "You know damn well what I taste like."

She grinned, resting her head on my chest. "Lisa didn't. She never even let herself think about what cum tastes like." She yawned, her body relaxing against mine. "But I think she liked it. I know I did."

As she drifted off to sleep in my arms, I stared at the ceiling, wondering what tomorrow would bring. How long would Emma stay in Lisa's body? Who would she jump to next? And how long could we go on like this, body-hopping through the world, before something went terribly wrong?

But for now, I held her close, this strange amalgamation of my wife and a nun, and allowed myself to enjoy the impossible miracle we'd been given.
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Chapter 7: Looking for a Doctor
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I woke with a start, my hand automatically reaching for the warm body that should have been beside me. The sheets were cold and empty. My heart rate spiked as I sat bolt upright, suddenly wide awake.

"Lisa? Emma?" I called out, panic rising in my throat. Had the nun's consciousness reasserted itself overnight? Had she fled in horror at what we'd done? I imagined Sister Margaret waking up naked in a strange man's bed, the memories of our night together missing but the evidence all too clear. She'd go straight to the church. Or worse, straight to the police.

I scrambled out of bed, pulling on a pair of sweatpants. "Emma!" I shouted, louder this time, rushing toward the bedroom door.

The smell hit me before I reached the kitchen—bacon, coffee, something sweet baking. I skidded to a stop in the doorway, relief washing over me in a dizzying wave.

Lisa stood at the stove, her back to me, wearing one of my t-shirts that hung to mid-thigh on her petite frame. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail, and she was humming softly to herself as she flipped pancakes with practiced ease.

"You're here," I breathed.

She turned, spatula in hand, and smiled. It was a reserved smile, nothing like the wicked grin Emma had worn when she was Mandy, but it was genuine.

"Of course I'm here. Where else would I be?" She gestured around the kitchen. "I always help with breakfast at the convent. Sister Agnes says I make the best pancakes." She blushed slightly. "Well, Lisa does. I do. You know what I mean."

I moved closer, studying her. In the morning light, she looked even younger than she had yesterday, barely into her twenties. Her face was scrubbed clean, her blue eyes clear and bright. Without the nun's habit, with just my oversized shirt and her bare legs, she looked like any young woman making breakfast for her lover—except for that air of innocence that clung to her like a subtle perfume.

"How are you feeling today?" I asked cautiously. "About... everything that happened?"

The blush deepened, spreading down her neck. "I'd rather not speak of it," she said, turning back to the stove. "It was... it was sinful. What we did." She flipped a pancake with perhaps more force than necessary.

"Emma—"

"It's fine," she cut me off, her voice softening. "I'm not... I don't regret it. I just..." She sighed, setting down the spatula and turning to face me. "This body, this mind—it's not used to such things. It feels ashamed, even though I know it shouldn't."

She stepped closer, rising on her tiptoes to press a soft kiss to my lips. It was chaste, nothing like the passionate kisses we'd shared last night, but I felt her tremble slightly before she pulled away, looking both pleased and scandalized at her own boldness.

"Goodness," she murmured, touching her lips. "I shouldn't... The Lord sees all." But she didn't look particularly concerned about divine judgment, just slightly flustered.

"Sit," she instructed, gesturing to the table. "Breakfast is nearly ready."

I obeyed, watching as she moved around the kitchen with a grace that seemed both familiar and foreign. She wasn't moving like Emma, who had always been a bit clumsy in the morning. There was a precision to her movements, an economy of motion that spoke of years of disciplined routine.

When she set a plate of perfectly golden pancakes in front of me, along with bacon and fresh coffee, I couldn't help but smile. "This looks amazing."

"Thank you," she said, sitting across from me with her own plate. She bowed her head briefly, murmuring what I assumed was a silent prayer, before picking up her fork.

"I found the note I left here when I was Mandy," she said after a few bites, reaching for a folded piece of paper on the counter. "It was here in the kitchen but I don't remember all the details."

She handed me the paper. On it was scrawled a phone number and a name: Dr. Katherine Winters, Ph.D. Below that were hastily written instructions: "Tell her Mandy says 'you owe me for the clinic.' She'll come."

"I remember writing it. I remember thinking she'd be perfect—she's brilliant, studying neuroscience or something similar. But I don't know what 'the clinic' refers to. That must have been in Mandy's memories, not mine."I frowned, considering our options. "Even if we get her to come here, how do we experiment? We'd need two bodies for you to switch between, and we can't exactly kidnap someone."

"Actually," Emma said, taking a sip of her coffee, "I called Father O'Brien this morning. I told him—well, Sister Margaret told him—that I had a family emergency and needed to stay away from the convent today. He was very understanding."

I stared at her in surprise. "You called him? On what?"

She rolled her eyes, looking suddenly much more like my Emma than the demure nun of a moment ago. "On my smartphone, Calvin. For heaven's sake, what century do you think nuns live in? We're not completely cut off from technology." She grabbed a sleek phone from the counter next to her. "We're encouraged to maintain family connections. We just use them... judiciously."

"Sorry," I said, feeling my face heat. "I just assumed..."

"That we communicate via carrier pigeon and smoke signals?" she teased, a hint of Emma's sarcasm breaking through Sister Margaret's reserve. "The Lord works in mysterious ways, Calvin, including through iPhones."

I laughed, relieved to see this flash of my wife's personality. "So we have you for the day. That's good. But we still need to figure out how to get Dr. Winters here without sounding like complete lunatics."

"And if we start switching between two bodies, the other person will notice." Emma frowned, pushing a pancake around her plate.

Yeah, that was the tricky part. Maybe that doctor could be informed of the situation and be willing to help, but Sister Margaret would definitely go running to the church or the police or both, and that would complicate everything beyond belief. Though, I didn't think we had much of a choice. At some point we'd have to take a risk if we wanted to learn more about what was happening to Emma's consciousness.

I studied the phone number again. "I guess there's only one way to find out..."
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Chapter 8: Katherine
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I sat on the couch, staring at my phone, the cryptic message to Dr. Katherine Winters still displayed on the screen: "From Mandy: You owe me for the clinic. Need your help urgently. Will explain in person." Short, mysterious, and hopefully effective. We'd decided against explaining anything over text—who would believe it anyway?

Emma paced the living room, her bare feet silent on the hardwood floor. She still wore my t-shirt, though she'd added a pair of Emma's old sweatpants that hung loose on Lisa's smaller frame. She kept touching things—the bookshelf, the throw pillows, the framed photos—with a curious expression on her face.

"What's it like?" I asked, watching her run her fingers over the spines of our books. "Being here, in this house?"

She turned to me, her brow furrowed. "Strange. It's like... I know this place. I remember buying this couch with you, arguing over the color for hours." She smiled faintly at the memory. "But at the same time, it feels completely foreign. When I was Mandy, this place felt alien too, but it was still... a normal home, you know? The kind of place a college student might visit."

She gestured around the room. "But for Lisa—for me—this is so far removed from my life. The convent is sparse, functional. We share most spaces. The idea of owning all this..." She shook her head. "It feels almost sinful. All this space, these possessions, for just two people."

"So what? Our life is just a distant memory? Someone else's life? Even though you remember it?" I asked.

She bit her lip, looking troubled. "No, it's not like... Not entirely. You, Calvin, you're not someone else to me. I feel the connection. You are my husband, the love of my life." She sat beside me on the couch, taking my hand in both of hers. "I feel it in my soul."

My phone buzzed, startling us both. Katherine had replied: "What the hell? Who is this really? Mandy would never bring up the clinic. Need more details before I go anywhere."

I showed the message to Emma, who shrugged helplessly. "I have no idea what 'the clinic' even refers to. It must have been important to Mandy, though."

I typed back: "It really is from Mandy, in a way. Hard to explain over text. If 'the clinic' means something to you, that should be proof enough. It would be easier to show you what's going on."

We waited in tense silence until the phone buzzed again. "Fine. What's the address? But I'm bringing pepper spray and my roommate knows where I'm going. This better not be some weird shit."

I sent her our address, adding, "It's definitely weird shit, but not dangerous. Promise."

"Well, that's that," I said, setting the phone down. "Now we wait."

Emma nodded, then wandered back to the bookshelf. She pulled out a worn copy of "The Great Gatsby"—one of her favorites—and flipped through it with a frown.

"What's wrong?" I asked.

"I used to love this book," she said, sounding puzzled. "I remember loving it. But now it seems... I don't know. Frivolous? All these people with their wealth and their parties and their shallow problems." She put it back on the shelf with a sigh. "It's not holding my interest at all."

I couldn't help but laugh. "Let me guess—you prefer religious texts now? The Bible? Lives of the Saints?"

She shot me a look that was pure Emma, despite coming from Lisa's face. "Actually, no. Lisa—I—have quite the collection of thriller novels hidden under my bed at the convent. Murder mysteries, mostly. The gorier the better." She grinned at my surprised expression. "What? Even nuns need escapism. Sister Agnes thinks I'm reading devotionals, but I've got Gillian Flynn and Tana French stuffed between my mattress and box spring."

"Sister Margaret!" I gasped in mock scandal. "I'm shocked. Absolutely shocked."

She laughed, a sound that was becoming more familiar on Lisa's lips. "Everyone has their secrets, Calvin. Even before... this." She gestured to herself. "Lisa was never quite as perfect as she pretended to be."

The thought was oddly comforting—that even before Emma had inhabited her body, Sister Margaret had her own small rebellions, her own private self that didn't align perfectly with her public persona. It made what we were doing seem slightly less like a violation.

"How long do you think it will take Dr. Winters to get here?" Emma asked, settling onto the couch beside me.

I checked the time. "Depends on where she lives. Could be twenty minutes, could be an hour."

Emma leaned her head against my shoulder, a gesture so familiar it made my chest ache. "I hope she can help us figure this out. I can't keep jumping from body to body forever."

I put my arm around her, pulling her close. "We'll figure it out. Together."

But as we sat there waiting, I couldn't help wondering what would happen if we couldn't solve this puzzle. How many bodies would Emma inhabit? How many lives would be disrupted? And what would happen to my wife if we failed?

After a while, the doorbell rang, and I felt my stomach tighten with anxiety. Emma and I exchanged a glance before I stood to answer it.

"Here we go," I muttered, taking a deep breath before pulling the door open.

The woman standing on my porch wasn't what I expected. When Emma had mentioned a "nerdy scientist friend," I'd pictured someone older, despite her saying she was a friend from high school, maybe with a lab coat and a perpetual scowl. Instead, Katherine Winters looked like she'd walked straight out of some "sexy scientist" Halloween costume—minus the costume.

She was in her early twenties, with short, fiery red hair cut in a tomboyish style that somehow managed to look both practical and stylish. Freckles dusted her nose and cheeks, visible behind black-rimmed glasses that gave her an intellectual air. She wore a simple green t-shirt with some obscure science joke printed on it, fitted enough to show off curves that her lab coat probably hid most days. Her jeans were worn at the knees, and she carried a messenger bag slung across her chest.

"You're not Mandy," she said immediately, her eyes narrowing behind her glasses. Her voice was crisp and precise, the kind that commanded attention in lecture halls. "Who are you, and why are you using her name to get me here?"

"I'm Calvin Kent," I said, stepping back slightly to give her space. "And no, I'm not Mandy. It's... complicated."

"I called Mandy," Katherine said, not budging from the doorway. "My actual friend Mandy. She has no idea who you are or why you'd be contacting me on her behalf. Interestingly, she also can't account for what she did yesterday, or the two days before. Complete blank." Her hand slipped into her pocket, presumably gripping the pepper spray she'd mentioned. "So I'll ask again: who are you, and what do you want?"

"We can explain," Emma said, appearing beside me. Katherine's eyes flicked to her, taking in the small blonde in oversized clothes.

"And you are?"

"My name is... Lisa," Emma said after a slight hesitation. "Sister Margaret, actually, but Lisa is fine."

Katherine's eyebrows shot up. "A nun? What the hell is going on here?"

I ran a hand through my hair, struggling to find a starting point that wouldn't sound completely insane. "Look, this is going to sound crazy, but my wife died last week. In a car accident."

"I'm sorry for your loss," Katherine said automatically, though her expression remained suspicious. "But what does that have to do with Mandy or me?"

"Because she's not dead," I blurted out. "I mean, her body is, but she's... she's here." I gestured to Emma/Lisa. "She's in there."

Katherine took a step back. "Okay, I'm leaving now. You people are clearly—"

"Wait," Emma said, her voice taking on that gentle but firm tone I'd noticed she used more often in Lisa's body. "Please. We know how this sounds. But something extraordinary has happened, something beyond scientific explanation—at least, beyond our understanding of science."

"Which is why we need you," I added quickly. "You're supposed to be brilliant. Mandy thought you could help us figure this out."

"Mandy apparently doesn't even know you," Katherine shot back.

"Then how would we know about 'the clinic?'" I challenged, hoping that would be enough to convince her to at least stay and listen.

Katherine's expression shifted from suspicion to something more complex—curiosity mingled with concern. "So you're what? A ghost? What makes you say that?"

"My consciousness transferred," Emma said simply. "From my dead body to another woman's, then to Mandy's, then to my cousin at my funeral, and now to Sister Margaret's. I retain all my memories as Emma, Calvin's wife, but I experience the world through the brain and body I'm inhabiting."

I expected Katherine to turn and run, but instead, she adjusted her glasses, a scientist's calculation replacing her wariness. "That's... not possible. Consciousness is a product of brain function. It can't be transferred like a computer file."

"And yet, here we are," I said. "Look, we can prove it. My wife—inside Lisa—knows things only my wife would know. Things about me, about our life together."

"And Mandy can't remember the days I was in her body," Emma added. "Just like the woman at the funeral home can't remember preparing my body for viewing, because I was in control then."

Katherine stood silent for a long moment, her fingers drumming against the strap of her messenger bag. Finally, she spoke. "I'm not saying I believe you. But as a neuroscientist, I'm intrigued by the hypothesis. And the fact that Mandy really does have missing time..." She took a deep breath. "Fine. I'll come in. But I'm keeping my phone on and my pepper spray handy."

I stepped aside, relief washing over me. "That's fair. Thank you for giving us a chance."

As Katherine crossed the threshold, I caught her studying Emma with intense scientific curiosity, like she was a particularly fascinating lab specimen. I couldn't blame her—if I hadn't experienced this firsthand, I wouldn't believe it either.
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We sat in the living room, Katherine perched on the edge of an armchair like she might need to bolt at any moment. Emma and I took the couch, careful to maintain some distance between us—Sister Margaret's body language still betrayed discomfort at too much physical contact, especially with an audience.

"So let me get this straight," Katherine said, her scientific skepticism evident in every syllable. "You're claiming that your wife's consciousness somehow transferred from her dead body into a series of living women, and now resides in..." she gestured toward Emma, "a nun?"

"I know how it sounds," I admitted.

"It sounds like the plot of a bad sci-fi movie," Katherine replied, adjusting her glasses. "Or actually, it reminds me of 'The Man from Earth.' Have you seen it?"

Emma and I exchanged blank looks.

"No? Well it's about a man who also makes impossible claims to a bunch of scholars. She smirked. "Sister Margaret probably wouldn't like how it ends. Though I suppose it's an unpleasant comparison in this case, since it would imply you two are telling the truth, which is ridiculous."

"We are telling the truth," Emma said quietly. "I know it defies scientific explanation, but—"

"It defies logic," Katherine interrupted. "Consciousness isn't transferable. As I said, it's a product of specific neural patterns in a specific brain. You can't just... hop from one brain to another like changing clothes."

"And yet, that's exactly what's happening," I insisted. "Emma can tell you things only she would know. About our life together, about conversations we had that no one else heard.

Katherine waved this away. "Cold reading techniques. Or maybe you coached her. There are a dozen more plausible explanations than consciousness transfer. It's not like I would even be able to tell if she's telling the truth. I don't know any of you."

"What about the missing time?" Emma reminded her. "Mandy can't remember what happened when I was in her body. Clara at the funeral home couldn't remember the days I spent as her. There's a pattern."

This gave Katherine pause. She tapped her fingers against her knee, thinking. "Memory gaps can be caused by trauma, drugs, alcohol—"

"Or by someone else driving your body," I finished for her.

Katherine sighed. "Fine. Let's say, for the sake of argument, I entertain this hypothesis. How exactly does this... transfer work? Is it voluntary? Is there a trigger?"

Emma and I exchanged another look, this one more uncomfortable.

"It seems to happen through touch," Emma explained. "Physical contact with another woman. But staying 'myself' within the new body... that's more complicated."

I cleared my throat. "We've noticed that Emma's personality becomes more dominant after... intimate contact."

"Intimate contact," Katherine repeated flatly.

Emma's cheeks flushed crimson. "Sexual intercourse," she clarified, her voice barely above a whisper. "With Calvin. It seems to... strengthen my hold on the host body."

Katherine's eyebrows shot up. "So you're telling me that not only does your wife's consciousness magically transfer between bodies, but you need to have sex with her to keep her from... what, fading away?"

"Not fading away entirely," I explained, feeling heat rise to my own face. "She retains her memories regardless. But her personality, her... Emma-ness... it gets weaker without physical contact. She starts acting more like the host."

"How convenient for you," Katherine said dryly. "Your wife dies, but you get to keep sleeping with her in a variety of new bodies. Sounds like a male fantasy to me."

"It's not like that," Emma protested, her voice stronger now. "This isn't something we wanted or planned. We're just trying to understand it."

Katherine studied us for a long moment, her scientific curiosity clearly at war with her skepticism. "How long can you maintain your... dominance without this 'recharging'?"

"We don't know exactly," I admitted. "We haven't been willing to test it for too long."

"I stayed in Clara's body for about two days," Emma added. "Then I switched to Mandy. By the end of the third day, I felt mostly like her until Calvin and I... reconnected."

"You mean until he fucked you," Katherine said bluntly.

Emma winced at the crude language, Lisa's sensibilities clearly offended. "Yes," she said stiffly. "After that, I was more myself again."

Katherine turned to me. "So you had sex with Mandy—my friend Mandy—while your wife was, what, possessing her?"

The accusation in her tone made me defensive. "It wasn't like that. It was Emma, in Mandy's body. Emma consented. Emma wanted it."

"But Mandy didn't consent," Katherine pointed out, her voice hardening. "Mandy wasn't even present to consent. You had sex with my friend's body while she was... what, unconscious? Absent? Do you realize how that sounds?"

"I thought you didn't believe us," I countered. "You said it was a bad sci-fi plot. Why worry about consent if you don't believe it's real?"

"Because," Katherine said, "if it is real—and that's still a big 'if'—then you're taking advantage of vulnerable women."

I stood up, startling both Katherine and Emma. "And what was I supposed to do? Just ignore her, let my wife's consciousness fade away until there was nothing left of her? Watch her die a second time?" My anger, fueled by fear and grief, boiled over and seemed to take Katherine by surprise, her hand reaching for her pocket and the pepper spray within. "So far her hosts have been completely clueless about what happened during the time she was possessing them. It's like they blacked out, and they remember nothing. So yeah, I'll happily fuck my wife, in whatever body she's in, to keep her from disappearing. That's not me taking advantage, that's me being a husband."

Dr. Winters stared at me, mouth agape, then frowned slightly. "Well," she muttered after a pause. "I think a demonstration is in order."
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"A demonstration," Katherine repeated, leaning forward in her chair. "I want to see this transfer happen. If what you're claiming is true, I need to observe it firsthand."

"You want Emma to... transfer into you?" I asked, not quite believing what I was hearing.

Katherine nodded, her scientific curiosity clearly overriding her skepticism. "If this is real, I want to experience it. And if it's not, then no harm done, right?"

Emma shifted uncomfortably beside me. "Before we do this, you need to understand what you're consenting to. I'll have access to your memories, your thoughts. I'll be... you, in a way."

"And I'll be unconscious? Or gone?" Katherine asked, her scientific precision evident even in her skepticism.

"Not gone," Emma explained. "Just... dormant. When I leave, you won't remember anything that happened while I was in control."

Katherine snorted. "How convenient. No witnesses to your 'possession.'" She made air quotes with her fingers. "But fine, I consent to being 'possessed' by your dead wife." Her sarcasm was thick enough to cut with a knife. "Thanks for asking, by the way. At least you're not having Calvin's wife switch with me without my consent."

The barb hit home, and I winced. "We're trying to do this right."

"There's another problem," Emma explained to the scientist, her brow furrowing. "Sister Margaret. When I leave her body, she's going to be very confused. She'll have no idea how she got here or who you are."

"She might call the police," Katherine added with a smirk. "Kidnapping a nun is probably a felony."

Emma stood up and began pacing, a gesture that looked strange on Sister Margaret's normally composed body. "I need to take something to keep her calm when she wakes up. Something mild."

"Oh, sure," Katherine said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. "Let's add drugging a nun to the list of crimes. Why not?"

Despite her harsh words, Katherine made no move to stop us or leave. Her scientific curiosity was clearly winning out over her ethical concerns.

"I don't like this," I said, following Emma as she headed toward our bathroom. "Drugging her seems wrong."

"What choice do we have?" Emma countered, opening the medicine cabinet with the familiarity of someone who had done it a thousand times. "If she wakes up in a strange house with strange people, she'll panic. This will just... take the edge off."

She reached for a prescription bottle I recognized—mild anti-anxiety medication she'd been prescribed years ago after a particularly stressful period at work. She shook three pills into her palm.

"I used to take these when my nerves got bad," she explained, though I already knew. "Sometimes to help me sleep. They're not strong, taken alone. But three of them should make Lisa drowsy enough not to panic."

Emma swallowed the pills with a handful of water from the sink. A few minutes later, she sat down heavily on the edge of the tub, her eyelids already growing heavy.

We returned to the living room where Katherine was waiting, her expression a mixture of scientific fascination and moral judgment. She didn't seem particularly concerned to see the nun's eyes growing glassy, her body swaying slightly as the drugs kicked in.

"So," she said, standing up and brushing invisible lint from her jeans. "How do we do this? Do I need to touch her, or...?"

Emma nodded slowly. "Physical contact seems to be the trigger. A handshake should be enough."

Katherine extended her hand, her skepticism evident in the slight smirk on her face. "Well, Sister whatever, it was nice meeting you. I look forward to being possessed by a dead woman."

Emma took a deep breath and reached out, clasping Katherine's hand firmly in her own.

For a moment, nothing happened. Emma and Katherine stood frozen, hands clasped, while I held my breath. Then Katherine's body jerked slightly, her eyes widening in shock.

"Holy shit," she breathed, her voice still Katherine's but somehow different—more hesitant, more surprised. "It worked. It actually worked." She released Emma's hand and staggered back, staring at her own palms in wonder. "I'm... I'm in her body. I'm Katherine. But I'm Emma."

Sister Margaret swayed on her feet, her eyes unfocused. The medication was clearly taking effect, making her movements sluggish as she looked around in confusion.

"Where... where am I?" she mumbled, her voice slurred. "What's happening?"

I moved quickly to guide her to the couch, helping her sit down. "It's okay," I said soothingly, though I knew it was anything but okay for her. "You're safe. Just rest."

Katherine—or rather, Emma in Katherine's body—was examining herself with scientific precision, running her hands over her arms, touching her face, adjusting to her new form.

"The neural pathways are so different," she said, her voice taking on Katherine's clinical tone but with Emma's wonder behind it. "Everything is... sharper somehow. More analytical. I can feel how her brain processes information. It's like thinking in high definition."

She turned to look at Sister Margaret, who was now slumping against the couch cushions, her eyelids heavy. "And what a contrast! Going from that rigid, faith-structured mind to this..." She tapped her temple. "Katherine's brain is like a supercomputer compared to hers. No offense to the nun, but it's like going from a horse-drawn carriage to a Tesla."

I couldn't tell how much of this assessment was Emma and how much was Katherine's own ego coloring Emma's perceptions. The disdain for religious thinking certainly sounded more like the skeptical scientist than my wife.

"Oh, and I'm really turned on," Katherine added, grinning as she cupped her breasts through her shirt and biting her lip as her gaze wandered to me. "Which is very unusual, because I'm... she's supposed to be a lesbian."

I felt my face grow warm. "Can we maybe not talk about Katherine's body's, um, reactions?"

"We need to get me into an MRI," Emma continued as if I hadn't spoken, pacing now with Katherine's energetic stride. "And an EEG. We should monitor brain activity during the transfer. And we'll need blood samples to check for hormonal changes. Oh! And we should—"

"Whoa, slow down," I interrupted, placing a hand on her shoulder. It felt strange touching Katherine's body while knowing Emma was inside. "One step at a time."

Emma nodded, pushing Katherine's glasses up her nose in a gesture that was pure scientist. "You're right. Methodical approach. First things first." She looked back at Sister Margaret, who was now barely conscious. "The medication is working. Good. That gives us some time."

She closed her eyes suddenly, her brow furrowing in concentration. "I can see them," she whispered. "The threads. Just like when I transferred from Veronica to Lisa. Mental pathways, memories, emotions... they're all connected by these... threads of consciousness."

"You can see inside her mind?" I asked, not quite understanding.

"Not see, exactly. It's more like... feeling. Sensing." Emma's eyes remained closed, her face a mask of concentration. "There's one that's particularly strong. It's fascinating. Let me just..."

Without warning, Katherine's body shuddered violently. Her back arched, her mouth falling open in a silent gasp. Her hands gripped the arms of the chair so tightly her knuckles turned white. A deep, guttural moan escaped her throat as her body convulsed in what was unmistakably an intense orgasm.

Sister Margaret, even in her drugged state, looked scandalized. I stood frozen, completely bewildered.

After several seconds, Emma relaxed, Katherine's body going limp in the chair. A slow, satisfied smile spread across her face.

"Well," she said, her voice breathless. "That was unexpected."

"What the hell just happened?" I demanded. "Did you just cum?"

Emma nodded slowly and straightened up, adjusting Katherine's rumpled clothing with a smirk that looked perfectly at home on the scientist's face. "I think I found a solution to our problem."
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"The threads," Emma explained, her mind clearly racing with the implications. "I don't know what they are exactly. A neural map? A mental representation of Katherine's thoughts?" She paced the living room, her movements sharp and precise. "Hardware, software, that's basically the question. We'd really need to see what happens inside the brain to start drawing conclusions. A PET scan would really—"

"Emma," I cut in, holding up a hand. "You're getting sidetracked again. Focus. You said you found a solution."

She stopped, turning to face me. "I think I can alter my... her brain. Rewire her neural connections, on the fly. Nothing big, or not easily. We're talking about very specific tweaks, editing memories, small suggestions?"

I stared at her, trying to process the implications. "So you could what, create memories to explain the missing time? Make her not suspicious?"

"Her or anyone else!" Emma said, her eyes gleaming with Katherine's intellectual excitement. "I could create an explanation for the missing time they'd accept as their own. Make Sister Margery—"

"Margaret..." I corrected. It was fascinating to see how even basic information like names didn't seem to carry over that well. I guess Katherine herself was bad with names, or didn't care enough to remember them.

"Margaret, right. I could make her think she just felt like having some time away from the convent."

"She told Father O'Brien she had a family emergency," I reminded her.

"But if they ever speak with her family they'll find out it wasn't true," Emma countered. "I need to create a plausible memory, that she had doubts, needed to think about her faith, get some rest, all of that.

"Let's not fuck with her faith. She seems to take it seriously." I warned, still feeling guilty about involving her.

"Right. Right," Emma said, clearly distracted by the possibilities. "Whatever would work best, obviously." She turned to the drugged nun on the couch. "It will take a couple of hours for her to fully metabolize the medication. I'll take over, and once she's more lucid, we'll get her back to the convent, and then I'll switch back with Katherine, leaving that girl with a peaceful, private memory of her little sabbatical."

I sighed in relief. "Thank God."

My wife looked at me, laughing. "Thank Katherine. She knows exactly what she's doing. Being inside her brain... it's like, it all just makes sense." She tapped Katherine's temple. "Everything is clearer. I'm so much smarter, so much more... capable..."

I snorted. "With the ego to match, apparently."

She smirked, hands on her hips. "You're just jealous that I'm a genius now."

"You're using HER brain," I corrected. "That's cheating. She's the genius."

She stepped closer, running a hand down my chest. "I'm using HER entire body, but I can share."

Sister Margaret groaned from the couch, her eyes fluttering open slightly, still confused and drowsy.

"I thought you were a lesbian now," I said with a weak smile as Emma's fingers started to undo the buttons of my jeans.

"Mmm, I am. I mean, she is." Emma's fingers were now on my belt buckle, pushing me toward an armchair. She looked up at me, her eyes, Katherine's eyes, full of a familiar hunger. "Seems like you're the exception to the rule, no matter what brain I'm using. And this body is... aching for you."

"Emma, not in front of—"

"Shhh, she's barely conscious," she whispered, sliding to her knees in front of me. "And I won't let her remember anyway."

She fished my hardening cock out of my pants, staring at it with a confused fascination. "I've never touched a dick before." She giggled.

I chuckled. "Seems like the theme for this week."

"Right?" she said, her fingers tracing the length of my shaft. "Not that I mind. I should, but I don't." She leaned in closer, her tongue darting out to taste the tip of my cock. "Salty." She laughed. "Of course it's salty. I know it is. But I don't. Fascinating!" She swirled her tongue around the head before taking me into her mouth, her movements at first tentative, then more confident as she drew on her own original memories, not Katherine's, for how to please me.

I stared at her, at that fiery red hair, those black-rimmed glasses, the determined, focused look in her eyes as she worked my cock. My wife, the scientist, my wife, the lesbian, my wife, dead and alive, on her knees in front of me, sucking me off in the living room while a nun drooled on the couch behind us.

"Damn, you're leaking a lot," she said, pulling back to stroke me, a string of pre-cum connecting her lips to my cock. "I didn't know you had a thing for nerdy girls."

"I have a thing for my wife," I grunted.

She looked up at me, smirking again. "Right. Of course," she said sarcastically, bringing her hands up to her own breasts, squeezing them through her shirt. "These aren't very impressive compared to Mandy's, are they?" she asked, then looked down at them with a frown. "But you know what's nice?"

"What?" I asked, my breath coming short.

"You can have all the tits in the world now, fuck any pussy you want, and you'll still be fucking me. You'll still be fucking your wife." She leaned forward again, wrapping her lips around my cock and taking me deeper this time. Her free hand slipped down to her own jeans, undoing them and sliding inside.

Was this going to be our life now? An endless parade of new bodies, new experiences, each one a violation of someone else's life, a theft of their autonomy, all in the name of preserving my wife's impossible existence? I was tempted, despite myself. A new woman every day, a new set of curves to explore, a new personality to interact with, all containing the same soul, the same woman I loved. I felt a wave of nausea, followed by an equally strong wave of desire. Besides, what choice did we have? Let her fade away?

"Come on, fill my mouth," she moaned around my cock, her hand working frantically between her own legs now. "I want to taste you. I want to feel you shoot down this lesbian's throat."

I moaned and laughed, sliding two fingers through the fiery red hair. "Damn, is Katherine's brain making you this much of a freak?"

"Oh I'm a kinky girl, Calvin," she said, pulling back to gasp for air. "You have no idea the kind of stuff Katherine is into. Just not dicks, usually." She went back down on me with renewed enthusiasm, her tongue swirling around the head before she took me deep into her throat, gagging slightly.

I felt my climax approaching, my hips thrusting forward, fucking her mouth with a desperation I hadn't felt since the first time I'd made love to Emma all those years ago. I could feel her moaning around my cock, her own orgasm building. I came with a groan, my cock pulsing, filling her mouth with my cum. She swallowed it all, her eyes rolling back in her head as she came from her own touch.

When I finally pulled away, she looked up at me, her face flushed, her glasses askew. She licked her lips, then pulled her fingers from her pants, sucking them clean with a wicked grin.

The poor nun on the couch moaned again, her head lolling to the side, staring at us with glazed, unfocused eyes.

"Oh, sorry," Emma said nonchalantly, noticing her audience. "Forgot you were there."

I leaned back in the armchair, my heart pounding, my mind reeling from the intensity of it all. "Feeling more like yourself?" I asked, watching as Emma stood up and adjusted her clothes.

"Yep," she said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. "Weird how this seems to work. You reach climax and it brings me back. Vaginal or oral, doesn't seem to matter. I'm pretty sure a handjob would do the trick too. I can't find a rational explanation for it. This is baffling."

I stared at her, frowning.

"Relax, it really is me, Cal," she said, chuckling. "Well as much me as I can be in this brain, evidently. More me, at least. I'm still smarter. That doesn't seem to be going away no matter how many times you fuck me. I'm as smart as the person I'm in, period."

I nodded, thoughtful and, I have to admit, a bit turned on by—

"Oh I can see the gears in your head turning," she said, winking at me. "A hot bimbo brain, a genius brain, a shy brain... What will you want to stick your dick in next?" She looked down at Katherine's body.

I cleared my throat, trying to get back to more serious matters before my own imagination got carried away. "Emma, we need to come up with a plausible cover story to explain Lisa's absence. And for Katherine too. Make sure they both remember nothing."

"Make me forget?!" Emma asked, her voice suddenly sharp, her eyes narrowing. "No way!"

I blinked. "We cant—"

"This is the discovery of a lifetime," she continued, her voice taking on Katherine's academic tone again. "We have to study this. Properly. With equipment. I can't just forget it!"

"She's gonna freak out!"

"No she won't," Emma said, her hand waving dismissively. "She'll be cool. I know her, remember? I know her brain. I'm her, currently."

I frowned again.

She sighed. "I'm still me, Jesus, Cal... I'm telling you that this is too big for her to want to forget it. Too big for her not to want to study it."

I was too tired to argue. We'd asked for Katherine's help because we weren't 'qualified' to figure this out. Maybe she wasn't either. This felt more like magic than science. But in any case, she certainly was more qualified than me, or Emma would under normal circumstances, or in most bodies.

"So what now?" I asked, feeling drained.

My wife picked up Katherine's phone, unlocking it with her thumbprint. "Now I leave myself a message," she said, her fingers flying across the screen. "Explaining everything, in a way that will make sense to her. I'll play with her memories too, to make it obvious something weird happened, so she believes me when she watches the video." She hit record and held the phone up.

"Hey Kat, it's you. Or rather it's me. It's Emma, Calvin's wife. So obviously this whole possession business is not bullshit. I'm in your body right now, which you won't remember. I figured out I can play with memories, among other things, so I'll give you a completely different set of memories from the time was here. But when you watch this, not remembering recording it, you'll know something weird happened. No doubt you'll want to learn more about whatever is going on here." She paused, then added, "Help us, and we'll let you study us. We need to get the nun back to her convent, so I need a body to switch back into once we're done." She lowered the phone, ending the recording with a smirk. "There."

Sister Margaret was stirring again on the couch, her eyes fluttering open. "What..." she mumbled.

Emma moved to her side. "It's okay, Margery," she said, her voice calm.

"Sister Margaret... Lisa." I sighed.

"Lisa," Emma corrected herself. "It's okay, Lisa. You're safe. Just relax." She placed a hand on the nun's forehead, freezing for a moment.

The nun blinked, her eyes still glazed. "Oh dear... I'm..." She tried to sit up, her body still sluggish. "I'm... so tired..."

"Jesus, your wife is really out of it," Emma commented with a smirk. Wait a minute...

"Katherine?" I asked, raising an eyebrow. I was expecting confusion, the same weird transition we saw with the others, but it was different this time. Instead of her acting like a confused Katherine waking up from a weird dream, she acted like she had been here all along.

"What?" she asked, looking over at me.

"You were just Emma," I said, gesturing between the two of them.

"No I wasn't," she said with a confused frown. "I've been here the whole time. You two are nuts. I rest my case." She stood up, adjusting her glasses. "It was entertaining, but I think it's time for me to go. You clearly need some time to... process your grief and..." She gestured vaguely toward the nun. "Whatever this is."

"Wait," I said, standing up too. "What do you think happened here? What do you remember?"

Emma chuckled from the couch, apparently finding something funny in her own drugged confusion.

"What do you mean, what do I remember?" Katherine asked, her patience clearly wearing thin. "I came here because Mandy gave you my number and told you about the clinic. I admit the magician showing up and the clowns were entertaining, and the hypnotist act was a real hoot, but I have yet to see any evidence your wife came back from the dead." She frowned. "That trick with the ceiling opening and birds flying out was pretty good, though. How did you..." She looked around, realizing how insane she sounded. "You're fucking with me, aren't you?"

Then, I laughed too, Katherine's eyes narrowing.

"Did you drug me too?" she asked, looking at me, then at the still giggling nun.

"You should check your phone. There's a video for you," I said, leaning against the wall and crossing my arms.

She huffed and pulled her phone out, her thumb unlocking it. I watched as her face went from annoyance to confusion. She stared at the screen. "When did I...?"

"You didn't. My wife did. Watch it." I insisted.

She tapped the screen, her eyes widening as she watched herself, or rather, Emma in her body, explain the impossible. Her hand flew to her mouth, her breath catching.

"Oh my god," she whispered, her eyes darting between the phone, the nun, and me. "This isn't... You didn't..." She looked at her hands, turning them over as if seeing them for the first time. "This is... This is real?"

"Real..." slurred Emma from the couch, her words barely audible. "Very... real..."

Katherine sat down hard next to her, her legs suddenly weak. "I don't... How?" She took a deep breath, opened her mouth, then winced. "Ouch! Why does my jaw..." She trailed off, licking her lips, then ran her tongue over her teeth, her eyes wide with dawning horror. "No. No, no, no..."

I felt a sudden surge of guilt for my part in this. "Emma said you'd be okay with it," I offered weakly.

"Okay with what? What the fuck did she do in my body?!" Katherine demanded, her voice rising in panic.

"Just... a quick blowjob," I mumbled, unable to meet her eyes.

Katherine stared at me, her face a mask of disbelief. "I'm a lesbian!" she practically shouted, jumping to her feet. "I have never even... I don't even like men! I never agreed to this!" She looked down at her body with disgust, then at the grinning, half-conscious nun. "I'm calling the police!" She fumbled for her phone again, her hands shaking.

"Wait," I said, stepping forward. "Please, just... listen."

"You listen! You and your dead wife sexually assaulted me! I'm going to have you both arrested!"

"Both arrested?" I snorted, gesturing toward the drooling nun. "Me and my dead wife? Does Sister Margaret have to be arrested too? How do you explain this one?"

She stared at the giggling, drugged-up nun, her anger faltering.

"Emma said you'd help. She said it was the discovery of a lifetime." I added, heart racing.

"And that makes it okay for her to use my body like that?" Katherine shot back, though her voice had lost some of its edge.

"Okay, it was wrong," I admitted. "But that's just how it works. I'm sorry! When she's in someone's body she's horny and..."

"That's no excuse!" Katherine said, though she seemed to be calming down.

"It's all I got."

"Fuck!" she yelled, kicking the coffee table. She paced back and forth, her fists clenched, her mind clearly racing. "This is absolutely insane."

"Will you help us?" I asked, my voice barely a whisper.

She stopped pacing and looked at me, then at the nun, then back at me. "I can't believe I'm considering this..."
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Chapter 12: A Deal
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The ride to the convent was awkward. Katherine sat in the passenger seat, her arms crossed, staring out the window, her expression a mixture of disbelief and scientific fascination. Sister Margaret, or rather, Emma in the nun's body, slumped in the back seat, still groggy from the medication but gradually becoming more lucid. She was once again wearing the habit, her face pale and composed.

"I feel... weird," she said, her voice clearer now. "Not as... fuzzy, though."

I stared at her through the rearview mirror. "Do you still feel the threads?" I asked.

"The threads?" Katherine asked, glancing over at me.

"Something I can see... or feel... inside women's brains when I'm inside," Emma explained, her voice still weak. "Like paths?" She shook her head. "It was easier to explain when I was inside you." She gestured to Katherine who stiffened slightly.

"Paths? Neural pathways?" Katherine asked, her scientific curiosity overriding her anger. "Of memories?"

"Maybe?"

"Is that what you used to mess with my memories?" Katherine asked, her voice sharp, a hint of curiosity in her tone.

"Yep," Emma said, giggling again. "I imagined a scenario and put it in your head, somehow."

"You have no idea how weird it is," Katherine muttered to herself, shaking her head. "It really feels like it happened. If it wasn't so absurd, I wouldn't doubt it actually did."

I glanced back at my wife again, who was now staring out the window, her face pensive. "Can you do it again? For Lisa?" I asked.

She nodded slowly. "I think so. It should be easier now that I've done it once. I'll just... make her think she took a personal day to clear her head."

"Alright, look," Katherine said, turning to face Emma. "I need more data. This is... unprecedented. The scientific implications are staggering."

I didn't know what to say, so I remained focused on the road as we drove through the city, the afternoon sun casting long shadows across the buildings. We had a better idea of how things worked, and what Emma could do, the rules, so to speak, but we still had no idea why it was happening, or how long it would last. The thought was terrifying. Whatever brought Emma back could very well take her away from me at any point. Knowing more would help, but I was afraid of losing time searching in the wrong direction.

"Hey! I'm talking to you guys," Katherine said, waving a hand in front of my face.

"Yeah, I heard you," I said, glancing at her. "We'll see what we can do."

"Don't you 'we'll see' me," she snapped, her voice rising in frustration. "Your dead wife is hopping from body to body, you just used mine for a blowjob without my consent, and you've basically kidnapped and used a nun that I'm now helping you brainwash so you can return her to her convent without any questions asked. I'd say you owe me a little more than 'we'll see'."

"We'll let you study me," Emma offered, her voice still a bit slurred. "We need answers too. If science can provide them, then we'll be grateful for the help."

Katherine snorted, but I could see a flicker of excitement in her eyes. "IF? There's no 'if' about it. If it exists, science can explain it."

"There are a lot of things science can't explain," Emma countered, holding the cross that hung from her neck, her brow furrowed in thought.

"Yeah, right... Let's talk about it again when you're no longer in a nun's body," Katherine said sarcastically.

"What will you need from us?" I asked, trying to steer the conversation back to the practicalities.

Katherine tapped her chin thoughtfully. "First, I need access to both of you. Regularly. I need to be able to take readings, brain scans, run tests..."

"How often?" I asked, already dreading the logistical nightmare this was becoming. "I just got my wife back from the dead. I'd like to spend some time with her, not carting her around to labs."

"Don't worry, lover boy," Katherine said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. "I won't keep you from your ghostly humping sessions for too long. But for this to be a proper study, I'll need a baseline. We need to understand the transfer, the 'recharging' process, the memory manipulation..." She trailed off, lost in thought. "God, the possibilities for a paper on this are endless."

I turned my head to look at her, my eyes wide with disbelief. "A paper? You're thinking about publishing this? The whole world would find out about her!"

"You don't expect me to keep this to myself, do you?" Katherine shot back. "A deceased consciousness transferring between living bodies? This is the biggest scientific discovery in human history!"

"They'll lock her in a lab!" I protested, my grip tightening on the steering wheel.

Emma leaned forward, her head between the front seats. "Give us time, doctor. I don't know why I'm back, but it has something to do with my... husband. I didn't come back here as a messiah. God sent me here for him."

God... Did God send her here? If so, why? And why us? Why me? Why like this? If God was the one behind this, he had a weird sense of humor.

Katherine sighed, leaning back in her seat. "How much time?" she asked, her voice softening slightly.

"Years, at least," I said, my voice firm.

"Years?!" Katherine practically shouted. "You want me to sit on the biggest scientific discovery of all time for YEARS?"

I clenched my fingers around the steering wheel, turning my knuckles white. I pushed the brakes, leaving the car stopped on the side of the road, both women gasping in surprise. I turned in my seat to face Katherine, right arm reaching out to open her door.

She stared at the road, her eyes wide with disbelief. "What are you doing?"

"You want to study her, to study us? You want to write a paper? Fine. But you do it on our terms, and you don't publish until we say so. Otherwise, we don't need your help. You're free to leave." I pointed outside.

Katherine stared at me, her mouth agape, then at Emma, who was watching her with a calm, unreadable expression.

"Jesus, fine!" Katherine said, slamming the door shut, Emma wincing. Whether it was the sound of the door or the casual mention of Jesus, I couldn't tell. "Okay. No papers. Not yet. We'll study this in secret. But I need access. Regular access."

"Once a week," I offered, pulling back onto the road, my eyes back on the street in front of us. "Saturdays."

Soon I'd have to return to work. I'd spent a week at home, "mourning". Even if everyone still believed my wife was dead and buried, which was only half true, I'd eventually have to return to the office, make a living, support us both, whatever that meant now.

"Fine, but the entire day," Katherine countered. "I need time to run tests, scan, observe. A few hours isn't enough."

I glanced at Emma through the rearview mirror, who nodded slowly.

"Deal," I said, my voice tight. "Now, let's get Lisa back to the convent before we draw any more attention to ourselves."

The rest of the drive was made in silence. The convent was an old, imposing building on the edge of town, surrounded by a high brick wall. I made sure to pull up away from prying eyes, the car hidden in the shade of a large oak tree. There was no one around, the only sound the distant chirping of birds.

"Okay," I said, turning off the engine. "Emma, are you ready?"

She nodded, her hands clasped in her lap. "I think so. But how do I explain you, Calvin? Or Katherine?" she asked, looking between us.

I rubbed my temples. "Father O'Brien and the others already saw you leave with me after the funeral. We can spin it that... you asked me to drop you somewhere, then later asked me to pick you up so I could drive you back. Katherine is... a friend from out of town?"

My wife nodded, getting out of the car, still a bit shaky on her feet. She smoothed down her habit as the doctor and I got out too, standing by my car.

"Alright, I'm ready," Emma said, taking a deep breath and turning toward Katherine, extending her hand.

The scientist looked at my wife's outstretched hand, then at me. "I swear to God," she said, her voice low and intense, "If you use my body for anything other than finding another host again, I'll—"

"I'll behave," Emma promised, her voice small and tired.

"We'll do our best," I added, earning a glare from both of them. "We need a host who can stick around for a while, someone who won't be missed, and I need to have sex with Emma fairly regularly. You know the rules," I explained.

Katherine scowled. "Then you find someone before you need to 'recharge' her again. And you keep your hands, and your dick, off me until you do."

"We'll do our best," I repeated. "But if you're helping us, then you need to accept the risks."

Katherine sighed, running a hand through her fiery red hair, her shoulders slumping in defeat. "I need to be back in my lab by tomorrow and I would prefer to do so as myself and without tasting someone else's cum in my mouth."

"We'll do our—"

"Let's do this already before I change my mind," Katherine grumbled, taking Sister Margaret's hand.

The nun simply blinked, her eyes glazing over for a second. Katherine's body swayed, her eyes wide. She stared at her own hand, then at Sister Margaret, who was now smiling politely.

"Thank you for the ride, Mr. Kent," the nun said, her voice calm and steady. "I hope it wasn't too much trouble."

"It was no trouble at all, Sister Margaret," I said, relieved.

"God bless you," she added, then she nodded to Katherine, turned, and walked toward the heavy wooden doors of the convent.

I stared at her back until she disappeared inside, then turned to Katherine.

"All good?" I asked.

"Yeah, I'm me," she said, looking down at her hands, then back at me. "Sorry, the contrast is... disorienting." She cleared her throat. "Fuck I'm pissed. Katherine is. Scared too, but mostly pissed."

"Yeah..."

"But she's not gonna stand in our way. She wants to study this. We just need to find a new host."

"Yep," I said, getting back into the car. Katherine followed, slamming the door shut. I pulled away from the curb, leaving the convent behind.

"We need a crowded place, where no one will pay much attention to us," Katherine said, her voice taking on a more academic, clinical tone. "A mall, a train station, a university campus."

There's a mall not too far from here," I offered. "You sure you can do this now? You've already swapped twice since... huh..."

"I blew you?" Katherine finished, a smirk on her face.

She leaned in close, her voice a husky whisper, her left hand moving to my thigh. "You'll find Dr. Winters is now far less reluctant than before to help with 'recharging'." Her hand slid further up my leg, her fingers brushing against my crotch.

I shivered. "Yeah, because she's not herself anymore, Emma. She just told us to keep our hands off her."

"She accepted the risks. She said she didn't want to taste my cum in her mouth tomorrow." She squeezed my thigh gently. "She didn't say anything about today."

I pushed her hand away gently but firmly. "Do you think you can swap a few more times without... recharging?" I asked, trying to keep my eyes on the road. "I'd like to give the doctor a break. Let's not push our luck. Also if you keep milking me at this rate, at my age, Em, I'm not gonna be able to keep up."

My wife sighed, leaning back in her seat. "I guess I can wait. I still feel pretty strong right now. I think I'm getting better at this." She looked out the window, her brow furrowed in thought. "I wonder how far I can push it. How long I can last without your... help. How many times I can jump before I get too weak."

"We'll choose women carefully and if you feel like you're getting too weak I'll..."

"Fuck me?" she offered with a wicked grin. I could see the arousal growing in her eyes, her breathing becoming slightly ragged. She was getting turned on just thinking about it. Whatever miracle or curse had brought my wife back, it really seemed to make her insatiable.

"Yes," I said, my voice flat. "Whoever you are then..."
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Chapter 13: The Mall
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The mall was a chaos of sights and sounds, a perfect hunting ground for an invisible spirit browsing for a new vessel. I felt like a complete creep, watching women, assessing them, judging them as potential hosts for my wife. Fuckable? A little too skinny? Her teeth are crooked. She looks like a bitch. I wanted to gag at the thoughts running through my head, but beyond the primal ogling, there was a pragmatic, cold calculation to it. Whoever we settled on, I'd have to sleep with her. A lot.

"How about this one?" Emma whispered, nudging me with her elbow as we crossed the main concourse, past a kiosk selling phone cases and another with cheap spices.

She pointed to a young woman with vibrant pink hair styled in an artful asymmetrical cut. She wore ripped black skinny jeans, a band t-shirt for a band I'd never heard of, and heavy black boots with silver buckles. Her arms were covered in tattoos, colorful sleeves of ink that told stories I couldn't decipher.

"Too young," I said, shaking my head. I was attempting to hold on to some scrap of morality in this fucked-up situation. I was a man in his late thirties. She looked barely twenty.

"I'm just as young as she is," Emma countered, her voice a low whisper as she followed me, her eyes fixed on the girl.

I looked at my wife, at Katherine's body, at the face that looked barely twenty-five.

"So was Mandy," Emma continued. "And the nun."

"This time we're taking our time, and we'll find someone more appropriate, okay?"

"Yes, sir," Emma whispered, her voice thick with sarcasm, a smirk playing on her lips.

This didn't sound like her, and more like the doctor we were dragging along. The doctor who blamed me for "assaulting" women but had then been rather fine with it as soon as she realized how it could benefit her career. That thought sent a cold shiver down my spine. Emma was never really Emma. I had to keep it in mind. Between the imposed personality of the host and her constant arousal for me, her choices weren't entirely her own.

"What about her? At the perfume shop?" Emma suggested, nodding toward a woman in her late thirties, with dark, curly hair and a warm, inviting smile. She wore a simple black dress and a string of pearls, and she seemed to have a natural grace as she sprayed a sample onto her wrist to smell it.

We stopped, pretending to look at a map of the mall while instead watching the woman browse.

"No, look," I whispered, pointing at a thirteen years old kid sitting on a bench in front of the store. "He's been staring at her the hole time. Looks like her son."

Emma sighed. "Shit."

We kept walking.

"How about that one?" Emma asked, gesturing with her chin toward a woman walking toward us, a shopping bag from a high-end department store in her hand. She was probably in her late twenties or early thirties, with an air of positive confidence about her. She was dressed in a tailored cream-colored pantsuit, her long dark hair bouncing with each step, her heels clicking on the polished floor.

I watched her left hand as she adjusted her purse on her shoulder. No ring. "Maybe," I said, my eyes lingering on her as she passed. "How do you want to..." I trailed off.

Emma was already on the move, her face set with a determined expression. She walked with Katherine's confident stride, her hips swaying slightly. She was a predator on the hunt, and she was closing in on her prey.

I followed at a discreet distance, my heart pounding in my chest. I was about to watch my wife, a ghost, possess another unsuspecting woman. This was our life now.

I watched as Katherine's hand brushed against the woman's arm, a quick, deliberate touch.

Both women stopped, our prey stumbling back slightly.

Katherine looked around, a bit confused, before noticing me. She seemed about to say something but just crossed her arms, stepping back, observing Emma's new host with clinical curiosity.

The other woman blinked, staring at her hands. She looked around, her eyes wide with confusion, then her gaze fell on me. A slow, predatory smile spread across her lips, but she shook her head as if to clear it, the smile faltering.

"Nope," she said as she approached me, the doctor following her, her voice crisp and professional. "I'm... She's got something going on. She's expected somewhere," she said, her voice low, her eyes darting around as if she was afraid of being overheard. She leaned closer, biting her lower lip. "It's a shame, really. That one is into some seriously dirty stuff."

I swallowed hard. "Dirty stuff?"

Emma's smile returned, wider this time. "Oh yeah," she whispered, blushing. "The kind of stuff that would make a sailor blush."

Katherine cleared her throat, phone in hand. "Are we done here? I'd like to get back home."

Emma's eyes narrowed as she looked at the doctor. "It's weird."

"What is?" Katherine asked, intrigued.

"I know you. I've been you, but I'm seeing you for the first time." Emma looked at her hands, then at Katherine, who was squinting at her like she was an equation that didn't add up.

"Surely it's not the first time you experience this?" the scientist asked.

"No. I experienced it with Clara, Mandy, Lisa," Emma said, tapping a finger on her chin. "But it's the first time I experience it as Hannah."

"Interesting..." Katherine murmured, making a note on her phone.

I cleared my throat. "Sorry doc, that woman is not going to work for us. Could you hang tight for a bit? Hopefully we won't need you to host Emma again, but just in case," I told her.

Katherine sighed. "At least I get to watch the process this time."

"Thank you."

"Alright! Let's find someone else!" Hannah declared, rubbing her hands together with a bit too much glee.

I moved closer, still feeling like we were about to be caught red-handed stealing human bodies. I knew it was unlikely anyone would suspect the truth, but the feeling of doing something wrong was overwhelming. "How are you feeling?"

"Great! I'm so full of... energy!" she said, her voice bright and cheerful, the shopping bags swinging from her hands. "I'm thinking of buying some of those weird pretzels with the cheese sauce. I've been craving them all day. My best friend and I have a ritual of getting them every time we—"

"Emma," I cut in gently, a bit worried. "That's not what I meant."

Katherine was watching us with a clinical detachment, her eyes darting back and forth between us, her fingers flying across her phone's screen. The experiment was already underway...

"Shit, right," she said, laughing. "I'm... good. Maybe a bit weaker? I think I can manage another couple of jumps before I really need to... you know." She winked.

"Let's not push it," I said, my eyes scanning the crowd for another potential candidate. "Hopefully this is the last one for a while." I was exhausted.

"Hey, what about her?" Hannah whispered, nodding toward a woman waiting in line at a coffee shop.

I followed her gaze. The woman was in her early thirties, with mousy brown hair pulled back in a neat ponytail, a few strands escaping to frame her face. Her skin was brown, her features a mix of what I thought was Latina or maybe Middle Eastern. She was wearing a fancy-looking blouse, tailored slacks, and comfortable but expensive-looking flats. She had a professional air about her, a look of quiet competence, but there was a weariness in her posture, a slight slump to her shoulders that spoke of a long day.

"She looks high maintenance," Katherine commented, her voice flat and analytical.

"She looks loaded, is what she looks like," Hannah countered with a sly grin. "And hot."

"We're not looking for a sugar mama," I muttered, "We're looking for a stable, low-profile host who can—"

"No ring," Hannah interrupted, pointing. "Come on, let's give her a shot."

"Fine," I sighed, defeated. "But if she's not right that's it for today."

The doctor sighed, but didn't argue.

Hannah, with her newfound confidence, sauntered over to the coffee shop, Katherine and I trailing behind her. She joined the line, standing just behind the woman. I watched as Hannah pretended to fumble with her phone, her hand brushing against the woman's arm. The woman turned, waved at us with a smile, then looked at Hannah, who was now simply looking through the shop's menu without a hint of confusion. Emma was getting good at this.

"I think you'll like that one," My wife's new host whispered to me. She had a slight accent, Hispanic, I thought. "Loaded for sure. In town for a couple weeks, single." Yeah, the way she was rolling her 'r' and stretching her vowels...

"Hey!" Hannah complained, her hands on her hips. "Are you trying to skip the line?"

I raised my hands, stepping back. "Sorry!"

Emma chuckled, her new brown eyes sparkling. "Wait for me outside," she ordered, her voice firm but playful. "I'll be out in a minute."

Katherine and I found a bench a short distance away, watching the coffee shop entrance. The doctor was typing furiously on her phone, no doubt documenting every detail of this bizarre day.

"What's that whole 'clinic' thing?" I asked, my curiosity getting the better of me. "That got you here in the first place."

Katherine paused, her fingers hovering over the screen. "It's... personal. Mandy and I go way back. I... got pregnant in college. She was the one who drove me to the clinic, held my hand, the whole nine yards. She promised to keep it secret. Guess she didn't account for your wife using her memory to blackmail me."

"I'm sorry," I said, feeling a fresh wave of guilt.

"It was a long time ago," Katherine said, shrugging it off. "But it's not something I'd want anyone to know about."

I nodded slowly, watching my wife order her coffee in that other woman's body. The way she moved, the confidence, the small but easy smile she gave the barista, all felt so natural and yet, completely alien.

"Hold on," I said, my eyes narrowing as I focused on a small detail I'd missed before. "You're a lesbian." I stated.

Katherine snorted. "A brilliant observation."

"Then why did you..."

"Get pregnant?" she finished, her voice flat. "I was young, confused, experimenting. I thought it was just a phase. It wasn't." She looked away, her expression hard. "One time, with a random guy. It was a mistake. Mandy helped me fix it. End of story."

A moment later, the woman, or rather, Emma, emerged from the coffee shop, a large iced coffee in one hand and a small cup in the other. She walked toward us, a sway in her hips that was new, a stern confidence that seemed to radiate from her.

"Luciana," she said. "That's my new name." She handed me the iced coffee. "And I'm still Emma enough to know this is what you drink." She sat down beside me on the bench, crossing her long legs elegantly.

I took a sip of the coffee, sighing in relief. "Thank you. You have no idea how much I needed this."

"Let's go home, Calvin," Emma whispered, a hand resting on my shoulder. "The three of us had a long day."

"Tell me about it," Katherine muttered, stretching.

"Oh, right," Emma said, turning to the doctor, frowning slightly, as if she had just remembered she was there. "The four of us." she corrected herself, a smirk on her lips.
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Chapter 14: Workaholic
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I waited next to my car, in front of the house, the stars just starting to appear in the twilight sky. The breeze was cold, and I shivered, thinking about going inside to grab a jacket. I had no reason to wait out here, but I was restless, anxious. Leaving Emma alone, even for an hour, felt strange. What if something went wrong? What if she just... disappeared?

Luciana's personality had clearly made my wife bolder, more confident. She'd insisted on driving back with her host's car, complaining about parking fees, mentioning a stop at a hotel on the way to collect her things.

Finally, a black Porsche Cayenne pulled into the driveway, a little faster than it should have. My wife stepped out in her new body, slamming the door with a flick of her wrist. She really looked stunning in her tailored slacks and silk blouse, her dark hair catching the last light of the day.

"Nice car," I commented.

Emma grinned. "It's a rental. I travel a lot. I'm a bit of a workaholic." She twirled a strand of her dark hair around her finger before pausing. "She is. I mean." She gave a little laugh, sounding completely unlike Emma. "Relax, Calvin. You know the drill."

"I know."

"Then lead the way," she said, gesturing toward the front door. "I'm exhausted."

I unlocked the door and stepped aside, letting her enter. She moved past me, a faint scent of expensive perfume and coffee following her. She dropped her purse and keys on the hall table with a careless grace and looked around with curiosity, just like Mandy, just like Lisa. This time, however, there was a look of assessment in her eyes, as if she were appraising the value of the furniture. A slight frown crossed her lips, just for a second, before it vanished.

"Guess Luciana is used to a higher standard of living," I said, a little defensively.

"Maybe," she admitted, walking into the living room, her heels clicking on the hardwood floor. "Yes. Or rather she's gotten used to it. She wasn't always like this." She ran a hand along the back of the couch, her expression thoughtful. She turned around, smiling mischievously. "Don't worry. I think it's a cozy little place."

I snorted. "Glad our own house has your approval." There was an edge to my voice that I hadn't intended.

Emma's smile faltered. She walked over to me, her expression softening. "Hey," she said, placing a hand on my arm. "It's me."

I looked down at her hand, at the perfectly manicured nails, the slender fingers that weren't my wife's. "I know," I said, my voice tight. "I know."

She seemed to sense my turmoil. She stepped closer, wrapping her arms around my waist, pulling me into an embrace. I held her, stiffly at first, then relaxing as I felt the warmth of her body, the way she molded herself against me. It still felt familiar, comforting, even if the container was different.

"Don't judge me... Luciana... too harshly," she whispered, her head resting on my chest. "She's worked her ass off to get to where she is. She's a bit ruthless but not in a Veronica kind of way. She's just... ambitious."

I sighed, stroking her dark hair. That wasn't what I wanted to hear.

"And I'm still me, Emma, your wife. And I love you, more than anything." She looked up at me, her dark eyes full of sincerity. "And I'm exhausted."

"Jumping too many times?"

"That too, but it's Luciana's exhaustion. She's been running on coffee and adrenaline for a week, on a business trip." She let go of me and stretched, a languid, cat-like movement. "I think I'm going to take a shower. And then maybe you can get to know her a little better?" she added, a suggestive glint in her eye.

I watched her walk toward the bedroom, my eyes tracing the curve of her hips, the sway of her ass in those tailored slacks. My body responded instantly, a familiar heat spreading through me. But my mind was still a mess of conflicting emotions. I was starting to miss my wife, the way she used to be, her voice, her smell, her mannerisms. This constant parade of strangers, even if they contained my wife's soul, was taking a toll.

I let myself fall onto the couch, my head in my hands. The silence of the house felt oppressive, broken only by the sound of the shower starting. I closed my eyes, trying to clear my head, but all I could see was my wife, dead in her coffin.

I grabbed my phone, needing a distraction. I had several unread messages from friends and family, expressing their condolences. Ashley's name popped up. "You okay? Haven't heard from you since the funeral. Call me."

My boss had also texted, disguising his concerns about my return to work with a thin veil of sympathy. "Hey Calvin, just wanted to say I’m really sorry for your loss. Can’t imagine what you’re going through. Take whatever time you need, though if you have a sense of when you might be back, it’d help us plan ahead. No rush, of course. Thinking of you."

I knew I had to eventually get back to some semblance of a normal life, but what did that even mean anymore? I felt like I was still grieving, though not really. The process was broken. I'd said goodbye, and then she'd come back, though not really...

"What's getting you so worked down?"

I jumped, not having heard the water stop. Emma was standing in the doorway, a towel wrapped around her body, her dark hair slick and wet, clinging to her shoulders. The scent of soap and steam filled the air.

"Just tired," I lied, my eyes fixed on the droplets of water running down her chest.

She walked toward me, hands on her hips, concerned. "Don't bullshit me, Calvin."

I sighed, putting the phone face down on the couch. "It's just a lot, Emma. All of this."

"No shit," she said, rolling her eyes, but her expression was soft. She sat down beside me, her thigh pressing against mine. "Look, I know it's not the same. I know this isn't what you wanted. But I'm here. I'm trying. I died, and for that I'm sorry, but I'm back."

I opened my mouth to respond, but she put a finger to my lips.

"As much back as I can be," she added, her voice dropping to a whisper. "So... I need you to meet me halfway here. I need you to try to find me in here." She gestured to her new face, her new body.

"I need to get back to work eventually," I said. "We still have a mortgage to pay. I still have a mortgage to pay..."

"I'll help," she said simply. "I'll pull my own weight."

I snorted, a bitter laugh. "How? You're a ghost, Em. You can't exactly get a job."

"Currently I'm a ghost in the body of a very successful business owner," she countered, a wry smile on her lips.

"We can't. That'd be stealing," I said, shaking my head. "We can't just take over her life, her business, her money."

"Pocket change for her," Emma pointed out, waving a dismissive hand. "I'll edit her memories, she won't care." The words, said so casually, sent a chill down my spine.

"It's still theft," I insisted.

"Okay," she said, her voice flat, her patience clearly wearing thin.

"You wouldn't be okay with it if you were just Emma."

"I am Emma!" she snapped, her voice sharp. "And I'm Luciana. And I'm hungry, I'm tired, I want you to fuck me and I want you to stop looking at me like I'm a ghost or a monster. I'm trying to hold onto my sanity here, Calvin."

I stared at her, the water from her hair dripping onto the couch, her dark eyes flashing with a mix of anger and desperation.

She sighed, her anger melting away as quickly as it had appeared. "I'm genuinely trying to do my best with what I have," she whispered. "I've seen how you've been looking at me. Your reaction when I tried to find radical solutions no matter what woman I was possessing... It's me! Emma! I'm the common denominator here. I'm trying to solve our problems, with the tools at hand."

"No limits? Is that it?" I asked, my voice rising. "You take whatever you want? Whoever you want?"

Her jaw clenched. "Of course there are limits. But this is survival, Calvin. And I will do what it takes."

"What limits?"

"Children, obviously," she said without hesitation. "No mother either, unless it's an emergency and very temporary. No one whose life I'd ruin by taking them out of it for as long as I need them. I leave them in the same state I found them in, unaware, unharmed."

"And with less money in their bank account," I shot back.

She stared at me, her expression unreadable. "Yeah, if it helps us survive, and if they can afford it."

I shook my head, looking away. "If they can afford it..." I repeated, my voice a bitter whisper.

"I make three million a year, Calvin! She does! We'd hardly even dent her lifestyle!"

"You make... she makes... three million a year?"

My wife nodded, a triumphant smirk on her lips. "Ah! Not so high and mighty now, are we?" she teased.

I just stared at her, my mind reeling from the sheer scale of the number.

She laughed. "So, shall I introduce her properly or are you going to keep pouting?"

I swallowed hard, my throat dry. "Okay..."

She stood up, the towel falling away from her body, revealing herself to me in the dim light of the living room. Her skin was smooth and flawless, her breasts were a perfect handful, her stomach flat and toned.

"Luciana Alvaréz," she said, her voice husky, the accent more pronounced as she used her host's full name. "Thirty-three years old. Born in Buenos Aires, raised between there and Madrid. Founder and CEO of Casa Luci." She gestured around the room with a flourish. "Sells luxury candles and shit to rich people who don't know what to do with their money."

She walked over to the window, looking out at the street, her back to me. "She's a workaholic, a control freak. But she's also... lonely," she added, her voice softer now. "No family to speak of. No time for a relationship. She's been in this city for a week, for a conference, staying at a fancy hotel downtown. She's supposed to stay one more week before flying to Paris for a launch."

She turned to face me, her arms crossed over her chest. "She won't be missed for a while. Not really."

"What about her work? Her company?" I asked, my voice hoarse.

"I'll work. From here. I'll manage," she said, her voice confident. "As I said, workaholic, control freak. That's me too, now." She walked back toward me, her hips swaying.

My eyes were drawn to the dark patch of hair between her legs, the way the lamplight caught the moisture on her thighs. I felt a familiar heat spread through me, my cock stirring.

She saw the effect she had on me, and a slow, wicked smile spread across her lips. "Oh and she's definitely not a nun, either," she added, her voice a low purr. "Not as kinky as the girl before her maybe, but I don't think you'll be disappointed."

She knelt in front of me, her hands on my thighs, her dark eyes locked on mine. "So... Are you going to fuck me or not?"

I didn't answer. I just grabbed her, pulling her up and onto my lap, my hands tangling in her wet hair as I crushed my mouth against hers. She gasped and moaned against my lips, her tongue meeting mine, her hands fumbling with my belt. This was different. Not frantic like with Mandy, not sinful like with Sister Margaret, not wanton like with Veronica. This was... deliberate. Confident.

She freed my cock, her fingers wrapping around it with a practiced, firm grip. "I need you inside me," she whispered, her voice husky. "Right now."

I lifted her, my hands under her ass, and she guided me to her entrance, sinking down onto me with a soft cry. She was tight, so tight, and wet. So wet. I groaned, burying my face in her neck, my hands gripping her hips as she began to ride me, her movements slow and deliberate at first, then faster, more demanding.

"Fuck, yes," she moaned, her head thrown back, her dark hair brushing against my face. "Sí... así..." she breathed, the Spanish words a surprise that only made it hotter. She didn't seem to notice, lost in the moment.

I watched her, my eyes tracing the curve of her breasts, the way her stomach muscles tightened with each thrust, the look of pure, unadulterated pleasure on her face.

She leaned forward, her hands on my shoulders, her breasts brushing against my chest. "Look at me," she ordered, her voice firm, her dark eyes boring into mine. "I'm your wife, Calvin. Your wife." She leaned in, her lips brushing against my ear. "Dame más," she whispered.

I didn't understand the words, but I understood the meaning. I gripped her hips tighter, driving up into her, meeting her movements with my own, our bodies moving in a frantic, desperate rhythm. The couch creaked beneath us, the sound of our skin slapping together filling the room.

"I'm going to come," she gasped, her body tensing, her inner walls clenching around me. "Oh fuck, I'm coming!"

I felt her shudder, a wave of heat washing over me as she cried out, her body arching against mine. I followed her over the edge, my own release a hot, pulsing wave that left me breathless and shaking.

We stayed like that for a long time, her body draped over mine, our breathing slowing, our hearts beating as one. I stroked her damp hair, my mind a blissful blank.

"Wow," she said, her voice a soft whisper against my neck. "I was pretty far gone, huh?"

"You're back," I said, my voice rough.

She sat up, a small, apologetic smile on her face. "She's... very passionate."

"I would say that's an understatement," I laughed, my hands still resting on her hips.

She leaned in and kissed me, a soft, tender kiss that was pure Emma. "But I mean what I said," she whispered, her forehead resting against mine.

"Even about the money?"

She pulled back, her expression serious. "Even about the money."
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Chapter 15: What About a Trip?
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Luciana's voice pulled me from a fitful sleep. The early morning light, pale and gray, filtered through the blinds. I was in our bed, alone, the sheets tangled around my legs. The sound was crisp, clear, coming from the living room: a different language, I thought, probably Spanish. It was a rapid-fire conversation, punctuated by moments of a sharp, commanding tone.

I winced as her voice rose. Whoever was on the other end of that call was getting an earful. I stumbled out of bed, pulling on a pair of sweatpants, and walked to the bathroom. The face staring back at me in the mirror was haggard, my eyes bloodshot, my hair a mess. I attempted to smile, but it came out as a grimace. Then, my eyes landed on the sea of unfamiliar products and makeup on the counter.

Emma's simple, familiar collection of skincare and makeup was gone, replaced by a daunting array of luxury creams and serums in sleek, minimalist packaging. I picked up a heavy glass bottle, the label written in a language I didn't understand. The scent was clean, expensive, and utterly foreign.

I snorted, trying to see it as a set of accessories to a character, a costume. That was the cost of the miracle. The thrill of getting Emma back was now replaced by the harsh reality that the woman I loved wasn't going to come back. Not as herself. Not physically.

"Okay," I said to my reflection. "This is the deal."

I walked out of the bathroom and into the living room. Emma—Luciana—was standing by the window, phone pressed to her ear, a coffee mug in her other hand. A laptop sat open on the coffee table, the screen filled with charts and graphs. She was fully dressed, already in business mode, wearing a crisp white blouse and tailored gray trousers.

I crossed my arms and smirked as she paced back and forth. She was a complete stranger, and yet, I knew the person behind her eyes. I just had to get used to the masks. I had to accept them.

"No, no, no," she snapped into the phone. "That is not acceptable. I told you, the launch is in two weeks. Two weeks! I need those samples by Friday. Not next week. Friday." There was a pause as she finally noticed me, her dark eyes meeting mine. A small, knowing smile played on her lips.

"Call me when you have a solution," she said, her tone dismissive, and hung up without another word.

I chuckled. "Sounds like someone's having a good morning."

She rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. "It's always a good morning when you're the one in charge." She walked toward me, her movements fluid and confident, and wrapped her arms around my waist, pulling me into a hug. I held her, my hands resting on her back, feeling the warmth of her body through the thin fabric of her blouse. "Or always a bad one? I can't tell at this point. It's just morning," she whispered, her voice muffled against my chest.

She breathed in deeply, her fingers clenching the fabric of my shirt. She bit her lower lip, then pulled back. "Fuck you smell so good..."

"I haven't had a shower yet," I pointed out, laughing. "I smell bad."

"You smell like you," she said, her voice husky, a hungry look in her eyes. "And it's driving me crazy." She stepped back. "And I can't afford crazy right now." She gestured to the laptop on the table. "I have a company to run."

I stepped closer, my hands resting on her hips. "Or I can fuck you real quick. Clear your head."

She looked at me, her expression a mixture of desire and frustration. "I have three meetings back-to-back, Calvin. With people who are very, very important." She bit her lower lip again. "And making me less Luciana and more Emma would be quite unproductive right now."

I let go of her, my hands held up in surrender. "Right. Work." I walked to the kitchen, my bare feet cool on the hardwood floor. "Did you have breakfast yet?"

"Just coffee," she said, following me. "I'm not hungry."

I opened the fridge, pulling out the eggs and bacon. "I am."

She leaned against the counter, watching me with a curious expression. "You seem more relaxed this morning."

"I'm trying," I said, cracking an egg into a pan. "To accept the situation."

She was quiet for a moment, the sizzle of the bacon filling the silence. Her phone buzzed in her hand. She glanced at it, her expression hardening.

"Work," she said, almost as an apology.

"Go on," I told her. "Don't let me get in the way of your three million a year."

She smirked and turned around, her phone to her ear as she walked back toward the living room.

"Hey!" I called out after her. She turned, raising an eyebrow. "Can I squeeze myself somewhere in your schedule or is your day full?"

"Un segundo, ¿eh?" she said into her phone. She covered the speaker with her hand, her eyes softening. "I'm afraid my day is going to be very busy, Calvin. But my night... My night is all yours." She winked at me, then, right as she was about to walk away, she paused and smirked. "Actually, how about we go on a little trip together? I've got a team in Paris, currently, that needs a bit of... motivation. Tomorrow?"

Paris. The word hung in the air between us. A trip to Paris. With my dead wife, in the body of a rich, beautiful, businesswoman.

We'd always talked about going. A dream trip, for one of our anniversaries, maybe. Something we saved for, planned for. Now, it was just a throwaway line, a business expense. She could afford it. We could afford it.

"Hell yes," I said, my lips curling into a smile.
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Chapter 16: Paris
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Rue Vieille du Temple, a small narrow street, was busy, a little noisy, and a little chaotic at this time of the evening. A young, fashionable crowd spilled out from the bars and restaurants. The air was thick with the smell of rain.

We'd been here for two days. Or rather I'd been here for two days, depending on how you defined "here". I'd been walking around Paris, enjoying the sights, the sounds, and the food. Emma had been in our hotel room, or at her Parisian office, working nonstop or until her arousal for me outweighed Luciana's ambition, at which point I'd get a text to come back to her and she'd jump at me as soon as I stepped through the door. The following hour was usually one of shame and apologies as my wife reemerged, flush-faced and breathless, Luciana's obsession for her career finally taking a backseat.

And now... She was late.

I was hiding from the downpour in the doorway of a closed-up boutique, watching people hurry past with their heads down, a couple laughing under the same umbrella as they crossed the street.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out. A text from Emma.

"Sorry, running a little late. An emergency with the new line of diffusers. I'm on my way. You can wait for me at La Belle Hortense. Order me a glass of Malbec."

I looked around, resisting the urge to sigh. I quickly noticed the blue awning of the bookshop-café just across the street, its warm, inviting light spilling out onto the wet pavement. I took a deep breath, pulled the collar of my jacket up, and made a run for it, dodging puddles and umbrellas.

The bell above the door chimed as I stepped inside, the warm air and the scent of old books and fresh coffee washing over me. The place was small, cozy, the shelves lined with books, the walls covered with art.

I found a small table in the corner, a stack of poetry collections next to it, and sat down.

I was in Paris, finally, and I felt out of place. What was even the point if I spent my days here waiting for my wife to find the time to enjoy it with me, like we were supposed to when we were planning our imaginary trip. Did that dream even make the transition with her, or was it decomposing inside her rotting brain in her coffin? I shivered.

The waitress, a tall, slender woman with short, spiky blonde hair and a nose ring, approached my table. "Vous avez choisi ?" she asked.

I mumbled, confused. Assuming she'd just asked for my order in French but not understanding a word of it.

She rolled her eyes, switching to heavily accented English. "Did you choose?"

"Uh, yes," I said, my mind blank. "I'll have a coffee, please. And a glass of Malbec."

She nodded, writing it down, and walked away. I picked up one of the poetry books from the table next to me, flipping through it. It took me far too long to realize the book was in French, and I'd been lost in my thoughts, my fingers tracing the words, my mind completely elsewhere. I put it down with a sigh, rubbing my eyes.

My order arrived, and I took a sip of my coffee, staring out the window at the rain. I turned around to look inside the café. There were a few other patrons, mostly couples, huddled in small, intimate conversations. And a woman in her mid-twenties, sitting alone at a table across the room, sipping a large cup of tea while typing on a laptop with her free hand, her brown hair framing her cute freckled face in messy waves. She was wearing a colorful dress, dark blue tights, and Doc Martens. She seemed completely absorbed in her work, a small, focused frown on her face.

The bell above the door chimed again, and I looked up, expecting to see Emma. But it was a group of German tourists, shaking off their umbrellas and laughing loudly. I went back to my coffee, my mind drifting again.

I must have been staring, because the woman across the room looked up from her laptop, her eyes meeting mine. She raised an eyebrow, smirking slightly, as if to point out I was staring. I quickly looked away, my face flushing, pretending to take a sip of the minuscule coffee I had already finished. When I looked back, she had returned to her work, paying me no mind.

The waitress stopped by her table, smiling, and they started chatting. My French was non-existent, but I could tell by their tone that they knew each other. The waitress seemed to be teasing her about something, and the woman was laughing, swatting her playfully.

"Someone caught your eye?" a voice purred in my ear, making me jump.

I turned to see Emma standing behind my chair, a small, amused smile on her lips.

"Jesus! Don't do that," I said, my heart still pounding. "You're late."

I felt like a husband caught checking out another woman. And I guess that's exactly what I was doing, but wasn't my wife another woman too? Our previous host shopping sessions were messing with my brain.

"A little bit," she admitted, sliding into the chair across from me. She was wearing a simple black dress and a long, elegant coat that she draped over the back of her chair. "A crisis with the supplier for our packaging. It's resolved now, though. I hope you weren't waiting for too long."

"I've been waiting for two days," I said, my voice flat. "So what's a few more minutes?"

She winced, her expression hardening for a second, her jaw tight. "I'm sorry," she said, her voice cold. "I'm trying to run a company here. My company."

I scoffed, shaking my head. "Her company. Luciana's company," I shot back, my frustration boiling over. "Do I have to remind you that you're not HER." My eyes darted toward the woman in the colorful dress and I looked away quickly, my guilt now mixing with my anger.

Emma followed my gaze, her expression unreadable. She grabbed her glass of wine, taking a long, slow sip, her dark eyes never leaving mine. "No," she said, her voice a low, dangerous purr. "You don't."

"Really? Because it seems to me you're getting a little too comfortable in her skin."

She leaned forward, her elbows on the table, her eyes locked on mine. Her cheeks flushed. "I'm doing this for—"

"For us?" I interrupted, my voice rising. "Don't give me that. You're not even doing this for yourself. For Emma."

"I am Emma!" she insisted, her voice strained, her Spanish accent bleeding through her anger.

People were starting to look. The waitress was giving us concerned looks from behind the counter.

"The real Emma would not invite me to travel to Paris with her and then leave me to wander the streets by myself, twiddling my thumbs," I continued, my anger spiking. "The real Emma would be here, with me, enjoying this, living this dream, not working herself to the bone in a hotel room for a company that isn't even hers!"

My wife stared at me for a long moment, her face a mask of hurt and anger. She opened her mouth but seemed to soften a little, looking down. "¡Mierda!" she cursed under her breath, her eyes closed. "You're right."

I leaned back in my chair, sighing.

"We need the money, Cal," she said, her voice quiet, looking up at me again. "Her money. We need the stability. She needs to work."

"Then let her work," I said, smiling bitterly. "She doesn't need you to do that. She was already doing it on her own."

"I guess I could change her memories, implant some suggestions and be someone else for a while..." she started, trailing off, her gaze distant.

"She's staying for a few more days. You can always be her again later if you absolutely need to micro-manage her multi-million-dollar company," I grumbled. "Make sure she helps us. But I'm sure she'd be fine without you for a bit."

"But—"

"But she's obsessed about what she does, and so are you, through her," I said, my voice a little softer now. "Let's try to have some fun while we're here, okay?"

She finally looked away, at the girl across the room, who was now packing up her laptop, her movements quick and efficient. A small, amused smile played on her lips. "We need a local guide," she said. "Someone who knows the city."

I followed her gaze again, and I blushed. She had noticed. Of course she had.

"What if she's got someone in her life? Children?" I asked, my conscience starting to kick in again.

"Then I'll just hop into someone else. No big deal." Emma leaned to the side just as the French woman passed by our table, brushing her arm as she walked past. My wife's fingers grazed the girl's skin.

The woman slowed down just as Luciana blinked, slightly dazed, then she stopped, turning around, crossing her arms, smirking at me.

"Well, I'll leave you two to it," Luciana said with a huff, standing up and finishing her glass of wine in one go. "Please don't forget to pick up your stuff at the hotel. And keep me informed of when you want to go back home so I can have the tickets sent your way." She sounded stern, almost annoyed.

"Okay..." I managed, my mind still racing.

She glared at the girl who was now looking at me with a loving, curious smile, her eyes a warm shade of hazel that I hadn't noticed from afar, then left the café, not giving me a second glance.

"What the fuck did you have her believe?" I asked my wife in her new host.

Emma tilted her head, frowning in confusion. Then she giggled. "Merde... C'est con !"

"What?" I asked, a little lost.

"No English," she said, her voice light and melodic, a thick French accent wrapping around the words. She seemed to find the situation very funny. Despite myself, I laughed too.

The waitress was staring at us, wide-eyed and confused. "Chloé ? Tout va bien ?" She asked my wife. Chloé. Now I knew her name.

"Oh oui, tout va bien ! C'est rien. Je t'expliquerai," my wife said with a dismissive wave.

"I'm going to need a translator," I sighed, burying my face in my hands.

Emma grabbed my hand gently, pulling me toward the exit. "Allez, viens."

We stepped back out into the rain, which had softened to a fine mist.

I saw Luciana's figure in the distance, her shoulders squared as she walked away, a lone figure against the shimmering streetlights. I pointed at it. "Luciana," I mumbled. "Erm... What does she believe?" I tapped a finger against my temple.

"Oh!" my wife chirped. Damn she was cute. "You..." She pointed at me. "Sex friend!" She winked.

I snorted, laughing. "She thinks I'm her sex friend?"

Emma squinted, concentrating. "Putain, comment on dit 'plan cul'?" she mumbled to herself before laughing again. "Ça va pas être pratique..."

"What?"

She shook her head. "Sex friend. Phone?"

"A booty call?"

She shrugged, clearly having no idea what I just said. I sighed. Why couldn't we have a single normal day?

Then, she kissed me, her lips soft and warm against the cold night air. It was a quick, chaste kiss, but it sent a jolt through me, and I found myself relaxing.

"Alright, 'Chloé'," I said, pulling back from the kiss. "What now?"

She smiled, grabbing my hand, and started leading me down the narrow street. "Tu pouvais pas choisir meilleure que moi pour te faire découvrir Paris, mon gars !" She said proudly.

I nodded, a bit giddy. I had no idea what she'd just said, but her tone was full of adventure.
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Chapter 17: A Bit of Tourism
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The mist clung to the cobblestones as we walked, hand in hand, through the narrow streets of the Marais. The lights from the shop windows cast warm, golden pools on the wet pavement, reflecting off the puddles in streaks of amber and red. The air smelled of rain and bread and something else, something distinctly Parisian that I couldn't quite name. It was intoxicating.

Emma was practically bouncing beside me, her Doc Martens splashing through puddles with an almost childlike glee. She pointed at a small, shuttered bakery as we passed, its windows dark but the scent of butter and sugar still lingering in the air.

"Meilleure baguette," she said, pressing her fingers to her lips in a chef's kiss. "Good baguette," she repeated in English, her accent thick and musical. She scrunched up her nose. "But... fermé. Closed?"

"It's late," I said, smiling at her enthusiasm.

"Oui, late," she agreed, squeezing my hand. "But Paris, it is... beau. Beautiful. Night?"

I nodded, taking in the narrow street, the old buildings leaning toward each other like gossiping neighbors, their windows glowing with warm light. A couple walked past us, arms around each other, laughing softly. In the distance, I could hear music spilling from a bar, the faint strains of a jazz saxophone.

For the first time since we'd landed, I felt myself relax. This. This was what I'd imagined. What we'd always talked about.

"Where are we going?" I asked.

She looked up at me, her hazel eyes sparkling with mischief. "Notre Dame," she said. "You... you see?"

"I haven't yet, no."

"Alors, we go!" She tugged at my hand, picking up the pace.

We turned a corner, and the street opened up a bit, the buildings giving way to a small square with a fountain in the center. A group of young people sat on the edge of it, passing around a bottle of wine, their laughter echoing off the stone.

"Salut, Chloé!" one of them called out, a girl with bright pink hair and a leather jacket.

"Salut!" Emma called back, waving enthusiastically. She added something else in rapid French, and they all laughed.

"Friend?" I asked as we continued walking.

"Mmm, oui. Friend," she said, nodding. Then she made a vague gesture with her free hand, as if encompassing the entire neighborhood. "Everyone... ami. Friend. I know here. Lot of time."

I smiled, charmed by her broken English and the effort she was putting in. It was frustrating, yes, not being able to have a real conversation. But there was something endearing about it too, like we were kids again, figuring each other out through gestures and half-words.

We crossed the street, dodging a pair of cyclists who flew past without slowing, and Emma muttered something under her breath that sounded distinctly like a curse. She glanced up at me, blushing. "Sorry. Vélo... bicycle? Fast! Dangerous!"

"It's okay," I said, laughing. "I got the gist."

She grinned, her nose crinkling. God, she was adorable. This body, this host, had a warmth to it that was completely different from Luciana's polished sophistication. There was something genuine, unguarded.

We walked past a small grocery store, its neon sign flickering, and an older man smoking a cigarette outside nodded at her. "Bonsoir, Chloé."

"Bonsoir, Karim!" she replied, waving.

"You really do know everyone," I said.

She looked up at me, tilting her head in confusion. I pointed to the man behind us, then to the square we'd passed. "Everyone. You know everyone."

"Ah, oui!" she said, laughing. "I live here. Lot of years." She held her hand low, indicating a child's height. "Little girl."

"You grew up here?"

She nodded enthusiastically. "Born... not here. But, euh, here when... six? Six years." She held up six fingers, just to be sure I understood.

I squeezed her hand, and she squeezed back, looking up at me with an expression so open, so earnest, that my chest tightened. It was Emma. I could feel her in there, behind those hazel eyes. But it was also Chloé, sweet and innocent and utterly charming.

We turned down another street, this one even narrower, the buildings so close I could almost touch both sides if I stretched out my arms. A cat darted across our path, disappearing into the shadows. Emma jumped, then laughed at herself.

"Putain de chat! Il m'a fait peur" she said. "Uh... cat. Surprise me!"

"I got that one," I said, grinning.

She pointed ahead, where the street opened up again, and I could see the Seine in the distance, the dark water reflecting the lights of the city. "Là-bas. Here. Close."

My anxiety from earlier was melting away with every step. The rain had stopped completely now, leaving the air crisp and clean. The city felt alive around us, humming with energy despite the late hour. Every corner we turned revealed something new: a tiny café with people still inside, lingering over wine and conversation; a bookshop with its lights still on, a lone figure browsing the shelves; a street artist packing up his things, his charcoal drawings spread out on the wet pavement.

"This is beautiful," I said, more to myself than to her.

We emerged onto the Rue de Rivoli, the wider street bustling with more activity—tourists, locals, cars. She wrinkled her nose slightly, her grip on my hand tightening as we navigated through the crowd.

"Tourists," she muttered, almost to herself, then glanced at me, eyes widening. "Ah, merde. You... tourist."

"It's okay," I said, laughing. "I know I'm a tourist."

"Me not tourist... but tourist..." She chuckled.

"Both?" I offered.

"Both? Two? Yes!" She seemed delighted by the word, the solution to her small linguistic puzzle.

We crossed a bridge, and suddenly, there it was. Notre Dame. Even shrouded in scaffolding from the restoration work, even in the darkness, it was breathtaking. The gothic spires reached up toward the cloudy sky, the flying buttresses casting dramatic shadows. The square in front was nearly empty at this hour, just a few people milling about, taking photos.

Emma stopped, tugging me to a halt beside her. She looked up at the cathedral, then at me, her expression expectant, almost nervous, like she was showing me something precious and hoping I'd love it as much as she did.

"Wow," I breathed.

Her face lit up. "You like?"

"I like," I said, squeezing her hand. "It's incredible."

"She is... broken now," Emma said softly, gesturing to the scaffolding. "Because... feu. Fire."

"The fire, yeah," I said, remembering the news from a few years ago. "But they're fixing it."

"Oui. Fixing." She nodded.

We walked closer, our footsteps echoing on the cobblestones. She led me to a low wall overlooking the Seine, and we sat, side by side, looking out at the water and the lights dancing on its surface.

"Thank you," I said quietly.

She looked at me, confused. "Pourquoi?"

"For this. For... showing me." I gestured around us. "Paris."

She smiled, a slow, warm smile that reached her eyes. "You are... welcome? C'est ça?" She laughed softly. "My English is... shit," she added, grunting. She laughed. "Ironique..."

"Ironic, for sure," I said with a smile. "But it's perfect. Don't worry."

She leaned her head against my shoulder, and we sat in comfortable silence, watching the river flow past. A bateau mouche drifted by, its lights twinkling, the tourists on board waving at us. Emma waved back, then turned her head to look up at me.

"You are... content? Happy?" she asked, her voice soft.

"Yeah," I said, and I meant it. "I am."

"Bon," she whispered, snuggling closer. "Me too. I am... euh... happy."

I wrapped my arm around her, pulling her close, and she sighed, her breath warm against my neck. For a moment, I could almost forget the insanity of our situation. For a moment, we were just two people, in love, in Paris.

We sat there for a while longer, watching the water and the lights, until Emma shifted beside me, sitting up straight. She glanced around at the empty square, then back at the cathedral, a small frown on her face.

"Everything... closed," she said, gesturing vaguely at the buildings around us. "Late. But..." She bit her lip, looking up at me with those warm hazel eyes. "You want... see my home? Chez moi?"

"Your place?" I repeated.

She nodded eagerly. "Oui. My apartment. Not... far? We take métro."

I smiled, my heart doing a little flip. "Yeah, I'd like that."

She grinned, jumping to her feet and pulling me up with her. "Bon! We go!"

We walked back across the square, her hand warm in mine, and headed toward the river. She led me through a series of side streets until we reached a métro entrance, the green Art Nouveau railings marking it like a portal to another world. The sign read Châtelet.

We descended the stairs, the sound of our footsteps echoing in the tiled corridor. The air grew warmer, heavier, filled with the smell of metal and brake dust and something vaguely biological that I tried not to think about too hard. The walls were covered in advertisements, bright and garish, and a street musician was set up near the entrance, playing an accordion, his case open for coins.

Emma dropped a euro in as we passed, and he nodded his thanks, his fingers never stopping their dance across the keys.

"The métro," I said, looking around. "I haven't taken it yet."

She looked at me, surprised. "No?"

"No. I've been walking everywhere. Or taking taxis."

She shook her head, making a disapproving sound. "Non, non. Métro is... better. Fast." She gestured around us. "Paris is métro."

We reached the turnstiles, and she pulled out a small card, tapping it against the reader. The gate opened, and she slipped through, then turned back to me expectantly.

"Uh, I need to buy a ticket," I said.

"Ah!" She pointed toward the automated machines lining the wall. "There. Je t'attends."

I made my way over, staring at the screen with its array of options in French. I pressed a button hopefully, and it switched to English, thank God. A few confusing minutes later, I had a ticket and was through the turnstile, Emma waiting patiently on the other side.

She grabbed my hand again, pulling me down a corridor. "Line eleven. This way."

The corridor was long, the white tiles reflecting the fluorescent lights overhead. We passed more musicians, more advertisements, a man selling phone chargers from a blanket spread on the ground. A group of teenagers pushed past us, laughing and shoving each other, one of them nearly knocking into me.

"Careful," Emma said, tugging me closer to her. "Lots of... people."

We reached the platform for line eleven, and I was immediately struck by how different it was from the subway back home. Narrower, more cramped, the ceiling lower. The tracks seemed closer, more intimate somehow. A digital sign overhead announced the next train would arrive in two minutes.

There were maybe a dozen people waiting, a mix of tourists and locals. The difference was easy to tell. The tourists looked around nervously, clutching their bags. The locals stared at their phones, bored, impatient.

Emma leaned against one of the support pillars, pulling me close. She looked up at me, her eyes darker now, more intense. Her hand slipped around my waist, her thumb tracing small circles on my hip through my shirt.

"You okay?" I asked.

"Oui," she breathed, but her cheeks were flushed, her breathing a little faster. She bit her lip, glancing around at the other people on the platform, then back at me. "I am... good. Just... you."

"Me?"

She pressed closer, her body warm against mine. "You smell... good. I want..." She trailed off, frustration flickering across her face at the language barrier. She settled for pressing her face into my chest, her arms wrapping around me.

I held her, feeling the heat radiating off her body, the way she was trying to contain herself in public. The recharge. She needed it.

"We'll be at your place soon," I murmured into her hair.

She nodded against my chest, then pulled back slightly as the rumble of the approaching train filled the tunnel. A rush of warm, stale air hit us, carrying with it the screech of brakes.

The rumble of the approaching train filled the tunnel, and a rush of warm, stale air hit us as it pulled into the station. The doors hissed open, and we climbed aboard, finding a spot near the end of the car. The seats were those flip-down plastic ones, covered in years of wear and the occasional mysterious stain. Emma sat, and I sat beside her, our thighs pressed together.

The train lurched forward, and she grabbed my arm for balance, laughing. "Ça secoue!"

The lights flickered as we entered the tunnel, and I watched the darkness rush past the windows, broken occasionally by the lights of another station. The car was about half full—more young people enjoying themselves, a few tired workers in uniforms, someone with headphones in, staring at their phone.

Emma's hand found my thigh, her fingers playing with the fabric of my jeans. She wasn't looking at me, pretending to be fascinated by a poster advertising some theater production, but I could see the corner of her mouth twitching, fighting a smile.

"You're trouble," I whispered.

She glanced at me, eyes wide and innocent. "Quoi? What?"

"Nothing," I said, shaking my head.

We pulled into Châtelet, and she stood quickly. "Change. We change here." She led me off the train and through the labyrinthine corridors of the station, following signs for Line 11. The tunnels seemed to go on forever, each one looking identical to the last, the white tiles reflecting the harsh fluorescent lights. A few people busked in the wider passages—another musician, a woman doing an impressive handstand routine.

Finally, we emerged onto another platform, this one narrower and more cramped. The train came quickly, and we squeezed inside, finding standing room near the doors.

She was pressed against me now, her back to my chest. She shifted slightly, her ass brushing against me, and I bit back a groan. She definitely knew what she was doing.

"How much longer?" I asked, my voice strained.

She raised an eyebrow, then seemed to understand. "Three," she said, glancing back at me with a wicked little smile.

I tried to think of something, anything, to distract myself. "So, uh, what do you do?" I asked. "Work?"

She turned slightly, frowning. "Work?"

I mimed typing on a keyboard, then pointed at her. "Your job?"

"Ah, travail!" She nodded. "I... euh..." She struggled, making gestures with her hands that I couldn't decipher. "I work... people? Help people?" She frowned, clearly frustrated. "Comment on dit..."

An older woman sitting nearby looked up from her book, her eyes crinkling with amusement. "Excuse me," she said in heavily accented English. "You need help? Translation?"

I felt myself blush. "Oh, uh, yeah. If you don't mind. I was just asking what she does for work."

The woman smiled, clearly charmed. She said something to Emma in rapid French.

"Ah!" Emma's face lit up. She responded, gesturing animatedly, and the woman nodded along, asking a few clarifying questions.

"She says she work for..." The woman paused, searching for the word. "How you say... association? Not government, not business. For help people."

"An NGO?" I offered.

"Yes, NGO!" The woman beamed.

Emma started talking again, her hands flying as she explained.

"She work with... mmm... people who have no home? In street?" the woman continued. "And people who come from other country. Immigration."

"Refugees?" I asked, looking at Emma.

"Oui, réfugiés," Emma confirmed, nodding.

"She says she help them find house, find papers, find doctor," the woman kept translating.

I felt something warm bloom in my chest. Of course Chloé did that kind of work. It fit perfectly with everything I'd seen of her: the way everyone in the neighborhood knew her, her obvious connection to the community, the kindness in her eyes.

"That's amazing," I said to Emma, squeezing her hand.

She looked up at me, clearly not understanding the words but reading something in my expression. She smiled, a little shyly, ducking her head.

I knew this wasn't Emma. Not my Emma. But right now, Emma and Chloé were one, and what mattered to the French woman mattered to my wife. Besides, it was quite a welcome change after days spent with Luciana.

"You two are very cute together," the woman said, her gaze soft. "How did you meet? Comment vous vous êtes rencontrés ?"

I snorted and cleared my throat, trying to come up with a plausible story. "We met online. She invited me to visit Paris."

My wife raised an eyebrow at me, a mischievous glint in her eye, understanding the subtext.

The train began to slow, and Emma perked up. "Here! Our stop!" She turned to the old woman, saying something warm and grateful in French.

"You two have a good night," the woman said to me with a knowing wink. "She is good girl. You are lucky."

"I know," I said softly. "Thank you."

The doors opened, and Emma pulled me out onto the platform. The sign read "Pyrénées." We climbed the stairs back up to street level, emerging into a neighborhood that felt completely different from where we'd been. The buildings were lower here, more residential. Graffiti covered many of the walls, not vandalism but actual art—murals of faces, flowers, political slogans. Small bars and restaurants lined the street, many still open, groups of people spilling out onto the sidewalks with their drinks and cigarettes.

Emma led me down a side street, narrower and quieter. The buildings here were old, their facades showing their age, but there was a charm to it. Laundry hung from some of the balconies. A cat watched us from a windowsill.

She stopped in front of a weathered green door sandwiched between a closed electronics repair shop and a Moroccan restaurant that was still serving late-night customers. She dug in her bag for her keys, finally producing a ring with about a dozen different keys attached.

"Here," she said, unlocking the door. "My place."

We climbed a narrow staircase, the walls covered in peeling floral wallpaper that probably dated back decades. The stairs creaked under our feet. We passed the second floor, then the third, and finally stopped at the fourth. She unlocked another door, pushing it open and flicking on a light.

"Welcome," she said, gesturing me inside.

The apartment was small. Tiny, really. The door opened directly into a combined living room and kitchenette. But it was so distinctly her that I found myself smiling.

Books were everywhere. Stacked on shelves that lined the walls, piled on the small coffee table, sitting in stacks on the floor. Many of them were in French, but I spotted some English titles too—Orwell, Atwood, Chomsky. Political posters covered the walls—colorful prints advocating for climate action, refugees' rights, workers' rights. A corkboard near the kitchenette was covered in photos: Chloé with friends, Chloé at what looked like a protest, Chloé with a group of kids, all of them grinning at the camera.

Plants sat on every available surface, some thriving, others looking a bit worse for wear. A small second hand couch sat against one wall, covered in a mismatched collection of pillows and a crocheted blanket. The kitchen was barely big enough for one person, with a two-burner stove and a mini fridge covered in magnets and postcards.

Everything was a bit cluttered, a bit chaotic, but clean and clearly loved. It smelled like incense and old books and something cooking from one of the neighboring apartments.

"I like it," I said, looking around.

She beamed, clearly pleased by my approval. She kicked off her Doc Martens by the door, and I followed suit with my shoes. Then she went to a small cabinet, pulling out a bottle of red wine and two mismatched glasses.

"Sit," she said, pointing to the couch.

I sat, sinking into the worn cushions, and watched as she opened the wine with practiced efficiency. She brought the glasses over, handing one to me, then sat beside me, tucking her legs under her.

"Santé," she said, raising her glass.

"Cheers," I replied, clinking mine against hers.

We both took a sip, and she sighed, leaning back against the cushions. The tension from the métro was still there, simmering just beneath the surface. She turned to look at me, her hazel eyes dark in the soft lamplight.

"Bon," she said softly, her voice barely above a whisper. "We are here."

"We are," I agreed, setting my glass down on the cluttered coffee table.

She set hers down too, then shifted closer, her hand reaching up to touch my face. "Je te veux tellement fort," she whispered. I didn't need a translation for that. The look in her eyes was enough. She wanted me, badly.

I cupped her face in my hands, my thumb stroking her cheek, and then we were kissing, soft at first, then deeper, her hands tangling in my hair as I pulled her onto my lap.

She straddled me, her thighs on either side of mine, and I could feel the heat of her through her tights. She broke the kiss, gasping, her hands going to the hem of my shirt and pulling it up. I raised my arms, and she tugged it off, tossing it somewhere behind the couch.

Her hands explored my chest, her touch light and curious, like she was memorizing me. Then her mouth was on my neck, kissing, sucking, her teeth grazing my skin in a way that made me groan.

"Emma," I breathed, my hands sliding down her back, finding the zipper of her dress.

"Oui," she whispered against my throat. "S'il te plaît..."

I pulled the zipper down, and she sat back, shimmying out of the colorful dress, revealing a simple black bra and her dark tights underneath. God, she was beautiful. Her skin was pale and freckled, her body soft and curvy in a way that was completely different from Luciana's sharper angles.

I leaned forward, pressing kisses to her collarbone, her chest, the swell of her breasts above her bra. She arched into me, her fingers digging into my shoulders.

"Oh putain," she moaned, her accent thick. "Oui, comme ça..."

I reached around, unclasping her bra and pulling it away. Her breasts were perfect, her nipples already hard. I took one into my mouth, and she gasped, her hips grinding against me.

"Calvin," she whimpered, her hands fisting in my hair. "Bordel, j'ai tellement envie de toi..."

I had no idea what she was saying, but the need in her voice was unmistakable. My cock was straining against my jeans, aching for her. I kissed my way across to her other breast, giving it the same attention, and she writhed on top of me, her breathing ragged.

"Wait," I murmured, my hands going to her hips, steadying her. "Let me..."

I lifted her slightly, and she understood, climbing off my lap. I stood, unbuckling my belt, my fingers fumbling with the button of my jeans. She watched me, her eyes hungry, her chest heaving. She hooked her thumbs into her tights, peeling them down along with her underwear in one smooth motion, stepping out of them.

I pushed my jeans and boxers down, freeing my cock, and she bit her lip, her eyes going wide.

"Viens," she whispered, holding out her hand.

I took it, and she pulled me back down onto the couch, positioning herself on top of me again. She reached between us, her fingers wrapping around my shaft, and I hissed at the contact.

"Fuck," I groaned.

She stroked me slowly, her thumb brushing over the tip, and I could feel the wetness there. Then she positioned herself, guiding me to her entrance. She was so wet, so ready, and I gripped her hips as she sank down onto me, inch by inch.

"Oh mon dieu," she gasped, her head falling back. "FUCK!"

She was so tight, her body gripping me like a vice. I gave her a moment to adjust, my hands stroking her thighs, her hips, trying to ground myself before I lost control completely.

Then she started to move, rolling her hips, finding a rhythm. I matched her movements, thrusting up into her, and she cried out, her nails digging into my shoulders.

"Oui, oui," she chanted, her voice breathy. "Comme ça, baise-moi..." she begged.

I didn't need to understand the words to know what she wanted. I gripped her hips tighter, pulling her down harder onto me with each thrust. The sound of our bodies meeting filled the small apartment, mixing with her moans and my grunts.

She leaned forward, her breasts pressed against my chest, her mouth finding mine in a desperate, messy kiss. Our tongues tangled as we moved together, faster now, more frantic.

"Tu vas me faire jouir," she whimpered against my lips. "Oh putain, je vais... je vais..."

I could feel her tightening around me, her body tensing. I slid one hand between us, my thumb finding her clit, and she practically screamed.

"Oui ! Là ! Oh bordel de merde !"

Her whole body shuddered, her inner walls clenching rhythmically around my cock as she came, her cries filling the apartment. The sensation was too much, and I followed her over the edge, groaning her name as I spilled inside her, wave after wave of pleasure crashing over me.

She collapsed against me, her body limp and trembling, her face buried in my neck. We stayed like that for a long moment, our hearts racing, our breathing slowly returning to normal.

I stroked her back, my fingers tracing lazy patterns on her skin. She shifted slightly, lifting her head to look at me. There was something different in her eyes now, something softer, more familiar.

"Calvin," she whispered, her voice thick with emotion.

"Hey," I said softly, brushing a strand of hair away from her face.

She took a shaky breath, her hand coming up to cup my cheek. "I... je suis..." She frowned, frustrated. "Désolée. English bad."

"It's okay," I assured her, pressing a kiss to her forehead. "You don't need to say anything."

"But I want," she insisted, her eyes searching mine. "You... you are good. For me."

"I love you," I said, the words coming out easily, naturally. "I love you, Emma."

Her eyes filled with tears, and she leaned forward, pressing her forehead against mine. "Je t'aime," she whispered. "I love you too!"

I held her close, and she settled against me, her body warm and soft. We stayed like that on the couch, tangled together, until she finally stirred, suggesting we move to the bed.

The bedroom was tiny, barely big enough for the double bed that took up most of the space. More books lined the walls here, along with more plants and a small collection of records stacked beside an old turntable.

We climbed under the covers, and she curled into me, her head on my chest, her arm draped across my stomach. I stroked her hair, listening to her breathing slowly even out.

For the first time since this whole nightmare began, I felt at peace. Not just accepting of our situation, but actually... happy. Here, in this tiny apartment in Paris, with my wife in a stranger's body speaking a language I didn't understand, I felt content.

Maybe it was the post-orgasm haze. Maybe it was the wine. Or maybe it was just that I was finally letting go of the Emma I'd lost and accepting the Emma I had now—constantly changing, constantly adapting, but always, somehow, still mine.

"Je t'aime," she murmured again, half-asleep.

"I love you too," I whispered back.
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Chapter 18: Flight Club

[image: ]


The departure hall at Charles de Gaulle was a chaos of rolling suitcases, crying children, and announcements in three languages echoing through the cavernous space. I gripped my boarding pass, glancing back at Emma every few seconds to make sure she was still there.

She looked exhausted. The Indian grandmother she was in was probably in her late sixties, her grey-streaked black hair pulled back in a tight bun, her sari a deep burgundy color that somehow still looked elegant despite the airport fluorescent lighting. She was juggling a screaming toddler on one hip while trying to keep track of two other kids, maybe eight and ten, who were bickering loudly in a mix of English and what I assumed was Hindi. Her husband, an old portly man with a thick mustache, was on his phone, completely oblivious to the chaos.

When our eyes met, Emma gave me a tired, exasperated smile. She shifted the toddler to her other hip, and the kid immediately started wailing louder.

"Beta, shh, please," she said, her accent thick, bouncing the child gently. The voice was raspy, worn.

It had been a whirlwind getting here. After those perfect days with Chloé, wandering through Belleville, making love in that tiny apartment, eating croissants on her fire escape while she tried to teach me French phrases I'd immediately forget, we'd switched her back to Luciana. Just long enough to handle the logistics. Book the flight. Transfer the money.

Hush money. Emma had crafted a twisted but apparently efficient story about Luciana paying me to avoid some sort of scandal involving the two of us. Some exaggerated existential threat that could threaten her reputation and, of course, by extension, her company.

Then back to Chloé for one last night, one last day of strong coffee and broken English and her freckled face on the pillow next to mine. We'd taken the RER to Charles de Gaulle in the evening. I'd kissed her "goodbye" in the train, tasting her tears mixed with her ChapStick, before she'd touched a harried businesswoman who was clearly heading to the airport herself. We both knew we weren't leaving each other at all, but letting that specific host go felt like a closure on magical vacations.

Then it had been a matter of finding someone on the same flight as me. Too much time spent shopping for a body, and we ended up settling for the less than ideal option of the grandmother. We had found her after I'd already checked in and was waiting at the gate, frantically searching for the right host. They were loudly discussing the details of their flight, arguing about passports. Emma's host at that point was about to miss her flight, so we didn't wait.

One touch. The old woman had stumbled slightly, her husband catching her elbow, and when she'd looked up, I'd seen Emma behind those dark brown eyes, looking overwhelmed as three children and a husband's worth of memories flooded in. The business woman had just blinked, looked at her watch, and continued on her way.

Now we were in the boarding queue, and I was acutely aware of needing to stay close to her. If we got separated before she could switch—

"Priority boarding for United Polaris business class, Star Alliance Gold members, and passengers requiring additional assistance," the gate agent announced.

Shit.

I looked back at Emma. She was several groups behind, economy boarding pass in hand, one of the kids now tugging on her sari and whining about being hungry. Her eyes met mine, widening slightly as we both realized the problem.

I hesitated at the front of the line. The gate agent was checking passes, people flowing through. Emma was too far. At least fifteen feet, with bodies between us, on the wrong side of the line. I watched her scan the women in my queue: a younger blonde in yoga pants, a middle-aged Asian woman in a business suit, a college-aged girl with headphones.

She shook her head almost imperceptibly. Too far. She'd have to jump multiple times to reach one of them and risk early exhaustion. Or the new host would have to awkwardly cut the line, drawing attention.

"Sir? Boarding pass?" The gate agent looked at me expectantly.

Emma gave me a small, reassuring smile and a subtle wave of her hand. Go. I'll figure it out.

I swallowed hard and handed over my pass.

The jet bridge seemed to stretch forever. I kept looking back, but the curve of the walkway soon hid the gate from view. My heart was pounding. This was a bad idea. We should have planned better. What if she couldn't find a way to me? What if she was stuck in economy with a screaming toddler for the next eight hours? I mean, I guess she could manage, but it certainly wasn't ideal. Not for me, not for her. Well, alright, mostly not for her. I hoped that she'd at least find another woman in a nearby seat who didn't have to take care of a herd of screaming monsters.

The aircraft door loomed ahead, and I stepped through into the warm, slightly stale air of the plane. A flight attendant greeted me immediately: tall, Black, stunning, with her hair in an elegant updo and a smile that showed perfect white teeth.

"Welcome aboard, sir. Seat?" Her voice was warm, professional, with a slight Southern lilt.

"6A," I managed.

"Right this way. Let me help you with that."

She gestured to my carry-on, but I shook my head. "I got it, thanks."

I passed through the galley where two more flight attendants were preparing for departure. One was petite and Asian, with delicate features and her hair in a sleek ponytail, moving with quick, efficient grace. The other was white, mid-thirties, clearly the senior attendant based on how the others deferred to her. She had auburn hair cut in a professional bob, sharp green eyes, and the kind of face that was handsome rather than pretty: strong jaw, high cheekbones. She glanced at me briefly, gave a polite nod, then returned to whatever checklist she was reviewing.

The Polaris cabin opened before me, and I actually stopped for a second, taking it in.

When Luciana had flown us to Paris, we'd been in regular first class: nice seats, sure, but still basically fancy recliners in rows. This was something else entirely. The seats were arranged in a 1-2-1 configuration, each one a private pod with high dividers. The color scheme was all navy blue and cream, subtle lighting, the seats themselves looking more like small beds than airplane chairs.

I found 6A, a window seat, and slid into it, my bag going into the surprisingly spacious storage compartment. The seat was massive, leather, with a console full of controls. I pressed a button experimentally, and the seat reclined smoothly, the footrest extending. Another button, and a privacy divider began to rise.

This was insane. I'd flown economy my entire life. Even the first-class seat to Paris had felt like a splurge. This felt like a hotel room.

I looked around. The cabin was barely filled. The pods near me were empty, thank God, except for the one directly next to mine, seat 6B. A man in his fifties sat there, already looking annoyed about something. He was wearing an expensive suit that didn't quite fit right anymore, probably because of the gut straining the buttons. Thinning hair combed over aggressively. He glanced at me, his expression sour, like I'd personally offended him by existing in his vicinity.

Great. Awesome seatmate.

I pulled out my phone, pretending to be absorbed in it, but really I was thinking about Emma. How long would it take for everyone to board? How would she get up here? The cabin crew would notice if an economy passenger tried to just wander into business class. Her only chance would probably be the flight attendants. But then what? It's not like she could just spend the rest of the flight seating next to me like a passenger could.

Another flight attendant passed by, a Latina woman, probably in her late twenties, with curves that even the uniform couldn't hide and a bright, genuine smile she flashed at the annoying guy next to me, who didn't bother to look up from his own phone. She had an accent when she spoke to someone in the galley—Mexican, maybe.

The senior attendant with the auburn hair appeared, doing a walk-through, her eyes scanning the cabin with the kind of attention that came from years of experience. She paused briefly at my row, making eye contact.

"Can I get you anything before we take off? Champagne? Water?"

"Water's fine, thanks," I said.

She nodded and moved on, all business.

I sank back into my seat, staring at the empty pod across the aisle. How was this going to work?

I thought about the past few days. Chloé's laughter echoing off the stone walls of her apartment. The way she'd looked at me in the métro, flushed and wanting. Her broken English that somehow made everything she said more endearing. "Je t'aime," whispered against my neck.

Then the switch back to Luciana, watching my wife's personality shift like changing channels. The hard-edged businesswoman returning, irritated but horny. I'd fucked the anchor back into her and Emma had emerged fully, clear-eyed and focused, planning. "We need her money," she'd said. "And we can take it without ruining her. She'll think she's buying your silence. Everybody wins."

Fifty thousand dollars. In my account. Real.

I could quit my job for now. We could figure out what came next. Emma could... shop. The thought made me feel guilty and excited in equal measure. She could try on lives like other people tried on clothes, and I'd get to enjoy each of them.

The Latina flight attendant came back with my water, her smile warm. "There you go, sir. Anything else?"

"I'm good, thanks."

She moved on to the asshole next to me, who grunted something about Scotch.

I sipped the water and waited, my eyes drifting to the cabin entrance every few seconds. The stream of passengers continued: a well-dressed couple, an older gentleman who moved slowly with a cane, a young guy in a hoodie who looked as out of place in business class as I felt.

The seats around me remained empty. No Emma.

Come on, I thought. Find a way.

The plane was nearly full now, the distant hum of conversation and the overhead bins slamming shut creating that familiar pre-flight atmosphere. But the seats around me remained empty.

My knee bounced anxiously. Where was she? Was she still trapped in that grandmother's body? The doors would close any minute. Maybe she'd just have to ride it out in economy. We could meet up during the flight somehow, or at Newark. It would be fine. It had to be fine.

"Ladies and gentlemen, we're preparing for departure. Please ensure your seatbelts are fastened and all carry-on items are properly stowed."

Shit.

I heard the heavy thunk of the cabin door sealing, that final sound that meant we were committed. My stomach dropped.

Then the lead flight attendant emerged from the back of the plane, moving through the cabin with the kind of confidence that came from doing this a thousand times. She walked with purpose, her posture perfect, her expression composed and professional. She glanced at passengers, did a quick visual check of seatbelts and bags, her sharp green eyes missing nothing.

She looked at me briefly as she passed, just long enough to register my presence, then continued forward. No recognition. No hint of anything.

My heart sank a little more.

She stopped astopped at a few feet ahead of me, checking something on her tablet, then turned and walked back, stopping right at my row. Her attention went to the businessman next to me, who was now aggressively typing on his laptop, ignoring the announcement about electronic devices.

"Excuse me, sir," she said, her voice crisp and authoritative. Not unfriendly, but the kind of voice that expected compliance. "I'm going to need to move you to another seat."

The man looked up, annoyed. "What? Why?"

"There's a weight distribution issue with the aircraft. We need to rebalance the cabin." She said it with such matter-of-fact confidence that it sounded completely plausible, even though I was pretty sure it was complete bullshit.

"That's ridiculous," he huffed. "I specifically chose this seat."

"I understand, sir, and I apologize for the inconvenience. I have you in 8K, also a window seat. It's just three rows back." She wasn't asking. She was telling.

The man grumbled, making a show of his irritation as he gathered his things. "This is unacceptable. I fly United every week, and I've never—"

"I'll be sure to note your feedback, sir. Right this way."

As he stood, hoisting his bag with an exaggerated grunt, the flight attendant's eyes flicked to me for just a fraction of a second.

And she winked.

My breath caught. Emma?

The businessman moved past her, still muttering complaints, and she gestured for him to follow her toward the back of the cabin. I watched her go, my mind racing. How? When?

A minute later, she returned, moving down the aisle with that same professional efficiency. She stopped at my row, and this time she looked directly at me, her expression neutral but something dancing behind those sharp green eyes.

"Is there anything I can get you before we take off, Mr...?" She glanced at her tablet. "Peterson?"

I opened my mouth, but she continued smoothly, not waiting for an answer.

"Water, juice, champagne? Perhaps some reading material? A pillow or blanket for the flight?" Her tone was perfectly modulated, the practiced cadence of someone who'd recited this list a thousand times. "A warm towel? Noise-canceling headphones? A blowjob?"

I choked on air.

She maintained that same professional expression, but I caught the tiny quirk at the corner of her mouth.

"Jesus Christ, Emma," I managed, my voice a strangled whisper. I looked around quickly, but no one was paying attention.

Her smile finally broke through, small but unmistakable. "Was getting worried there for a second. Thought maybe you didn't recognize me."

"I didn't. Not until the wink. Even then, I wasn't sure. Holy shit." I let out a breath I hadn't realized I'd been holding. "I was so nervous about you being stuck in economy."

She snorted softly, glancing back toward the galley before leaning in slightly. "Yeah, that lasted about two minutes. As soon as we got on the plane and I saw a flight attendant pass by, I jumped. Then I found Caroline here." She touched her chest lightly, indicating the body she was in. "She's the lead attendant. I figured if I was going to be cabin crew, might as well be the one in charge."

She straightened up, her hand going to her hip, the gesture somewhere between professional and subtly flirtatious. She looked good. Caroline was probably mid-thirties, fit without being overly toned, the uniform flattering in all the right ways. The auburn hair was pulled back perfectly, not a strand out of place. She had the kind of face that commanded attention: strong features, sharp eyes, the slight lines around them suggesting someone who'd lived a little but took care of herself.

"You like?" she asked quietly, doing a subtle little turn, making it look like she was just shifting her weight. Her eyes scanned the cabin as she did, making sure no one was watching too closely.

"You look good," I admitted, my eyes probably lingering a little too long on the way the uniform fit her curves. "Professional."

"Caroline's very good at her job," Emma said with a small, satisfied smile. "Twelve years with United. She knows this plane inside and out. And she doesn't take shit from anyone." She glanced back toward where she'd sent the businessman. "As you just saw."

"So what do you do now?" I asked, keeping my voice low. "I mean, you jumped more times than we planned. You had to switch what, three times? Four? And we've still got eight hours on this flight, then the layover at Newark, then another two hours to home. Are you going to be okay?"

She considered that, her expression becoming a bit more serious. "I'll be alright," she said, but I could hear the slight uncertainty in her voice. "I'm getting better at this. I can last longer between... recharges." She looked down at me, and some of that confidence returned. "And if it becomes a problem..." She leaned in closer, her hand sliding along the armrest, then onto my thigh, her fingers trailing dangerously close to my crotch. "There are solutions."

My breath hitched. She smiled, clearly enjoying my reaction.

"Besides," she whispered, her lips very close to my ear now. "Don't you want to join the mile-high club?"

Heat shot straight through me. I glanced around quickly, but the other passengers were settling in, watching the safety video or absorbed in their phones. The other flight attendants were busy in the galley.

"Is that why you had that guy move?" I asked, unable to keep the smirk off my face.

She pulled back slightly, her eyes glinting with mischief. "The thought crossed my mind," she admitted. "I was genuinely planning to just stay close, keep an eye on you, maybe chat during the flight. But then I realized..." She gestured subtly to the empty seats around us. "If we're going to be naughty, it's a lot easier when there's no one sitting nearby to wonder what we're up to."

"You're terrible," I said, but I was grinning.

"You love it," she shot back, straightening up as another flight attendant appeared from the galley. Her whole demeanor shifted instantly—back to professional Caroline, competent and controlled.

"We're ready for final checks," the other attendant said, the pretty Latina woman from earlier.

"Perfect. I'll do the back, you take the front," Emma said smoothly, her voice carrying that natural authority. The other woman nodded and headed toward the forward galley.

Emma glanced down at me one more time, her expression innocent but her eyes anything but. "I'll be back once we're at cruising altitude," she said, just loud enough for anyone nearby to hear. Then, quieter, "Don't go anywhere."

"Where would I go?" I chuckled.

She winked again and moved away, heading toward the back of the plane with that confident stride, and I settled back into my seat, my heart racing and a stupid grin on my face.

The engines roared to life, that deep rumble you feel in your chest, and the plane began to taxi. I watched through the window as we made our way to the runway, the lights of Charles de Gaulle stretching out in the darkness. The cabin lights had been dimmed, that pre-takeoff ambiance that was supposed to be calming but always made me a little tense.

Emma appeared briefly, walking down the aisle doing final checks, her eyes meeting mine for just a second as she passed. Then we were accelerating, the force pressing me back into the leather seat, and moments later we were airborne, Paris falling away beneath us.

Once we leveled off and the seatbelt sign dinged off, the cabin came alive with quiet activity. The Polaris service was immediately impressive. The petite Asian flight attendant came by first, offering drinks with a warm smile. I asked for a whiskey, and she returned moments later with it in an actual glass, not a plastic cup, along with a small bowl of warmed nuts.

"Would you like to see the dinner menu?" she asked.

I took it, scanning options that read like a restaurant: seared salmon, braised short rib, some kind of pasta dish. This was absurd. I ordered the salmon, and she nodded, promising it would be out shortly.

Emma passed by again, this time carrying a tray of drinks for passengers a few rows back. She glanced at me, smiled, and I saw her start to slow down, like she was going to stop. Then a call button chimed from somewhere in front of her, and her expression shifted: apologetic, frustrated. She gave me a small shrug and continued on.

It happened again a few minutes later. She approached, clearly trying to find a moment, and the Latina flight attendant appeared from the galley asking her something in a low voice. Emma listened, nodded, her jaw tightening slightly, then followed her back.

But it was different from Luciana. With Luciana, when work called, I'd just ceased to exist. She'd been consumed by it, unable to pull herself away. Emma, in Caroline, looked genuinely annoyed each time something pulled her attention. She kept glancing back at me, her expression saying "I'm trying."

My dinner arrived, beautifully plated, and I ate slowly, savoring it. The salmon was perfectly cooked. The wine pairing the flight attendant suggested was excellent. I could get used to this, I thought, and then immediately felt that familiar twist of guilt.

But it didn't last long.

I leaned back in my seat, sipping the wine, and thought about what came next. We'd land in Newark, make our connection, get home. And then what?

No more soul-crushing commute, no more pretending to care about quarterly reports and performance reviews. We could just... exist. Figure things out.

And when the money ran out? Well. We'd find another Luciana. Someone who could afford it. Someone who wouldn't even notice.

The guilt I'd felt in Paris, arguing with Emma about taking Luciana's money, felt distant now. Almost quaint. I'd seen how Luciana lived. The casual way she'd spend more on a dinner than most people spent on rent. The Porsche Cayenne rental. The suite at the hotel. Emma was right: for her, it was pocket change.

I'd become okay with this. More than okay. I was excited.

The cabin had grown quieter as the flight wore on. The lights were dimmed to near darkness, most passengers settling in to sleep or watch movies on their seatback screens, the glow illuminating their faces. I could hear the white noise of the engines, the occasional rustle of someone shifting in their seat.

I'd reclined my pod into the lie-flat position, not quite ready to sleep but enjoying the comfort, when Emma appeared from the shadows like a ghost. She stood at the edge of my pod, looking down at me with a small smile.

"Hey," she whispered.

"Hey yourself," I replied, glancing past her. "Where's the rest of the crew?"

"I sent them on a break," she said, kneeling down so she was at eye level with me. "They've been on their feet for hours. I told them I'd handle this section for a bit, let them eat, decompress in the crew rest area." Her smile turned mischievous. "We've got maybe ten, fifteen minutes before anyone comes back."

My heart rate picked up. "Oh yeah?"

She reached out, her hand sliding along my chest, down to my stomach, her fingers playing with the hem of my shirt. "Think I could milk you dry in that amount of time?" she murmured, her eyes locked on mine.

"Jesus, Emma," I breathed, already feeling myself getting hard.

She glanced around quickly, confirming no one was paying attention, then reached up and pressed the button to raise the privacy divider. It slid up silently, enclosing us in our own little cocoon. The only light came from the small reading lamp above, casting everything in a warm, intimate glow.

"Pants off," she whispered, her voice taking on that commanding tone that Caroline probably used when dealing with difficult passengers. "Now."

I didn't need to be told twice. I unbuckled my belt, popped the button on my jeans, and lifted my hips to slide them down along with my boxers. My cock sprang free, already half-hard just from the anticipation.

Emma's eyes went to it immediately, and she bit her lip. "Fuck, I've been thinking about this since we boarded," she admitted, her hand wrapping around my shaft, stroking slowly. "Caroline's been very distracted."

I groaned softly, my hips lifting into her touch. "We should be quiet," I managed.

"Mmm, probably," she agreed, but her smile was wicked. She stroked me a few more times, her grip firm and confident, then leaned forward, her tongue darting out to lick the tip.

"Fuck," I hissed, my hands gripping the armrests.

She looked up at me through her lashes, those sharp green eyes dark with lust, then took me into her mouth. Warm, wet, perfect. She worked me slowly at first, her tongue swirling around the head, her hand stroking what didn't fit in her mouth.

I watched her, mesmerized. She pulled back, a string of saliva connecting her lips to my cock, and reached up with her free hand to start unbuttoning her uniform blouse.

"What are you—" I started, but she cut me off.

"I want you to touch me," she whispered, her voice husky. "I need you to touch me."

She got the blouse open, revealing a simple white bra underneath. She reached behind her, unclasped it with practiced ease, and let it fall away. Her breasts spilled free, pale and perfect in the dim light, her nipples already hard.

"Touch them," she ordered, then took me back into her mouth, deeper this time.

I reached out, my hands cupping her breasts, my thumbs brushing over her nipples. She moaned around my cock, the vibration sending a jolt of pleasure through me. I squeezed gently, then harder when she moaned again, clearly liking it.

She was working me faster now, her head bobbing, her hand stroking in rhythm with her mouth. The wet sounds were obscene, and I was acutely aware that we were on a plane, that there were people just feet away separated only by a thin divider, but I couldn't bring myself to care.

I pinched her nipples, and she pulled off my cock with a gasp, her eyes fluttering closed. "Fuck, yes," she breathed, then dove back down, taking me even deeper, her throat opening up to accommodate me.

"Emma, Jesus, I'm—" I couldn't finish the sentence. My hands tightened on her breasts, my hips bucking up involuntarily.

She pulled back just enough to speak, her hand still working me. "Cum for me," she whispered, her voice thick with need. "I want to taste you. I need it."

That was all it took. I came hard, my whole body tensing, and she took me back into her mouth immediately, swallowing every pulse, her tongue working the underside of my shaft to milk every last drop.

When I finally stopped shaking, she pulled off slowly, licking her lips, her eyes meeting mine. She looked satisfied, almost smug, and so much more like Emma than she had all day. The frantic edge was gone. She was grounded. Anchored.

"Fuck," I breathed, my head falling back against the seat. "You're going to kill me."

She laughed softly, tucking herself back into her bra and buttoning up her blouse. "You'll survive," she said, leaning in to kiss me softly. I could taste myself on her tongue. "I should get back. Before someone comes looking."

"You good?" I asked, reaching up to touch her face. "For the rest of the flight?"

She nodded, her expression soft. "Yeah. I'm good. More than good." She straightened up, smoothing down her uniform, checking her hair. "Get some sleep. I'll come check on you later."

She lowered the privacy divider and slipped away, disappearing into the darkness of the cabin like she'd never been there.

I lay there, my heart still pounding, a stupid grin on my face. I pulled my pants back up, settled into the seat, and closed my eyes.
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Chapter 19: Shadows
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"What are we supposed to see here?" I asked, squinting at the monitor. A grainy black-and-white image of a brain with colored, glowing pathways lit up on the screen. It looked like a futuristic road map.

Katherine Winters sat behind her desk, her fingers steepled, a look of intense concentration on her face. She pointed at the screen with a pen. "Look at this. Right here. See how these neural pathways... warp?" She changed the image, fast-forwarding, frame by frame. "That's the transfer. Your wife, entering and exiting the host."

I tried to stay focused, Emma's left hand tracing patterns on my thigh beneath the desk. "So you got it? You got what you need?"

The scientist snorted and shook her head, her short red hair shimmering under the fluorescent lights. "I got shit!"

Her office was small and sterile, a chaotic mess of books, papers, and expensive-looking equipment, hidden from the rest of the hospital by large frosted glass windows that didn't quite reach the ceiling.

The woman sitting next to me, Emma's current host, Katherine's guinea pig, was a young waitress named Kelly who'd signed up for the study, lured by a generous compensation for a few hours every Saturday. It was the fourth time she'd served as host for us, though she had no memory of the previous times, and would not remember this one either.

She was pretty cute in a girl-next-door kind of way. Blonde hair, a few freckles, and a friendly, open face. She wasn't very patient, clearly, and not the brightest bulb in the box, but she was perfect for our purposes. A little bored, a little restless, but mostly harmless.

The problem with a simple and bored host, though, was how easy it was for her to get distracted and succumb to Emma's basic urges. Her right hand was moving higher, her fingers brushing against my zipper. There was no way Katherine didn't notice from her spot across the desk, but if she did, she didn't say a thing.

Emma would switch back and forth between her and Katherine, Kelly's brain and body subjected to a thorough examination every time.

"I'm seeing all the effects of the possession, but the cause is still a mystery," the scientist said, her frustration growing. "This looks a lot like what you'd capture scanning the brain of a patient with dissociative identity disorder."

"That's something..." I offered, trying my best to ignore the teasing from under the desk.

"Yes, but it doesn't explain how the consciousness travels from one body to another, or how it recharges. Or why it needs sexual climax from you specifically to maintain itself," Katherine said, her eyes narrowing. "I want to prove the existence of consciousness outside the body, not highlight the effects it has inside the body, especially if they can't be distinguished from other psychiatric conditions."

"Can we go now?" the waitress next to me whined, pouting.

Katherine rolled her eyes, stood up, walked around her desk and grabbed Emma's wrist. Both women blinked, a bit.

confused for a moment.

"Oh, yeah, that's better," Katherine, now Emma, said, stretching her arms with a relieved sigh.

Kelly frowned, then looked at me, confused, her left hand still resting uncomfortably close to my crotch. She jerked it away, blushing. "Sorry!" she said, quickly standing up, checking her phone for the time. "Oh shoot, I'm going to be late for my shift."

"It's alright, Kelly. We're done for today," Emma said, her hands now resting on her hips, in that familiar, confident way that was so distinctly Dr. Winters. "Thank you for your help."

"Yeah, I guess..." Kelly said, still confused, and rushed out of the office.

"Didn't have much time to rewrite her memories," Emma explained to me. "I think she'll be fine, though. Just a bit confused about the last hour or so."

I frowned. "Why did our good doctor let you in?"

Emma walked around the desk, her eyes scanning the screens with a critical, analytical gaze. "I was... She was getting annoyed by my lack of interest in her work," she said. "Wanted me to be a bit more involved in my own... study."

"And?" I asked, raising an eyebrow.

"It's weird, being annoyed at myself for not being interested in myself," she said with a snort.

"More like Kelly not being interested in much of anything..."

Emma groaned, scrolling through some data. "She's got the attention span of a goldfish. It's maddening."

"Madening to Katherine," I pointed out.

She shot me a look. "Madening to me too, now."

"Emma... I know you don't see it that way from where you're standing, but Katherine needs us more than we need her at this point." I said.

"What?! We need to understand how this works! I need to know why I'm like this. We need to understand how it works, know the rules!" she said.

"We know the rules," I said, my voice a bit harder than I intended. "I fuck you, you're you. I don't, you fade. You can last longer now, switch more times. We don't need a scientist to tell us that. Do we really need to risk exposing you when Katherine decides this is too big to keep a secret? Do we really need to know more?"

"I need to know more!" she almost shouted, her fists clenched. "You agreed! You promised!" I couldn't tell who I was talking to,. The scientist, or my wife., But I knew that a moment ago, when Emma was in Kelly's brain, she clearly hadn't been that invested.

"Alright, alright," I said, raising my hands. "I get it. We're here, aren't we? We're helping her, as agreed. We're not stopping."

She stared at me, her expression softening. "She's not going to rat us out, Cal."

"Good."

She seemed about to say something, but just shook her head and kept looking through the data. I said nothing more either. I knew she wasn't in the right host to have a more objective conversation about this. She knew me well enough to know I wouldn't speak up again until we were alone, with her as someone else.

I let her work, walking around the office, looking at the books on the shelves, all of them heavy medical texts, the spines cracked and annotated. There was a small window overlooking the hospital grounds, and I watched as an ambulance pulled up to the emergency entrance, its lights flashing silently.

"Alright, Em, we should go," I said after a few minutes. "It's getting late."

"I just need to finish this..." she said, her fingers flying across the keyboard.

"You don't have to finish anything. Katherine does, and she doesn't need you to do her job for her," I said, more gently this time.

"Sorry. It's Luciana all over again," she sighed, standing up.

"We know how it goes," I said with a smirk, grabbing my coat. "Let's go."

We walked out of the hospital, the cool evening air a welcome relief from the sterile environment inside. The city was bustling, the streets filled with the noise of traffic and the chatter of pedestrians.

Emma switched to a young Asian woman in a business suit, a quick, efficient touch as the woman rushed past us, her phone pressed to her ear, talking rapidly in a language I didn't understand.

Katherine shook her head, then looked at me, sighing. "See you next week," she said, her voice flat.

"See you next week," I echoed, waving awkwardly as I ran after Emma.

The Asian woman stumbled, then straightened up, her dark eyes finding mine. A slow, mischievous smile spread across her lips.

"This one can only go to subway. After, different direction," she said, her English heavily accented.

We walked in silence for a few blocks, the city lights reflecting in the puddles on the sidewalk. Emma kept glancing at me, biting her lower lip. She could now switch quite a few times without needing to recharge, but at this rate, whoever Emma would end up bringing home, would be desperate for me.

"I'm thinking pizza tonight," I said, breaking the silence.

She coughed, her brow furrowed in concentration. "Pizza? Ah! Need to find someone who like pizza, then!"

I laughed. "Your host is not into pizza, huh?"

Emma turned around, tilting her head, then her eyes widened as a woman in her thirties, in a baggy hoodie and ripped jeans, walked past us, headphones on, completely absorbed in her phone, clearly walking toward the subway entrance a few feet away.

Emma reached out, her fingers brushing against the woman's arm.

The woman, now Emma, looked around, confused, then spotted me, a bored look on her face. She pulled the headphones out of her ears, sighing.

The asian girl just turned around and walked away.

"Yep, going in the same direction," Emma said with a smirk, walking toward the entrance. "I'll have to switch before St. Aldens, though." She pulled a transit card from her pocket, tapping it against the reader, and I followed her through.

"Can't bring that one home?" I asked as we descended the stairs.

Emma's new lips curling into a wry smile. "Why? Think I'm hot?" she teased, her voice husky. The arousal seemed to always pierce through even the most apathetic hosts.

The woman was pretty attractive indeed, though in a grungy, 'just-rolled-out-of-bed' kind of way. Her hair was a mess of dark curls, her eyes sleepy but intelligent, and she had a certain, effortless cool that was undeniably sexy.

"But no, you don't want this one," Emma explained. "She's got a boyfriend, he's kind of an asshole, and they live together. It's... complicated."

I nodded, rubbing the back of my neck. We were getting good at this little game, but I didn't like the idea of running out of options as we got closer to our home.

The station was busy, the platform crowded with commuters. The air was thick with the smell of exhaust fumes and cheap perfume.

"Do you feel like talking about Katherine? The study?" I asked, changing the subject.

My wife shook her head. "Nah! Not in this brain," she said, tapping a finger against her temple. "She's had a long day."

We boarded the next train and found two empty seats near the middle of the car. Emma dropped into hers with a heavy sigh, slouching against the window, her eyes half-closed. The train lurched forward, and she didn't even bother to grab the handrail, just letting her body sway with the motion.

I sat down next to her, keeping a respectable distance, but she immediately leaned into me, her head resting against my shoulder. Her hand found my thigh, fingers tracing lazy circles through the fabric of my jeans. It was a familiar gesture, intimate in a way that made my stomach clench.

"Em," I said quietly, glancing around the car. A businessman across from us was buried in his phone. An elderly couple sat a few seats down, holding hands. No one was paying attention to us, but still. "People are going to think we're..."

"A couple?" she murmured, her breath warm against my neck. Her hand moved higher, just slightly, and I felt my pulse quicken. "Because we are."

"You know what I mean."

She lifted her head, looking at me with those sleepy, unfamiliar eyes. There was a flicker of amusement there, buried under layers of exhaustion. "Cal, no one here knows you. No one knows me. Or... her." She gestured vaguely at herself. "We're just two people on a train. That's all anyone sees."

I wanted to argue, but she wasn't wrong. The paranoia was mine alone, a phantom fear that someone would recognize me, see me with this woman who wasn't Emma, and draw conclusions. But Emma was Emma, even if no one else could see it.

Why was my brain suddenly so hung up on this, now, after everything? I felt the weight of invisible eyes on us, and the knot of anxiety tightened in my stomach. Maybe it was being back home, where we might cross paths with someone we knew...

She settled back against me, her hand still on my leg, her thumb brushing back and forth in a way that was definitely deliberate. I could feel the tension in her body, the way she seemed to be fighting against her own fatigue, trying to stay present. Her host was clearly running on fumes, stressed and worn down from whatever her day had been, but Emma's desire cut through it, persistent and unmistakable.

I pulled out my phone, more to distract myself than anything else, and saw a notification. A message from Ashley.

Ashley: Hey. I know you probably need space, but I wanted to check in. I haven't heard from you in weeks. Are you okay? I'm worried about you.

I stared at the screen, my chest tightening. Ashley. Emma's younger sister. Of course she was worried. Of course she was grieving. And I'd been so consumed with Emma, with keeping her tethered, with figuring out the rules of this impossible resurrection, that I hadn't even thought to reach out.

"Em," I said, turning the phone so she could see. "Ashley texted."

Emma glanced at the screen, her expression blank. She shrugged, her head lolling back against the window. "Okay."

That was it. Just okay. No concern, no guilt, no acknowledgment that her sister might be hurting. I felt a pang of frustration, but I knew it wasn't really her fault. She was running low, the host's indifference bleeding through, drowning out Emma's own emotions. This woman didn't know Ashley, didn't care about her, and right now, Emma didn't have the strength to fight past that.

I turned back to my phone, typing slowly.

Me: I'm fine. Just need some time to process everything. I'll reach out soon, I promise.

I hit send and watched the screen. The three dots appeared almost immediately, indicating she was typing. Then they stopped. The message stayed on read.

I waited, but nothing came. She'd read it, started to respond, then changed her mind. I could imagine her on the other end, staring at her phone, trying to figure out what to say to a grieving widower who clearly didn't want to talk.

I shoved the phone back into my pocket, feeling the weight of it like a stone.

I started scanning the car, looking for options. A woman in her fifties sat a few rows down, engrossed in a paperback. She looked stable, put-together, but she had a wedding ring and kept checking her watch anxiously. Someone was waiting for her. Not ideal.

A younger woman boarded at the next stop, early twenties maybe, dressed in scrubs with a hospital ID clipped to her pocket. Healthcare worker. Too many people would notice if she didn't show up for her shift.

Another possibility stepped on a stop later: stylish, professional, mid-thirties. She immediately pulled out her phone and started typing furiously, her expression tense. I watched her for a moment, saw her screen light up with calendar notifications, back-to-back meetings. Too connected, too many obligations.

We were two stops from St. Aldens now, and I felt the familiar tightness in my chest. Emma shifted beside me, her eyes barely open, her hand still absently stroking my thigh in a way that would have been comforting if I wasn't so worried about running out of time.

Then I saw her.

She'd gotten on at the last stop and immediately claimed a seat across from us, one leg crossed over the other, wearing paint-splattered combat boots, ripped black tights, and an oversized cardigan covered in enamel pins. One said "Chaotic Neutral." Another had a weird dice on it. Her hair was dyed an unnatural shade of burgundy, pulled into a messy bun with a pencil stuck through it, and she wore thick-framed glasses that kept sliding down her nose. She was scrolling through her phone, her mouth quirked in this lopsided grin, like whatever she was reading was the funniest thing in the world. Every few seconds, she'd snort quietly to herself, then go back to scrolling. She was cute, in a quirky, nerdy way.

I elbowed Emma, harder than I meant to. She jerked upright, frowning. "What?"

I nodded toward the girl. Emma followed my gaze, sighed heavily, then pushed herself to her feet like it was the hardest thing in the world. She swayed slightly with the motion of the train, then made her way over, grabbing the handrail near where the girl sat.

The train lurched. Emma stumbled, her hand shooting out to brace herself against the girl's shoulder.

Emma blinked. The girl blinked. Then the girl's face lit up with a grin, and she stood, moving past the woman Emma had just left behind, who was now pulling out her phone with that same annoyed expression, completely oblivious.

The girl dropped into the seat next to me, her knee immediately pressing against mine. She smelled faintly of acrylic paint and coffee. "Okay, so, good call," she said, her voice bright and animated. "Barbara Larsen, graphic designer, freelance, which means literally no one cares if I ghost for a couple days. Except..." She pulled out her phone, scrolling quickly. "I'm supposed to DM a campaign tonight, and my party is going to murder me if I cancel. Like, we've been building up to this boss fight for three weeks."

"DM?" I asked.

"Dungeons and Dragons. I run the game. I'm the puppet master." She wiggled her fingers dramatically. "The architect of chaos. The bringer of doom. Also the person who has to explain the rules to Todd every single session because he refuses to read the Player's Handbook."

I couldn't help but smile. "Sounds like Todd's problem."

"It's everyone's problem when Todd tries to seduce a dragon for the third time." She was typing now, her thumbs flying across the screen. "Okay, canceling. Gonna blame food poisoning. They'll buy it. I ate gas station sushi last week and wouldn't shut up about it."

She hit send, shoved her phone in her pocket, then turned to me, her eyes bright behind her glasses. There was something mischievous in her expression, something playful. Her hand landed on my knee, fingers drumming lightly. "So. Barbara. That's me now. I live alone, thank god, in a studio that's basically just a desk, a mattress, and way too many miniatures. I have a cat named Gandalf who's a total asshole. And I haven't had a date in, like, six months, so this body is very excited right now."

She said it so matter-of-factly that I almost laughed.

"Good to know," I said.

"And, if you haven't noticed, I'm very chatty," she continued, a grin spreading across her face. "Oh, I'm also out of oat milk, which is a tragedy, but not relevant." She leaned closer, her shoulder pressing against mine. "You're cute, by the way. Like, I—Barbara—would definitely swipe right. So that's making this easier. Or I guess it doesn't matter. We both know I'm turned on by you no matter who's body I'm in."

The train announcer crackled overhead. "Next stop, St. Aldens."

Emma's previous host stood, still looking irritated, and made her way to the doors without a glance back. I watched her step off onto the platform, earbuds back in, already absorbed in whatever she'd been doing before Emma borrowed her body.

Barbara was still talking. "Oh, also, I have this freelance deadline on Monday, but it's for a crypto bro who keeps asking me to make his logo 'more blockchain-y,' whatever the hell that means, so honestly, screw him. He can wait." She tilted her head, studying me. "You're quiet. Long day? I mean... I know it's been a long day, I remember it, but at the same time I don't. Always a mindfuck, isn't it?"

"You could say that." I laughed.

She grinned, her hand sliding higher on my thigh. "Let's go home!"

The train rolled on, carrying us toward home, and for the first time in hours, I felt myself relax. Barbara was weird, chatty, and completely shameless. It was refreshing.

"So," she said, leaning her head against my shoulder, her fingers still tracing idle patterns on my leg. "Are we ordering pizza, or am I gonna have to cook? Because I—Barbara—can cook, but I really don't want to. I've been staring at a screen for like nine hours, and my brain is mush."

"Pizza," I said.

"Perfect. I love you." She paused, then laughed. "That's Emma talking, by the way. Barbara would definitely not say that on a first date. Barbara would say something weird like, 'You're neat,' and then infodump about typeface design for twenty minutes."

I smiled despite myself. "Noted." What the hell was a typeface?

She snuggled closer, her eyes already half-closed, but there was still that restless energy beneath the surface, her body humming with anticipation. I could feel it in the way her fingers kept moving, the way she shifted every few seconds, like she couldn't quite sit still.

The city blurred past the windows, and for the first time since leaving the hospital, I let myself breathe.
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Chapter 20: White Rabbit
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"I can't believe you’ve never seen Holy Grail! That's like a foundational text! It's a crime, Calvin. A literal crime," my wife insisted, waving a slice of pepperoni pizza in the air for emphasis. A string of cheese dripped onto the couch cushion next to her. "Oh, whoops." She dabbed at it with her finger, then popped it in her mouth.

"Well it's pretty fun so far," I admitted, taking a sip of my beer and laughing as the knights on screen began chanting, "NI!"

"Right?!" she chirped and laughed at the ridiculous scene.

I smirked, looking at her. She was cute, really cute. Her feet were tucked up under her on the couch, the oversized cardigan had been abandoned on a chair, and her glasses were sliding down her nose. She'd pulled her hair out of its bun, and it was a mess of burgundy waves around her face, giving her a slightly wild, chaotic look.

"You're staring again," she said, not taking her eyes off the screen. "Do I have something on my face? Other than pizza sauce."

"Just wondering why you haven't jumped me yet," I said. "You're usually a bit more... insistent, especially after so many switches."

Emma blushed and cleared her throat. "Holy Grail, Calvin! Priorities."

I snorted and shook my head, looking back at the screen. "Barbara certainly is quite the nerd."

"She is," Emma said with a fond smile before biting her lower lip as she turned to look at me. The humor was gone, replaced by a raw, open need. "Okay, to be fair, I don't think I've ever been this turned on before, ever."

"But still, Holy Grail..." I laughed.

"Holy Grail, Calvin!" she repeated, her hands on her hips, her expression a comical mix of outrage and desperation. "When someone tells me they've never seen such a classic, they have to watch it, period. So even if I'm currently soaked and I'd really like you to fuck my brains out, we're finishing the movie."

I laughed again, holding up my hands in surrender. "Alright, alright. We'll finish the movie."

She grinned, triumphant, and settled back against the couch, her eyes glued to the screen. "Now focus! You're missing everything!" she insisted, pointing at the TV.

I didn't focus. I watched her instead. The way she laughed, the way her nose crinkled when she smiled, the way she'd quote lines under her breath. This was a different kind of Emma. Not the confident, polished Luciana, or the sweet, romantic Chloé. This Emma was goofy, and so unapologetically herself. It was a different kind of fun. A different kind of intimacy. And I found myself liking it. A lot.

To her credit, she did manage to hold off quite longer than I thought she would, and I did watch the whole movie with her. She, however, ended up missing the last third of it.

Her hands grew bolder as the movie went on. The light touches on my thigh became firm strokes, her fingers brushing against my zipper, her other hand slipping under my shirt to trace patterns on my stomach. Her eyes would gradually move from the screen to my face, a hungry look in them, before she'd force herself to look back.

"Don't mind me, okay?" she finally said, her voice husky, her hand unzipping my jeans.

I groaned as her fingers wrapped around my cock, pulling it free from the confines of my boxers. "Emma..."

"Shhh," she whispered, her thumb circling the head, spreading the bead of pre-cum. "I've already seen it a hundred times. Keep watching! I just... I need to..."

She leaned over, her hair brushing against my stomach, and took me in her mouth. I gasped, my hands gripping the couch cushions, my eyes glued to the screen where the knights of the round table were now attempting to slay a killer rabbit. The juxtaposition was absurd, and I couldn't help but laugh, a breathless, choked sound.

She pulled back. "It's my favorite scene." She said, before going back down, her tongue swirling around the tip, her lips wrapping around me in a way that made my toes curl. She took me deep, her throat opening up, and I felt her moan around my length, the vibration sending a jolt of pleasure straight through me.

"Damn! Barbara knows what she's doing," I gasped, my hands going to her hair.

Emma just hummed in response, her movements becoming more urgent, her free hand sliding between her own legs, her body trembling with her own need. "Fuck!" she moaned, pulling off my cock for a second before diving back in, more desperate this time. "Fuck! I'm... I'm..."

"Do you wanna stop the movie?" I asked, my voice strained. "We can go to the bedroom..."

"No!" she insisted, shaking her head and taking a deep breath. "I'm fine, just keep watching!"

I chuckled and leaned back, arms behind my head on the couch, my attention divided between the absurdity on screen and the woman between my legs. She bobbed her head, her movements sloppy and frantic, her moans muffled by my cock. Her other hand was still moving between her legs, the slick sounds of her own arousal mixing with the sounds from the TV.

She was completely lost in it, her hips rocking against her own hand, her breath coming in ragged gasps.

As soon as the credits started rolling, she pulled away, her face flushed, her glasses askew. She stood up, stripping off her t-shirt and throwing it aside, her movements jerky and desperate. "Bedroom. Now."

I didn't need to be told twice. I followed her, my jeans still hanging open, my cock hard and aching. She practically dragged me into the bedroom, pushing me down onto the bed before climbing on top of me.

She kissed me, her lips sloppy and demanding, her tongue invading my mouth.. She was already so wet, grinding against my thigh, her breath coming in ragged gasps.

"Doesn't help that I haven't had sex in months," she moaned against my lips, as if she was reading my mind. "I'm so fucking horny."

I laughed, my hands roaming her body, squeezing her ass, pulling her closer. "No luck with your Dungeons and Dragons partners?"

"Oh my god, shut up," she groaned, but she was smiling, her hips rocking against me. "I'm not that desperate!"

"You look desperate enough, right now," I teased, rolling us over so I was on top of her.

I hooked my fingers into the waistband of her tights, pulling them down along with her underwear, revealing her to me. She was completely shaved, and her folds were glistening with her arousal.

I knelt between her legs, spreading them wide, and leaned down, my tongue flicking out to taste her.

"Fuck!" she cried out, her hands curling into fists into my hair. "I—I'm only this desperate for my husband! Oh wow that sounded weird in this mouth!"

I laughed against her, then dove back in, my tongue exploring her, teasing her clit. She was writhing beneath me, her hips bucking, her moans getting louder, more urgent.

"Oh fuck, please, Calvin, please," she begged, her voice raw with need. "I need you inside me. Now."

I didn't hesitate. I climbed up her body, my cock nudging at her entrance. I looked down at her, her face flushed, her eyes dark with desire, her lips parted, waiting.

I pushed into her, slowly, and she cried out, her back arching off the bed. "Yes! Oh, fuck, yes!"

She felt incredible, so tight, so wet. Every new host, a new set of sensations. Barbara was different. A little clumsy, maybe, but with an eagerness that was intoxicating. She wrapped her legs around my waist, pulling me deeper, her nails digging into my back.

I started to move, slow and deep at first, then faster, harder, my hips slapping against hers. The bed creaked beneath us, the sounds of our bodies meeting, her moans and my grunts, filling the room.

"Harder," she gasped. "Fuck me harder."

I obliged, driving into her with a force that made the headboard slam against the wall. I could feel her getting close, her body tensing, her inner walls starting to clench around me.

"Don't stop," she pleaded, her eyes squeezing shut. "Oh god, don't you dare stop."

I didn't. I kept going, my own release building, a hot, coiling tension in my groin. I reached down between us, my thumb finding her clit, and she cried out, her whole body shuddering as she came, her orgasm ripping through her.

I followed her over the edge, my own release a hot, pulsing wave that left me breathless and shaking. I collapsed on top of her, my face buried in her neck, our bodies slick with sweat.

"Holy shit I was far gone, Cal," she whispered after a while, her body still trembling beneath me. "We're really pushing the limits with all these jumps."

"We did get you into a lot of people today," I agreed, my voice muffled against her skin.

"I like this one! Such a fun mind!" she said with a giggle. "A head full of fantasy, nonsense, and so much... want." She kissed the top of my head, then rolled me off her, settling into the crook of my arm. "So, what did you think of the movie?" she asked, her fingers tracing patterns on my chest.

"It was fun, though I'm afraid I missed a few key plot points," I laughed.

"Ah!" she giggled and then yawned. "You're lucky I'm more Emma than Barbara, right now. She'd make you watch it again, with commentary."

"I bet she would!" I chuckled.

"It was weird, watching that movie for the first time and yet knowing all the punchlines," she said with a yawn.

We lay there in comfortable silence for a while, the sounds of the city filtering in through the open window. The cool night air felt good on my skin.

Then, the doorbell rang.

We both froze.

"Are we expecting anyone?" she asked, her voice barely a whisper.

I shook my head, groaning as I tried to get up.

"I'll get it, old man," she said, giggling as she jumped out of bed, grabbing my t-shirt from the floor and pulling it on. It hung down to her mid-thigh, making her look smaller and even younger. "Don't move! I'll be right back."

I listened to her pad down the hallway, the floorboards creaking softly under her feet. I could hear the muffled sound of voices through the door, but I couldn't make out what they were saying. Then louder. "Where is he?!"

Ashley...

I jolted upright, my heart pounding in my chest. Fuck. I scrambled out of bed, pulling on my jeans, my hands shaking as I fumbled with the button.

I walked out into the living room to find Emma's sister standing in the middle of it, her arms crossed, her expression a mixture of hurt and fury. My wife was standing between us, her arms outstretched, like a referee at a boxing match.

"Here he is!" Ashley said, her voice dripping with sarcasm, her eyes locking onto me. "Aren't you going to introduce me to your new friend?"

"Ashley, this is Barbara," I said, my voice tight. "Barbara, this is Ashley."

"Just Ashley? Really?" Ashley snorted, shaking her head. She turned her attention to Emma, extending a hand. My wife froze, staring at it, unsure how to proceed and clearly panicking. "I'm Emma's sister. I'm sure Calvin mentioned Emma. Right? His recently deceased wife?"

"Right..." Emma managed, her voice a squeak. She didn't take Ashley's hand. "Yes, he did mention her..."

Ashley laughed, but it was a harsh, humorless sound. "Oh then I guess everything is fine!"

"Ash," I said, trying to keep my voice calm. "It's not what it looks like. It's just some harmless fun. I needed a distraction and she..."

"Oh, right, a distraction, of course. How silly of me," she interrupted, her eyes filling with tears. "One distraction? Or many distractions?"

I froze.

"When I saw you, at the funeral, coming back with Veronica, I thought I was imagining things," she said, her voice cracking. "It seemed so fucking absurd, you know. But then Patricia said she'd seen you on your way to the airport with a fancy latina..." She trailed off, her eyes shifting from me to Emma, and back again. "But no, I thought she was mistaken. It made no sense at all. But then you went completely silent."

"I needed a break away from everything," I said.

"Oh yeah? Where did you go?" she asked, her tone turning cold.

"I think we should—" Emma started, but Ashley cut her off.

"Where?!" she insisted.

"Paris," I admitted, my shoulders slumping in defeat.

"Paris!" Ashley laughed, a single, sharp, tearful bark. She knew Emma and I had always dreamed of going to Paris. This wasn't looking good.

"It's not what you think!" I insisted, running a hand through my hair. "I know it looks bad, but I can explain."

"And that girl in the subway, earlier, being all handsy with you," she continued, her eyes narrowing. "I was in the same car, asshole! I saw you!" She stared at Emma. "And you brought a different girl home... So many fucking distractions, Calvin! What the fuck is going on here?!"

I didn't even know what to say. I had no way to explain myself without sounding either insane or like a complete asshole.

"And you know what's even funnier? I bumped into Mrs. Henderson from next door on my way here," she said, her voice rising. "She told me she's seen so many different girls coming and going from this house at all hours that she was starting to worry you had some sort of escort service going on!"

I grumbled. "Emma is dead, Ash. I'm allowed to try and move on, right?"

"Oh! So that's what you're doing? Moving on?" she scoffed, her face flushing with anger. "Was it what you were doing with Veronica, on the day you laid my sister to rest? After your beautiful fucking eulogy?"

Emma stepped forward then, her face pale. "It was very nice meeting you, Ashley. I think you two have a lot to discuss so I should probably go..." she said, grabbing her clothes from the couch.

"What?" I said, my head snapping toward her in confusion.

My wife eyed me pleadingly, her expression begging me to just go along with it. I was so confused. Where the hell was she going?

"I can't believe this, Calvin!" Ashley groaned, her shoulders slumping. "I've been trying to give you space, thinking you were grieving, like I was. I've been so worried about you! And you're just... sleeping around with anything with a pulse?" she said, her words laced with disappointment and hurt.

"No!" I said, shaking my head. "It's not like that..."

Emma quickly got dressed, her movements clumsy, and rushed toward her sister, trying to keep her attention on her, away from me. "I'm sorry. This was a mistake. I'll just see myself out." She extended her hand.

"Em... Barbara..." I stammered, my mind racing. "What are you doing?"

"It was nice meeting you," she repeated, her gaze firmly on Ashley. Finally, my sister in law took her hand and shook it. A quick, firm shake.

And then, Barbara was gone, closing the door quietly behind her.

I stared at Ashley. "Emma?" I said, my heart pounding in my chest.

Ashley's eyes went wide, then teared up again. "Oh fuck..." she whispered, her whole body trembling. She burst into tears, her knees buckling, and I rushed forward, catching her just before she hit the floor. I held her as she sobbed, her body shaking against mine.

"Fuck, Cal..." she gasped, her face buried in my shoulder.

"Emma?" I asked once more, my voice cracking.

She nodded against my chest. "Yeah... it's me."

I held her close, my mind reeling from the sudden, shocking turn of events. "What are you doing?" I asked, my voice barely a whisper.

"It's all I could think of," she sobbed, pulling back slightly, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. "Oh shit this hurts..."

"What?"

"Me, being dead. The grief she feels for me. I can feel it. It hurts so much..."

I wrapped my arms around her again, holding her tight, my mind racing. "You're not dead..."

For a moment it felt like I was holding my wife again, Emma, before the accident. Ashley looked so much like her, sounded so much like her. Her blonde hair, her blue eyes, the shape of her face, her mannerisms. It was uncanny. And now, my wife was inside her, blurring the lines between sister and wife.

"For her, I am, I was, I..." she stammered, shaking her head. She looked up at me, frowning, then hit my chest. "Why the fuck didn't you take some time to check on her?! She's my baby sister! She's all alone!"

"I'm sorry, I'm so sorry," I said, my voice thick with guilt. "I've been busy with you! Figuring out what it meant for us, learning to live with your ghost!"

Emma sighed, slumping against me, her anger fading as quickly as it had appeared. "I know," she whispered. "This is fucked up! We should have told her... I was so lost in other people's lives that I forgot about my own sister."

"It's not your fault," I said, stroking her hair. "We were both overwhelmed."

I felt her nod against my chest, her body relaxing slightly. We knelt there in the middle of the living room, holding each other, the silence stretching between us.

"What now?" I asked, my voice quiet.

She pulled back, her expression serious. "Now we tell her the truth."

I stared at her, then nodded slowly. "Alright... Then we need a new host..."

"Don't worry, Barbara will be back in a moment," Emma said. I raised an eyebrow. "I made her forget her keys. Left a little thread that should unravel quickly, make her realize she left them here."

I chuckled. "So that was the plan when you decided to jump inside her?"

"No. Maybe? I just thought I'd jump inside her and calm her down, maybe edit her memories," she explained, her eyes distant. "But then I felt the... the grief. We have to let her know."

"Okay."

The doorbell rang again. Emma sighed, wiping her eyes. "Showtime."

I took a deep breath and went to open the door.

"Hey," Barbara said, looking sheepish. "Sorry. I think I left my keys..."

"Right," I said, stepping aside to let her in.

"By the way, that was nice... You're cute, but I don't usually go home with guys I just met on the subway, so..." she started, her cheeks flushing. "Consider it me being weirder than usual and a one time thing, okay?"

"Sure," I said as she grabbed her keys, left conveniently on the couch.

"Besides, it looks like you have stuff to figure out..." She gestured vaguely toward my wife in her sister's body.

"Thank you for your understanding," Emma said with a weak smile, moving closer. Before Barbara could react, she reached out, her fingers brushing against the other woman's arm.

Barbara blinked, confused for a moment, then looked at her keys in her hand.

Ashley opened her mouth, then closed it, looking like a fish out of water.

"Em?" She gasped, her eyes growing wide as she stared at the nerdy girl.

Emma clasped her hands, looking sheepishly at her sister. "Hey, Ash..."

A choked sob escaped Ashley's lips. She stared, her mind seemingly grappling with the impossible.

"You let her remember?" I asked, my eyes wide.

"Yeah," Emma said, nodding. "Easier that way..." She then turned back to her sister. "It's me, Ash. It's really me. I'm so sorry for not telling you before..."
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Chapter 21: The Festival
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The setting sun bled a pale, watery orange across the horizon, doing little to warm the evening air. Saturday, and the park was unnervingly packed. It wasn't the usual lazy crowd of dog walkers and couples on strolls. This was a migration. A river of people flowed along the main path, all converging on a distant point beyond the treeline.

"Maybe this was a bad idea..." I said, my breath pluming in the cold. I pulled my jacket tighter, the thin fabric doing little to fight the chill seeping into my bones.

"Nah! We needed this," Emma said, striding ahead in Barbara's paint-splattered combat boots. Her hands were shoved deep into the pockets of her oversized cardigan. "Fresh air. Perspective." She turned, her burgundy hair catching the last of the light. "Right, Ash?"

Ashley didn't answer. She was a few paces behind, her arms wrapped tightly around herself, her movements stiff. She looked like she was sleepwalking. Her gaze was fixed on her sister, or rather, on the body her sister was wearing. She watched the way it moved: the slight, energetic bounce in her step, the way she pushed her glasses up her nose with a knuckle, and a wave of profound confusion washed over her face.

"It's really me, Ash," Emma said, her voice softer now. She chuckled. "Okay, I know, I don't sound like me... I don't always act like me. It's complicated. But I remember everything. I remember being me. I feel like me, kinda. It's me, but in someone else's brain."

"I know," Ashley whispered, her voice hoarse. "It's just..."

"Weird?" I offered, smirking.

"Weird," she agreed, nodding. "I know it's you, Em. You were inside... me. I'm just having trouble getting my brain to see you, not her."

"It does take some getting used to," I said, thinking of my own journey.

The path narrowed as it curved past the duck pond, forcing the crowd to compress into a single, jostling file.

"Where is everyone going?" Ashley asked, her eyes wide.

"Some sort of festival," I said. "A fair. Or something. I saw signs for it. Maybe we should've gone somewhere else."

"No, this is good," Emma insisted, stepping closer to me as a large family with a stroller pushed past. "The noise, the people... it's a good distraction. Makes this feel... smaller. Less insane."

Ashley flinched as a cyclist rang their bell sharply behind her.

"This IS insane," she muttered, shaking her head. "All of this."

"Insane isn't that bad, though!" Emma chirped, her Barbara-ness shining through. "Insane is where the best stories come from! Barbara would love this! Ghost girl taking over her body for a weekend, catching up with her grieving husband and sister? That'd make for a good book."

I put a steadying hand on her shoulder. "You're not gonna let her remember, are you?"

She seemed to hesitate, and sighed. "Nah... It's just a fun thought!"

"So what's the plan, here?" Ashley asked, her voice still shaky.

"I guess we go see what this fair thing is all about," Emma said with a shrug.

"I mean long term. What are you going to do?" Ashley insisted, her eyes now fixed on her sister's face.

The crowd was getting thicker now, the music louder. We were almost at the clearing. The air smelled of fried dough and spun sugar.

"We're figuring it out," I said, my tone a bit more defensive than I intended. "But so far it seems Emma is getting better at this. She can stay in hosts longer, jump more often every day without getting too tired. We'll just keep doing it. We have to swap regularly. We only possess people who wouldn't have their lives disturbed too much by it, and just for a bit."

Ashley nodded slowly, her expression unreadable. "So... you'll just be a ghost. Forever."

"Beats being dead..." my wife said, her smile faltering for a second.

Her sister teared up and smiled.

"Right," Ashley said, wiping her eyes. "Right. Beats being dead."

She stepped forward suddenly, arms spreading wide for a desperate hug. Emma seemed about to go for it, but froze at the last second. "Wait!" she said, her hands up. "Careful here. Wouldn't want us to switch unexpectedly." She paused. "Just... don't put any skin on mine." She tapped the side of her neck for emphasis.

"Right, sorry!" Ashley said, moving more carefully. She gently wrapped her arms around my wife's shoulders, keeping some distance. It didn't feel very natural, but I guess it was better than nothing.

"I've missed you so much, Em," Ashley sobbed quietly.

"I know, Ash," Emma said softly, patting her sister's back awkwardly with her gloves. She didn't say it back. The truth was that she couldn't really miss her, lost in the minds of people who didn't even know Ashley in the first place. I seemed to be the only exception, the one person she kept loving and wanting no matter who she was possessing. It was one of the many mysteries Katherine hoped to solve, but I had doubts about her ability to ever provide answers with science. Still, it couldn't hurt to try.

"I thought I'd lost you, for good..." Ashley whispered, pulling away.

My wife smiled, clearly trying to do her best to convey affection she wasn't feeling as strongly as her sister was. "I'm here, and I'm not going anywhere!" she said with a grin. "Now, come on, let's check out this festival!"

The path opened up into a large, muddy field, buzzing with energy. A stage was set up at one end, a local band playing some folky, upbeat song I didn't recognize. Stalls and tents lined the perimeter, selling everything from tie-dye t-shirts to artisanal kombucha to glow-in-the-dark hula hoops. The smell of fried food was thick in the air, mingling with the faint, sweet scent of weed.

"This is... something," Ashley said, looking around with a bewildered expression.

"It's great! How did I not hear about this?!" Emma chirped, looking around with genuine excitement. "Come on!"

She grabbed both of our hands, pulling us into the crowd.

"Hey! Be careful!" I laughed, stumbling a bit as she dragged us past a group of kids with face paint.

"We're on an adventure!" she yelled over the music.

Ashley grabbed my other hand, trying to keep up, her grip tight. "Is she always like this? In other people's bodies?"

"She's like whoever she's in. It's weird but it can be fun. You gotta just ride the wave!" I said, squeezing her hand.

We spent the next two hours wandering through the chaos. Emma seemed in her element. She dragged us to a stall selling oversized, ridiculous sunglasses, trying on a pair of neon green ones with star-shaped lenses and insisting I take a picture of her.

"Oh! Wait! I'll give you my number so you can send them to me. I'll craft some crazy memories to go with them. If I can't let Barbara remember the truth, I can make her believe some even more absurd story to justify the pictures." she explained, giggling. "Maybe a celebrity on stage? OH! Seeing a UFO!"

I laughed, shaking my head, and we exchanged numbers. I sent her the pictures, wondering what absurd memories Emma would craft for Barbara, using her own brain to trick her.

"Okay, next! Food!" she then declared, dragging us toward a food truck.

She bought us all chili dogs and loaded fries, and we found a spot near the main path, sitting on a damp wooden bench to eat. Ashley picked at her food, still looking overwhelmed, but there was a hint of a smile on her face as she watched her sister devour her chili dog with the kind of enthusiasm only Barbara's body seemed to be able to muster.

Finally, Ashley turned to me, raising a playful eyebrow. "So..." she started. "Paris?"

I sighed, putting my chili dog down. "Paris."

"Did you two have fun?"

I smiled. "Very much so." I looked over at Emma. "We did."

"Who was she?" Ashley asked, her curiosity getting the better of her.

"Luciana Alvaréz," I said. "Argentinian. A workaholic, a control freak. Three million a year," I added. Ashley's eyebrow went even higher.

"Didn't stay in that one too long!" Emma chimed in, wiping ketchup from her mouth with the back of her hand. "Too much of a buzzkill."

I laughed. "Yeah, so we found a French woman. Chloé."

"A romantic!" Ashley sighed dramatically, her eyes sparkling.

"Very romantic," I confirmed. "She had a tiny apartment in the Marais. She was a refugee aid worker. She'd grown up there, knew everyone. We spent days just... being."

Ashley snorted, clearly weirded out, clearly amused. "Damn..."

"And I didn't speak English!" Emma added with a grin.

Ashley's head snapped toward her sister. "What?!"

"I can only use the skills of the host I'm in," my wife remarked. "Chloé didn't speak almost any English, so we had to improvise."

"It was fun, though," I said, smiling at the memory.

"I bet," Ashley said, a small, wistful smile on her face. "Jesus..."

We told her more about Paris, about the late-night walks, about the cheap wine in the tiny apartment, about the way Emma's face would light up when she managed to find the right English word to say something romantic, or the way I'd fail miserably trying to speak French. We told her about how it all started, about Clara, Mandy, Veronica, Sister Margaret...

"Hold on! Veronica? So that's why you two..." Ashley said, pointing at me.

I nodded. "Yeah."

"A nun too? Seriously?" Ashley laughed. "And you've been... With all of them?"

I cleared my throat. "It's the only way for Emma to recharge..."

"Right," Ashley said, her face flushing slightly. "Lucky you!"

"Hey, it's been fun for me too!" Emma said, winking at her sister.

"Ugh! I shouldn't have asked!" Ashley groaned, burying her face in her hands, though she was still laughing.

The band on stage had now stopped playing, thanking the crowd. A short man with a beard and a beanie, who seemed to be the MC, stepped up to the microphone.

"Alright, thank you, The Lost Souls! That was beautiful! Give them another round of applause!" he said, and the crowd cheered. "I hope you've enjoyed yourselves and that we will see you next year for our second edition!"

Quickly, people started making their way back toward the main path, toward us. We finished our food in silence, then joined the flow of people heading away from the stage.

The crowd was dense and I struggled to keep track of both women as we were pushed along.

"Emma!" I called out, but she was already a few feet ahead, swallowed by the sea of faces. "Ashley!"

The crowd was moving fast, and I felt a surge of panic as I lost sight of them both. I pushed forward, trying to see over the heads of the people in front of me. Finally, I saw my wife, looking around, visibly confused. I managed to reach her, grabbing her arm.

"Thought I'd lost you," I joked.

She tensed up and looked at my hand, confused. "Calvin? What the hell is going on? Where are we? I was looking for my keys and..."

My heart sank. Emma wasn't in Barbara anymore, and clearly hadn't had time to alter her memories.

I looked around, desperately trying to find my wife, instantly realizing that I had no way to recognize her now.

I tried to push myself upward, to stay visible, to give her a chance to find me.

Ashley appeared from behind me a few moments later, grabbing my arm. "Calvin? Where's Emma?"

"We got separated," I said, my anxiety rising. "She switched accidentally. I don't know who she's in."

Barbara had ran away, left with a huge gap in her memory. There was nothing I could do about it, and it certainly wasn't my priority now.

Ashley was now scanning the crowd too. "She remembers us, right? She knows the way to the house? Maybe we can wait for her there?"

People kept bumping into us. The flow of the crowd was relentless.

"In theory, yes... But the more she jumps, the less her old self is in control," I explained nervously.

"What if she jumps too many times?!" Ashley asked, her eyes wide with fear.

"I don't know..."

I felt my phone buzz in my pocket. Almost missed it. I pulled it out. Unknown number. I answered it.

"Hello?"

"Calvin! Where are you?!" A voice I didn't recognize on the other end.

"Emma?"

"Yeah! I got pushed like three times already and I..." She groaned and went silent for a moment. "Hello?" she said, her tone now confused and distant.

"Emma?!"

"Erm... Sorry! Wrong number?" the woman mumbled, her voice hesitant.

"Fuck! Please, tell me where you are. It's import—" I started, but the stranger had already hung up.

I looked at Ashley, my face pale. "That was her. She got pushed into someone else. She didn't have time to tell me where she is!"

"But she remembers your number! Maybe she'll call again!" Ashley said, trying to stay hopeful.

The park was beginning to empty now, the crowd thinning out as people dispersed toward the exits. We found a spot on a relatively empty patch of grass and waited.

At least half an hour passed in silence. My phone didn't ring again. If we wanted to find her, we needed to do it now. At least a third of the people who were at the festival were gone already.

"Emma!" I shouted over the din, my voice getting lost in the noise of the dispersing crowd.

Ashley grabbed my arm. "We should split up. Cover more ground."

I nodded, already scanning the faces around us. "Yeah. Call me if you find her."

"You too," she said, and we separated, moving in opposite directions through the thinning crowd.

I pushed through clusters of people, my eyes darting from face to face. A woman with short purple hair laughing with her boyfriend. A tired-looking mom carrying a sleeping toddler. A group of college guys passing around a flask. None of them were Emma. Or maybe they were. How the hell would I know?

My chest tightened. What happened if she kept jumping? If she drained completely? Would she forget who she was entirely? Would she just... dissolve into whoever she was inhabiting, gone forever? The thought made my stomach twist. I couldn't lose her again. I couldn't.

Focus. Just focus.

I kept moving, weaving between people, searching for something, anything that might be her. A look, a gesture, some sign of recognition. But the park was emptying fast. The vendors were packing up their stalls. The stage crew was breaking down equipment. Most of the crowd had already filtered out toward the parking lots and bus stops.

I checked my phone. Nothing.

A couple walked past me, holding hands. An older man sat on a bench, feeding the ducks. A jogger in neon running gear breezed by without a glance.

Then I saw her.

She was standing near one of the few remaining food trucks, a paper cup of something steaming in her hands. Early thirties, maybe. She wore dark jeans with worn knees, scuffed leather boots that looked like they'd seen a few concerts, and a faded band t-shirt under an open flannel shirt. Her dark hair was pulled back in a loose, messy ponytail, a few strands falling around her face. She had the kind of face that didn't need makeup to be striking. Strong features, expressive eyes. There was something unpretentious about her, something real.

And she was staring at me.

Not just looking. Staring. Her brow was furrowed slightly, like she was trying to solve a puzzle. Like she knew me from somewhere but couldn't quite place it.

My heart jumped. I stopped walking, pretending to check my phone, stealing glances at her. She was still watching me, her head tilted slightly to one side.

I started moving again, angling toward her but not directly. I pulled out my phone, swiping aimlessly at the screen like I was looking for something, trying not to seem too obvious.

She turned her body slightly as I got closer, tracking me with her eyes. The confusion on her face deepened.

Finally, when I was maybe ten feet away, she spoke.

"Do I know you?"

I froze, my pulse spiking. Hope surged through me, hot and desperate.

I turned to face her fully. "Emma?"

She blinked, then let out an awkward chuckle, shaking her head. "No, sorry. I'm Elizabeth."

We stood there, staring at each other. The noise of the park seemed to fade into the background. There was something about her, something in the way she looked at me. Familiar. Intimate, almost.

It had to be her. But she didn't know it.

My mind raced. If Emma was so drained that she thought she was the host now, I couldn't just blurt out the truth. She'd think I was insane. She might run. And then what?

I swallowed hard, forcing myself to sound casual. "Do you... remember me? Calvin?"

She bit her lip, her eyes narrowing slightly as she studied my face. There was something playful in her expression, but also nervous. Curious.

"You do look really familiar," she admitted, tilting her head again. "I can't figure out where from, though."

I noticed the way she was looking at me. Not just confused. There was something else there. Interest. Attraction, maybe. The kind of pull you feel toward someone you don't know but somehow do.

And I felt it too. That tug, that warmth. The same thing I'd felt a thousand times before with Emma.

This was her. I was sure of it.

But what the hell was I supposed to do now?

"I think I do know you," I said, trying to keep my voice steady. "I just... I can't remember from where either."

She smiled, a little uncertain. "Weird."

"Yeah." I forced myself to breathe normally, to not look as terrified as I felt. "Can I ask you something? It might sound strange, but... do you hate chocolate?"

She laughed, surprised. "What? No. I love chocolate. Why would you ask that?"

My stomach dropped. "Just... thought maybe. What about the blue monkey? Does that mean anything to you?"

Her smile faltered slightly, confusion creeping back into her expression. "The blue monkey? No, I... what is that?"

"Nothing," I said quickly, shaking my head. "Never mind. Just thought maybe it would jog something."

She was looking at me like I was a little crazy now, but she hadn't walked away. That was something.

I needed to keep her here. Keep her talking. Maybe something would click.

"So, uh, what brings you to the festival?" I asked, trying to sound casual, like I wasn't internally panicking.

"Just... felt like getting out of the house, I guess," she said, still watching me with that curious look. "I don't usually do stuff like this. But something made me come today." She paused. "What about you?"

"Same, actually. Needed some fresh air."

She nodded slowly, and we fell into an awkward silence. She took a sip of her drink, her eyes never leaving my face.

"This is so weird," she said finally, laughing a little. "I really feel like I know you. Like, not just from seeing you around, but... I don't know. It's hard to explain."

"I know what you mean," I said, my heart racing. "I feel it too."

Her cheeks flushed slightly, and she looked down at her cup. "Maybe we met at a bar or something? Or... I don't know, a coffee shop?"

"Maybe," I said, though I knew that wasn't it.

She glanced up at me again, and there was that pull. That warmth. The way she looked at me, it was like she was trying to remember a dream.

"Do you live around here?" I asked, desperate to keep the conversation going.

"Yeah, about ten minutes away. You?"

"Close by," I said. "I've been here a while."

"Huh." She bit her lip, thinking. "Maybe that's it. Maybe we've just crossed paths before."

"Could be."

Jesus, Emma... How was I going to get you back?

I needed to have sex with her.

The thought hit me like a brick. That was the only way to recharge Emma, to bring her back to the surface. But how the hell was I supposed to do that when she didn't even know who I was? I couldn't exactly explain the situation. I couldn't force her. And I sure as hell couldn't just... kidnap her or something.

I had to seduce her. The old-fashioned way.

And I had to do it fast. If she accidentally touched another woman, if she switched bodies again, I might never find my wife again.

At least I had one thing going for me. Usually, no matter who Emma was in, she was drawn to me. Attracted to me. Maybe that was still there, buried somewhere in Elizabeth's confused mind. It seemed the further away she'd slip inside a host's mind, the stronger the base, carnal urges of that host would be. I had to bet that was still true.

"You want to get out of here?" I asked, trying to make my voice sound casual, not desperate.

I cleared my throat, trying to summon some kind of charm I wasn't sure I still had. "So, uh... are you doing anything after this?"

She blinked, surprised. "After this?"

"Yeah. I mean, we're both here. We both feel like we know each other. Maybe we could... grab a drink somewhere? Try to figure out where we met?"

Her eyebrows went up slightly, and a small smile played at the corner of her lips. "Are you... asking me out?"

"Maybe?" I said, then immediately cringed at how uncertain I sounded. "I mean, yeah. I am. If you want."

She laughed softly, looking down at her cup again. "That's... forward."

"Is it? Sorry. I just... I feel like I should know you. And I'd like to find out why."

She looked back up at me, studying my face. There was something cautious in her expression now, like she was weighing her options. But there was also curiosity. And that pull I'd seen before.

"You're kind of weird, you know that?" she said, but her tone was amused, not unkind.

"I've been told that before," I admitted.

She bit her lip, thinking. "I don't usually go out with guys I just met at a park festival."

"Sometimes you just gotta be spontaneous. Trust your gut."

"Sometimes, yeah," she chuckled nervously. "It's just... strange."

"Strange isn't always bad," I said, trying to sound confident.

She smiled again, a little more genuinely this time. "No, I guess it's not." She paused, then added, "But I should probably head home soon. I've got work tomorrow."

My heart sank. She was giving herself an out.

"Right. Of course." I hesitated, then added quickly, "Could I at least get your number? In case you figure out where you know me from?"

She studied me for another long moment, then let out a small laugh. "You're persistent."

"Only when it matters."

"Sorry..." She shook her head. "It's sweet, but I'm just not..." She trailed off, looking like she was trying to find a polite way to say no.

I wanted to get on my knees, to beg her, to scream "EMMA! WAKE UP!" but I knew that would only make things worse.

I was losing her and I had no idea what to do.

She nodded politely, but her eyes were apologetic. She turned and started to walk away, and I felt a wave of panic wash over me.

But then, she stopped. She turned back to me, her expression conflicted.

"Actually, you know what?" she said, surprising both of us. "Give me your number. I'll think about it." She pulled out her phone.

I let out a breath I didn't realize I'd been holding. I rattled off my number, my hands shaking so much I almost messed it up.

She typed it in, then looked up at me. "Calvin, right?"

I nodded. "Yeah. Calvin."

"Okay, Calvin. Maybe I'll call you." She gave me a small, uncertain smile, then turned and walked away for real this time, disappearing into the thinning crowd.

I stood there, frozen, my mind a frantic mess. This wasn't ideal. She could accidentally switch with any other woman. She could decide I was a creep, and never reach out. Then I'd lost my wife for good. But what else could I do?

I found Ashley near the parking lot, frantically scanning faces. When she saw me, she rushed over.

"Did you find her?" she asked, breathless.

"Yeah. I think so."

"You think so?"

I ran a hand through my hair. "She doesn't remember anything, Ash. She thinks her name is Elizabeth. She has no idea who I am. Or who she is."

Ashley's face went pale. "How do you know it's her, then?"

"I could feel it," I said, and I knew how insane that sounded. "She kept staring at me. She said she felt like she knew me but couldn't place me. She couldn't keep her eyes off me. It's her. I know it is."

"Jesus Christ." Ashley looked around wildly, like Emma might suddenly materialize. "Where is she? Let's go get her!"

"She left."

"What?!" Ashley grabbed my arm. "How could you let her go?!"

"What was I supposed to do?" I shot back, my voice rising. "Tackle her? Tell her she's actually my dead wife possessing someone's body? She would've run, Ash. She would've thought I was insane, and then we'd have lost her for good."

Ashley opened her mouth to argue, then closed it again. Her shoulders slumped. "Fuck."

"I know."

"Okay. Okay." She took a breath, clearly trying to calm herself. "So what's the plan?"

I pulled out my phone, staring at the screen. "She took my number. Hopefully she'll call."

Ashley looked at me incredulously. "Hopefully? That's the plan?"

"What else can I do?"

"I don't know!" She threw her hands up. "This is insane! What if she doesn't call?"

"She will," I said, though I wasn't sure I believed it.

Ashley was quiet for a moment, then let out a bitter laugh. "So what, you're hoping for a date?"

I looked at her, then back at my phone.

A date. With my wife. Who didn't know she was my wife.

I needed to seduce her. To get her into bed. It was the only way to bring Emma back.

"Yeah," I said quietly. "I guess I am."
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Chapter 22: Second First Date
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I hadn't slept. Not really. I'd laid in bed staring at the ceiling for hours, my phone clutched in my hand, willing it to buzz. Every creak of the house, every distant car passing by made my heart jump. What if she switched again? What if she'd touched someone on her way home and Emma had slipped even further away? What if I never heard from her again?

By 10:30 a.m., I'd given up on the idea of rest entirely. I shuffled into the kitchen, my eyes burning, my whole body tense with exhaustion and anxiety. Ashley had gone home a few hours ago, reluctantly, after I'd convinced her there was nothing more we could do but wait. I knew she was probably sitting in her own apartment right now, just as terrified as I was. She'd just gotten her sister back, only to lose her again.

I made coffee on autopilot, watching the dark liquid drip into the pot like it held some kind of answer. It didn't.

I kept checking my phone. Every thirty seconds, maybe. The screen stayed dark and silent.

I poured my coffee, took a sip. It was too hot and burned my tongue. I didn't care.

My phone buzzed.

I lunged for it so fast I nearly knocked my mug over, my heart hammering in my chest.

Software update available.

"Jesus Christ," I muttered, setting the phone back down harder than I meant to.

I rubbed my face, trying to pull myself together. This was insane. I couldn't just sit here all day waiting for—

The phone buzzed again.

This time I grabbed it more carefully, my hands shaking.

Unknown number.

I opened the message.

Unknown: Hey, it's Elizabeth. From the festival. I know this is weird, but I can't stop thinking about you. Are you free for lunch today?

My breath caught. Relief and hope surged through me so fast I felt dizzy.

I stared at the message, my thumb hovering over the keyboard. I couldn't sound too eager. Couldn't sound desperate. I had to be casual. Normal. Like this was just a regular date.

I typed, deleted, typed again.

Me: Hey! Yeah, I'm free. There's a nice little place near the park, Sullivan's? Good sandwiches. Does that work?

I hit send before I could second-guess myself.

The three dots appeared almost immediately. She was typing.

Elizabeth: I love that place! What time?

Me: Noon?

Elizabeth: Perfect. I'll see you there. Fair warning though, I'm still not entirely sure why I'm doing this. This whole thing is weird.

Elizabeth: But why not, right?

I let out a shaky laugh, typing back.

Me: Weird isn't always bad. See you soon.

I set the phone down and just stood there for a moment, staring at nothing, trying to process what was about to happen.

I was going on a date. With my wife. Who thought she was someone named Elizabeth.

And I had to seduce her.

I drained the rest of my coffee and headed for the bathroom.

The shower helped a little. The hot water eased some of the tension in my shoulders, washed away the fog of sleeplessness. But my mind kept racing. What if I said the wrong thing? What if she didn't feel that pull anymore? What if the host's personality was too strong and Emma was just... gone?

I got out, dried off, stared at myself in the mirror. I looked like hell. Dark circles under my eyes, stubble I hadn't bothered to shave. I grabbed my razor.

Clothes were another problem. I stood in front of my closet for a solid five minutes, pulling shirts out and putting them back. Too formal. Too casual. Too... something. Finally I settled on jeans and a dark blue button-down, sleeves rolled up. Simple. Not trying too hard.

I laughed at myself as I buttoned it. This was absurd. Completely absurd. I'd been married to Emma for years. We'd been through everything together. And now I was standing here, nervous as a teenager, trying to figure out how to get her to sleep with me so she'd remember who the hell she was.

I checked the time. Still had over an hour. But I couldn't stay in this house any longer. I grabbed my keys and headed out to the car.

My hands were shaking as I started the engine.

"Come on, Cal," I muttered to myself. "You can do this."

I got to Sullivan's twenty minutes early. The parking lot was mostly empty, just a few cars scattered around. I pulled into a spot near the entrance, then sat there, engine idling, rain starting to speckle the windshield.

Should I wait inside? Outside? In the car?

If I went in and she showed up early, would she think it was weird that I was already there? That I was too eager? But then again, if she was early, why would it be strange for me to be early too?

I turned off the engine.

The rain picked up, drumming against the roof of the car. I watched it streak down the windows, my leg bouncing nervously. This was ridiculous. I was overthinking everything.

I got out of the car and stood under the restaurant's small awning, hands in my pockets, watching the parking lot.

Ten minutes later, a silver Honda pulled in. My heart jumped.

She got out, holding a jacket over her head as she jogged toward the entrance. She was wearing dark jeans and ankle boots, a simple cream-colored sweater that looked soft and effortless. Her hair was down this time, loose around her shoulders, already damp from the rain. She looked stunning in that understated way, like she'd wanted to look good without making it obvious she was trying.

"Hey!" she called out, a little breathless as she ducked under the awning beside me.

"Hey," I said, my voice coming out rougher than I meant it to. "You made it."

"Yeah." She smiled, tucking a wet strand of hair behind her ear. "Couldn't back out now, right?"

"Right."

We stood there for a second, the awkwardness settling between us like a third person. Then she laughed, shaking her head. "This is so weird."

"Yeah," I agreed. "Let's go inside."

We pushed through the door into the warm, dimly lit interior of Sullivan's. The smell of fresh bread and coffee hit me immediately. The place was cozy, brick walls lined with old photographs, mismatched wooden tables. A few other people were scattered around, but it wasn't crowded.

We grabbed a table near the window. She sat across from me, still smiling that uncertain smile.

"So," she said, picking up the menu even though I got the sense she already knew what she wanted. "This is happening."

"This is happening," I echoed.

A waitress came by, and we ordered. I got a club sandwich. She got a panini and iced tea. When the waitress left, Elizabeth folded her hands on the table and looked at me, really looked at me.

"I have to say," she started, her lips quirking into a smirk. "This is a first for me."

"What is?"

"This." She gestured between us. "Feeling like I know someone but not being able to figure out from where. Going on a date just like that. It's not really my style."

"It's not mine either," I said quickly. "But... I don't know. Something about you felt familiar. Still does."

She held my gaze for a moment, then nodded. "Yeah. Same."

The waitress brought our drinks. I took a sip of water, grateful for something to do with my hands.

"So," Elizabeth said, stirring her iced tea. "That festival yesterday was pretty fun. Were you there alone?"

"No, I was with some friends," I said carefully. "We got separated in the crowd, though. Lost track of each other."

She tilted her head. "Was one of them that Emma you thought I was?"

My pulse quickened. I studied her face, searching for any flicker of recognition, any sign that the name meant something to her.

Nothing.

"Yeah," I said slowly. "Yeah, she was one of the friends I lost. You... you remind me of her a bit."

Elizabeth's smirk returned, though there was something guarded in her eyes now. "How close are you to this Emma?"

Shit.

I felt the trap of the question immediately. If I said we were close, really close, maybe it would trigger something in her. Or maybe it would freak her out. She'd wonder why the hell I was here with her if I was so hung up on someone else. Someone that looked like her.

"She's a good friend," I said, keeping my voice even. "A really good friend."

Elizabeth nodded slowly, her fingers tracing the condensation on her glass. "Just a friend?"

"Yeah," I lied. "Just a friend."

"Are you single?" she asked, then immediately looked embarrassed. "God, that sounded... I don't know why I'm even asking. I don't know what this is. What I'm doing."

I hesitated, my mouth going dry. How the hell was I supposed to answer that? I couldn't tell her I was married to her. That she was my dead wife trapped in someone else's body, so far gone she didn't even remember her own name.

"You've got my full attention," I said carefully. Then, thinking it might shake something loose, I added, "My wife died recently."

Her face fell immediately. "Oh my god. I'm so sorry."

She stared at me for a long moment, her brow furrowing. There was something in her eyes—confusion, maybe? Or recognition? I couldn't tell. Was she remembering? Feeling something buried deep?

Or was she just sitting there wondering what the hell she was doing having lunch with some strange widower she'd met at a festival?

"That's..." She trailed off, shaking her head. "I'm really sorry, Calvin."

"Thanks," I said, my throat tight. I needed to change the subject. Fast. "What about you? Are you single?"

She blushed, looking down at her glass. "I am. Technically. I mean, I haven't signed the divorce papers yet, but my husband and I have been living apart for over a year now. We're free to see other people."

"I'm sorry," I said.

"Don't be." She smiled a little, though it didn't quite reach her eyes. "We're on good terms. We just... fell out of love, I guess. Over the years. We realized we were only staying together because that's what you're supposed to do, you know? Society says you make it work. But we weren't happy."

I nodded. "That makes sense."

"We're better apart," she said quietly. "It's just taking a while to make it official."

Our food arrived, and we both seemed grateful for the distraction. She picked up her panini, took a bite, and I did the same with my sandwich.

We kept looking at each other. Between bites, between sips. Our eyes would meet, hold for a second, then dart away. But there was something there. Interest. Attraction. I could feel it, and I knew she could too.

Not everything was lost.

"Tell me more about yourself," I said, leaning back slightly. "What do you do? What do you like?"

She laughed, a little self-conscious. "That's a big question."

"Start anywhere."

"Okay, um..." She pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. "I work in product design, mostly freelance now. I used to be at an agency but it was... soul-sucking, you know? Everyone obsessed with metrics and branding and I just wanted to make things that felt real. So I quit a couple years ago and started doing my own thing."

"That's brave."

"Or stupid," she said with a grin. "Depending on the month. But I like it. I like having control over my time. I read a lot. Too much, probably. I go through phases where I'll just devour everything by one author and then move on to the next. Right now I'm on a Murakami kick."

"Murakami's great."

"Right?" Her eyes lit up. "Everyone says his stuff is weird, and it is, but it's also... I don't know, tender? There's something about the loneliness in his books that feels honest." She paused, laughing at herself. "Sorry, I'm rambling."

"No, keep going."

"Okay, well... I don't know. I like old movies. The kind that don't really exist anymore, where people just talk to each other and nothing explodes. I collect vinyl even though I know that's become a cliché at this point. I'm terrible at cooking but I keep trying. I spend way too much time in bookstores." She looked down at her plate, smiling. "I'm a bit of a mess, honestly. But I like my mess."

I felt something tighten in my chest. She sounded like Emma. Not exactly, but close. That same kind of self-aware honesty, that love of quiet things. The kind of woman who found meaning in small moments.

"You don't sound like a mess," I said.

"You don't know me yet," she said, and there was a flicker of something playful in her eyes.

"Maybe I want to."

She blushed, taking another bite of her panini to cover it.

"What about you?" she asked after a moment. "What's your story?"

I took a breath. "I'm an architect. Or I was. I've been... taking some time off. After everything."

"That makes sense."

"Yeah." I rubbed the back of my neck. "I don't know. I love the work, the problem-solving part of it. Making spaces that feel right. But lately I've just... I haven't been able to focus."

"I can imagine."

"My wife," I started, then stopped. I didn't know how much to say. "We were together for a long time. She died in a car accident. It was sudden. One day she was there, and then she just... wasn't."

Elizabeth's expression softened. "That's horrible."

"Yeah." I looked out the window, watching the rain. "Sometimes it feels like she's still here, though. Around. Like she's not really gone."

She was quiet for a moment, her fingers tracing the edge of her plate. "Do you believe in that? Like, ghosts or whatever?"

"I don't know what I believe anymore," I said honestly. "But I feel her sometimes. It's hard to explain."

She nodded slowly. "I think that makes sense. When you love someone that much, they leave an imprint. They're part of you."

"Yeah," I said, looking at her. "Exactly."

She held my gaze, and for a moment I thought I saw something flicker there. Recognition? Fear? I couldn't tell.

The conversation started to flow more easily after that. Like we'd both decided to stop questioning what was happening and just let it happen.

We talked about everything. Books we'd read, places we wanted to travel, stupid childhood memories. I kept dropping little things, trying to jog her memory. Mentioned the blue monkey again in a different context. Brought up a restaurant Emma and I loved. Nothing clicked. But I found myself not minding as much. I was enjoying this. Enjoying her.

She laughed at something I said, a real laugh, her head tilting back, and I felt that pull again. That warmth.

"You're funnier than I expected," she said, grinning.

"What did you expect?"

"I don't know. Sad widower energy."

"I have that too," I said. "I'm just hiding it well."

"You're doing a good job."

We kept talking. The restaurant filled up around us, then emptied again. The rain stopped. Our plates were cleared. We ordered coffee just to stay longer.

Finally, after what must have been two hours, she glanced at her phone and sighed. "I should probably head home."

My stomach dropped. "Do you have to?"

She looked at me, a shy smile playing at her lips. "I mean... no. Not really. What did you have in mind?"

I hesitated. Then I just said it. "I'd like to make love to you."

Her eyes went wide. She snorted, surprised, then covered her mouth. "Wow. Okay. That's..."

"Too much?" I asked, my heart pounding.

"No, it's just..." She laughed again, then looked at me seriously. Her arms crossed, but she was smirking. "It's been a while since I... Yeah. Okay."

"Okay?"

"Yeah." She bit her lip. "Your place or mine?"

"Mine," I said quickly.

We paid and walked out to the parking lot. The air was cool and damp from the rain. She followed me to my car, and we drove in near silence, stealing glances at each other.

"I can't believe I'm doing this," she said, shaking her head and laughing.

I reached over and took her hand. She looked down at our fingers, surprised, then relaxed into it. Her thumb brushed against mine.

"Me neither," I admitted.

When we pulled into my driveway, my hands were shaking. I unlocked the front door, and we stepped inside.

Before I could say anything, she was on me.

Her hands grabbed my shirt, pulling me down, her mouth finding mine. The kiss was desperate, urgent, like she'd been holding back all through lunch and couldn't anymore. I kissed her back, my hands going to her waist, pulling her closer.

She pushed me back against the door, her body pressed against mine, her fingers already working at the buttons of my shirt.

"Bedroom," I managed to say between kisses.

"Where?"

I took her hand and led her down the hall.

We stumbled into the bedroom, our mouths still locked together, her hands pushing my shirt off my shoulders. I kicked the door shut behind us and pulled her sweater over her head, breaking the kiss just long enough to get it off before finding her lips again.

She tasted like iced tea and something sweeter. Her hands were everywhere, sliding down my chest, fumbling with my belt. I walked her backward toward the bed, my fingers finding the clasp of her bra, unhooking it. She shrugged out of it, and I pulled back just enough to look at her.

"God," I breathed.

She was beautiful. Her skin was flushed, her chest rising and falling rapidly. She reached for me again, pulling me down onto the bed with her.

I could relax now. I knew what was coming. As soon as I came, Emma would be back. The recharge would bring her to the surface. I just had to let this happen, let myself enjoy it.

Elizabeth's hands were on my belt again, this time successfully pulling it free. I helped her, kicking off my jeans while she shimmied out of hers. We were down to underwear now, and she pulled me back down on top of her, her legs wrapping around my waist.

I kissed her neck, her collarbone, working my way down. She arched beneath me, her breath coming in short gasps.

"Calvin," she whispered, her fingers threading through my hair.

I slid lower, kissing the curve of her breast, taking her nipple into my mouth. She moaned, her hips pressing up against me. I could feel how wet she was even through the thin fabric of her underwear.

"Please," she gasped.

I hooked my fingers into the waistband of her panties and pulled them down slowly, kissing my way down her stomach, her hip, her thigh. She kicked them off the rest of the way, spreading her legs for me.

I looked up at her, and she was watching me, her eyes dark with desire. I lowered my mouth to her, tasting her, and she cried out, her hands gripping the sheets.

I took my time, my tongue exploring her, finding what made her gasp, what made her moan. Her hips moved against my mouth, her breathing getting faster, more desperate.

"Oh god, oh god," she panted.

I felt her getting close, her thighs trembling, and I didn't let up. She came with a sharp cry, her whole body tensing, then relaxing into the mattress.

I kissed my way back up her body, and she pulled me into a deep, messy kiss, tasting herself on my lips.

"Your turn," she murmured against my mouth, her hand sliding down to palm me through my boxers.

I groaned, my hips jerking forward involuntarily. She pushed me onto my back, straddling me, her fingers hooking into my waistband. She pulled my boxers down, freeing me, and wrapped her hand around my cock.

"Fuck," I breathed.

She stroked me slowly, her thumb circling the head, spreading the precum. Then she lowered herself down, taking me into her mouth.

I gripped the sheets, trying to keep control. Her mouth was hot and wet, her tongue doing things that made my toes curl. She took me deep, then pulled back, her hand working in rhythm with her mouth.

"Elizabeth," I gasped. "I'm not gonna last if you—"

She pulled off with a wet sound, grinning up at me. "Good."

She climbed back up my body, positioning herself over me. Our eyes locked as she slowly lowered herself onto me.

We both moaned as I filled her. She was so tight, so wet, and the sensation was overwhelming. She started to move, slowly at first, rolling her hips, finding her rhythm.

I gripped her hips, guiding her, and she leaned down to kiss me, her breasts pressing against my chest. The angle shifted, and she gasped into my mouth.

"Right there," she whispered. "Oh fuck, right there."

I thrust up to meet her, and she sat back up, her hands braced on my chest, riding me harder. I watched her, the way her face twisted with pleasure, the way her body moved above me.

It was perfect. She was perfect.

I felt my orgasm building, that familiar tension coiling low in my stomach. I reached between us, finding her clit, and she cried out, her movements becoming erratic.

"I'm close," she panted. "I'm so close."

"Me too," I groaned.

She came first, her inner walls clenching around me, and that was it. I followed her over the edge, my hips jerking up as I spilled inside her, waves of pleasure crashing through me.

We collapsed together, her body draped over mine, both of us breathing hard.

I closed my eyes, waiting for it. Waiting for Emma to surface.

Elizabeth laughed softly, her head resting on my chest. "Wow."

I opened my eyes, looking down at her. She was smiling, her face flushed and satisfied.

I smiled back, hopeful. "Emma?"

She snorted, lifting her head to look at me. "Is Emma really just a friend? Because it kinda seems like you might've preferred to spend this time with her instead."

My blood ran cold. I froze.

It didn't work.

Suddenly, Elizabeth's eyes widened. Her mouth opened. "Oooh!"

She snapped her fingers. "I think I just remembered where I know you from! Have you ever been to a summer camp? Camp Pinewood? When you were like, sixteen?"

I stared at her, my mind racing. "Yeah. Yeah, I was."

"I knew it!" She laughed, sitting up. "Oh my god, Calvin! I had the biggest crush on you that summer. We had that whole thing, remember? We were sneaking off behind the cabins, making out by the lake. We were just starting to... you know, get serious, and then camp ended and we never exchanged numbers or anything."

My stomach dropped.

No.

"You were my first real kiss," she continued, grinning. "God, I thought about you for years after that. What are the odds we'd run into each other again? You've changed so much! I didn't recognize you!"

I felt like I was going to be sick.

Emma wasn't inside Elizabeth.

Elizabeth was Elizabeth. A girl from my past I'd barely remembered.

And Emma was still out there. Lost. Fading.

And I had no idea where.

"Hey." Elizabeth's voice pulled me back. She was looking at me, concern creasing her forehead. "Are you okay? It's fine, really. You don't have to tell me who Emma is. I get it."

I couldn't hold it in anymore. The tears came before I could stop them. "Emma is my wife."

Her face changed. "Oh."

"She's my wife," I repeated, my voice breaking.

Elizabeth moved closer, wrapping her arms around me. "Hey, hey, it's okay. It's okay."

"I'm sorry," I choked out.

"Don't be." She held me tighter, stroking my hair. "Is that why you... Do I remind you of her? Is that what this was?"

"Yes. No. It's complicated."

"It's alright," she said softly, though I could hear the confusion in her voice. "You don't have to explain anything."

She looked lost in thought, like she was trying to piece together something that didn't quite make sense. But she wasn't angry. Just... processing.

I had no idea what to do. No idea where Emma was. No idea how to find her. I just froze, my mind blank, my body numb.

Elizabeth didn't leave. She stayed, holding me, her fingers running gently through my hair. We stayed like that in silence for a long time. The room grew darker as the afternoon faded into evening.

Finally, she spoke, her voice gentle. "I think... I should probably go home now."

I mumbled something about driving her back.

"No," she said, pulling back to look at me. "I'll take an Uber. You don't have to worry about anything."

She got up, finding her clothes scattered around the room. I watched numbly as she got dressed, pulling on her jeans, her sweater. She looked back at me, sitting on the edge of the bed, still naked, still crying.

She walked over, cupping my face in her hands. "Take care of yourself, Calvin."

Then she left.

I heard the front door close.

And I was alone.
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Chapter 23: Desperate
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We'd been driving for hours. My eyes burned. My hands ached from gripping the wheel. The sun was setting again, casting long shadows across the streets.

Ashley sat in the passenger seat, looking just as wrecked as I felt. Dark circles under her eyes. Hair pulled back in a messy ponytail. She kept scanning the sidewalks, the bus stops, anywhere there might be women.

"Maybe we should check the grocery stores," she said, her voice flat with exhaustion. "People have to buy food, right? Or coffee shops. Or... I don't know, the mall again?"

I shook my head, turning down another street. "It's useless, Ash. She could be anywhere. She could've switched ten more times by now. She could be on the other side of the city." She could be gone...

"Well, unless you have a better idea, this is what we're doing," she snapped, her frustration finally boiling over.

I didn't answer. I just kept driving.

We slowed down whenever we saw a woman walking alone. I'd lower the window, let her see us, hoping for some flicker of recognition. Most of them just looked confused or uncomfortable. One woman flipped us off. Another crossed the street to avoid us.

"We're gonna get stopped by the police at some point," I muttered. "Two people in a car, circling the neighborhood, slowing down next to random women. We look like fucking creeps."

"I don't care," Ashley said. "We have to find her."

My phone rang. The sound filled the car through the speakers, making us both jump.

Unknown number.

My heart stopped. I pressed the button on the steering wheel to answer.

"Hello?"

There was a pause. Then a woman's voice, uncertain and slightly nasal. "Is this... my husband?"

The tone was strange. Condescending almost, like she was annoyed at having to ask. But there was anxiety underneath it too. Confusion.

"Emma?!" I nearly shouted.

Another pause. "Yes. Emma. That's me, right? And you're my husband. Cal..."

"Calvin," I finished for her, my hands shaking on the wheel.

"Right. Calvin." She said it like she was testing the word. "I knew I was someone else. I've been trying to remember all day. It took me forever to remember this number. I felt like I had to call. Tell you where I am." Her voice wavered. "Am I going crazy?"

"No," I said quickly, desperately. "No, you're not going crazy. Please don't hang up. Where are you?"

She sighed, like the whole situation was deeply inconvenient. "I'm at 2847 Green Avenue. Apartment 3B."

"We're coming right now," I said, already turning the car around. "Stay there. Don't go anywhere. Don't touch anyone."

"Okay," she said, drawing out the word like she wasn't entirely sure why she was agreeing. "But like, hurry up, okay? This is really freaking me out."

The line went dead.

I looked at Ashley. She was already typing the address into her phone.

"Got it," she said. "Fifteen minutes."

I pressed down on the gas.

We pulled up to the address in twelve minutes. I'd run two red lights.

The building was old, brick, with a buzzer system that looked like it hadn't been updated since the seventies. I pressed 3B, my finger trembling.

After a pause that felt like an eternity, the door buzzed open.

Ashley and I rushed inside. The lobby smelled like old carpet and something vaguely floral. The elevator was broken, according to a hand-written sign, so we took the stairs. The walls were painted a dingy beige, the kind that used to be white. Numbers on the apartment doors were mismatched, some brass, some plastic.

"Please let this be her," Ashley whispered.

"It has to be," I said, though my mind was racing with complications. What if she wasn't alone? What if she had a boyfriend? A husband? Kids?

We reached the third floor. 3B was at the end of the hall.

I knocked.

After a moment, the door opened.

The woman standing there was in her early thirties, wearing tight yoga pants and a cropped tank top that showed off her toned stomach. Her blonde hair was pulled into a high ponytail, and her makeup was perfectly done: sharp eyeliner, glossy lips. She had that look. The kind of woman who knew she was hot and used it. Her expression was confused, annoyed, like we'd interrupted something important.

"Emma," I started.

Her expression changed instantly. Confusion and annoyance melted into something feral. Her eyes went dark, her pupils dilating. She let out a moan that was almost animalistic and launched herself at me.

"Oh fuck," she gasped, her hands grabbing at my shirt, my face, anywhere she could reach. "Oh god, oh fuck, I need you. I need you right now."

She was all over me, her body pressing against mine, her lips on my neck, my jaw. Her hands slid down to my belt, fumbling with it desperately.

"Emma, wait—" I started, but she wasn't listening.

"Please," she whimpered, grinding against me. "Please, I need you to fuck me. Right now. I can't... I can't think, I just need..."

I looked at Ashley, who had backed up against the hallway wall, her eyes wide.

"I'll... I'll wait in the car," she mumbled, then turned and practically ran toward the stairs.

Emma grabbed my shirt and dragged me inside the apartment, slamming the door behind us.

The place was exactly what I expected. White furniture, decorative pillows with inspirational quotes, a gallery wall of black-and-white photos of herself. Everything was pristine, coordinated. The kind of place that looked like it came straight from an Instagram feed.

"Are we alone?" I managed to ask.

She didn't answer. She was already tearing at my clothes, pulling my shirt over my head, her nails scratching down my chest. She dropped to her knees, yanking at my belt, my zipper.

"Emma—"

She freed my cock and immediately took me into her mouth, moaning around me like it was the most pleasurable thing she'd ever experienced. No hesitation, no buildup. Just pure, desperate need.

"Fuck," I gasped, my hands going to her head.

She was relentless, taking me deep, her throat opening up, her hands gripping my thighs. She pulled back just enough to gasp for air, a string of saliva connecting her lips to my cock, before diving back down. The sounds she made were obscene: wet, desperate, primal.

I was already rock hard, the shock and confusion mixing with arousal. She wasn't talking, wasn't herself. Just moaning, grunting, swearing under her breath between desperate sucks.

I grabbed her ponytail and pulled her off me. She looked up, her makeup already smudged, her eyes wild.

"Please," she panted. "Please fuck me."

I hauled her up and practically threw her onto the white couch. She landed on her back, immediately spreading her legs, her hands going to her yoga pants. I helped her, tearing them down along with her underwear. She was soaked, her thighs glistening.

"Yes," she moaned, reaching for my cock with one hand while the other went to her pussy, fingers sliding through her wetness. "I want you. I want you so fucking bad."

I climbed on top of her, and she guided me to her entrance. I pushed inside, and she screamed, her back arching off the couch.

"Yes! Oh fuck, yes!"

There was nothing tender about this. Nothing sensual. I fucked her hard, my hips slamming against hers, the couch creaking beneath us. She wrapped her legs around my waist, her nails digging into my back, drawing blood.

"Harder," she begged. "Fuck me harder."

I did. I pounded into her, and she met every thrust, her body writhing beneath me. She was babbling now, a stream of curse words and moans and desperate pleas.

"Don't stop, don't stop, oh god don't fucking stop."

I felt her tighten around me, her whole body going rigid as she came, her scream echoing through the apartment. But I didn't stop. I kept going, driving into her, chasing my own release.

She was still moaning, still clawing at me, when I felt myself getting close. I pulled out and moved up her body. She opened her mouth immediately, eagerly, and I pushed my cock between her lips.

Two strokes and I was done. I came hard, spilling into her mouth, and she swallowed greedily, moaning around me, her hands gripping my thighs. When I was finished, she let out a final, relieved scream, then went completely still.

I pulled back, panting, my heart racing.

"Emma?" I asked, my voice rough. "Are you back?"

She started crying. Tears streamed down her face, her chest heaving with sobs.

"I'm back," she gasped. "Oh god, Cal, I'm back. I was so lost. I didn't feel like myself. I was... I was vanishing. I couldn't remember anything. I didn't know who I was."

I collapsed beside her on the couch, pulling her into my arms. She clung to me, sobbing into my chest.

"I've got you," I whispered, holding her tight. "I've got you. You're back."

Emma pulled back slightly, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. Her makeup was completely ruined, mascara streaking down her cheeks.

"At the festival," she started, her voice hoarse. "In the crowd. I must have swapped a dozen times. Maybe more. I was already tired, and every jump... I could feel myself fading. Little by little." She took a shaky breath. "I ended up in this old lady. She was there with her husband. I still knew what was going on, but it felt so much easier to just... go with it. Go home with him. Cook dinner. Watch television."

I stroked her hair, listening.

"I was anxious," she continued. "I felt like I had to do something. Call you. Find you. But it was so hard to focus. I'd try to remember your number and then I'd get distracted by something on TV or he'd say something and I'd just... respond. Like her. I tried calling once but he needed help with something and I just put the phone down and forgot about it."

"It's okay," I said quietly.

"Then yesterday, I brushed hands with her." She gestured at her current body. "Monica. In the subway. By then I could barely remember my old life. I just went with her day. Went to her apartment. Worked out. Ate her stupid kale salad. Texted her friends." Her voice broke. "And today I realized I was about to vanish for good. Just... disappear. So I fought. I fought so hard to remember your number. It took me all day. All fucking day just to remember ten digits."

"But you did it," I said, holding her tighter. "You found me."

"Barely," she whispered.

We sat there for a moment in silence, her body still trembling against mine.

"Who is she?" I asked, trying to pull her out of her thoughts. "Your host. Is anyone expecting her? Husband? Boyfriend?"

Emma shook her head. "Monica lives alone. She's very into celibacy. Well, not celibacy exactly. More like... sleeping around. Casual sex. No attachments. Men are trash anyway." She said that last part with a hint of Monica's disdain, then caught herself. "Her words, not mine."

I almost laughed. "That explains the... enthusiasm."

"Maybe some of it but..." She looked down at herself, "I needed to recharge so bad. As soon as I saw you it's the only thing I could think about."

"We should get going," I said. "Ashley's waiting in the car."

Emma's face went pale. "Oh god. Ashley saw me like that."

"She'll be fine."

"I jumped on you like a fucking animal, Cal. She saw me acting like a complete slut."

"Hey." I cupped her face, making her look at me. "It's okay. She'll just be relieved you're back."

Emma nodded, but she still looked mortified.

We got dressed quickly. I helped her find her clothes, which were scattered across the pristine white living room. Once we were both decent, we headed out.

Ashley was sitting in the car, scrolling through her phone. When she saw us approaching, she threw the door open and started to rush toward Emma.

"Wait!" I said, stepping between them. "Don't touch her. Skin to skin, remember?"

Ashley froze, then nodded. She looked at Emma, her eyes searching. "Is it really you?"

"It's really me," Emma said, her voice thick with emotion.

Ashley's face crumpled, and she started crying. "Thank god. Thank god."

We got into the car. Emma in the front passenger seat, Ashley in the back. I started driving toward home.

For a while, no one said anything. Then Emma spoke, her voice distant.

"It really felt like I was about to go. To the other side. Like I was dying all over again, but slower this time. Fading instead of just... stopping."

"But you didn't," I said firmly. "You're here. You're back."

Emma looked out the window at the passing streetlights. "Yeah," she whispered, but she didn't sound convinced.

I reached over and took her hand, careful to keep my eyes on the road.

She didn't pull away, but she didn't squeeze back either.

She just sat there, staring out into the darkness.
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Chapter 24: Paradise
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The sun was warm on my skin, the sound of waves washing over the beach rhythmic and soothing. I took a sip of my mai tai, looking up at the Grand Mauna Resort behind me. Five-star luxury. White stone façade, massive columns framing the entrance, balconies overlooking the ocean with views that probably cost more per night than most people's mortgages. Palm trees swayed in the breeze, and staff in crisp white uniforms moved efficiently between poolside cabanas.

We'd gotten pretty good at this.

Emma could jump into anyone high enough up the chain—someone at the airport, a manager at a travel agency, the concierge at a hotel—play with their memories a bit, and suddenly we had first-class tickets, ocean-view suites, spa packages, the works. All it took was a touch and a few minutes of manipulation. They'd wake up thinking they'd made the arrangements themselves, maybe as a favor to a friend or a mix-up in the system they'd already resolved.

We didn't even need Luciana's money anymore. Though we kept a healthy cushion just in case. It was easy to get some money here and there, where it wouldn't be missed.

My eyes drifted to the woman a few feet away. She'd shown up about twenty minutes ago, laid out a towel, stripped down to a red bikini that left very little to the imagination. Early twenties, maybe. Tanned skin, long dark hair pulled into a loose bun. And her body... Jesus.

I took another sip of my drink, trying to be subtle.

Where was Emma, anyway?

She'd gone to the spa about an hour ago, in the body of some cute guest we'd picked out at the pool yesterday. A tourist from Seattle, traveling alone, doing the whole "find yourself" thing post-breakup. Perfect host. No one expecting her anywhere, no obligations, just open-ended vacation time.

Still, I felt that familiar anxiety creeping in. I always did when Emma was out of sight for too long. Even though she'd been so much more careful since the incident. No more jumping too many times in a day. No more staying in one host too long without a recharge. We had a system.

But she still seemed... different.

Distant, sometimes. She'd get this look in her eyes, far away, like she was remembering something she couldn't quite put into words. She'd mentioned it a few times, what it felt like to almost fade away. How close she'd come to just... dissolving into nothing.

That's why we were here. A vacation. Sun, sand, relaxation. Trying to remind her that life, whatever form it took, was still worth living.

My gaze drifted back to the woman on the towel.

She was applying sunscreen now, squeezing a generous amount onto her chest. Her hands worked the lotion over her breasts, and I couldn't look away. They were huge, natural, the way they moved and bounced slightly as she rubbed them down. The red bikini top was struggling to contain them.

Fuck, she was hot.

She looked up suddenly, catching me staring. Her expression shifted from neutral to annoyed in an instant.

I looked away quickly, shame heating my face.

What the hell was wrong with me? Ever since Emma started jumping from woman to woman, I'd gotten... careless. I found myself checking women out more openly, evaluating them, imagining what Emma would be like in their bodies. It was fucked up. I knew it was fucked up.

And my first thought when I saw this woman? That I could ask Emma to jump into her. That we could go back to the room and I could fuck her in that body.

I felt guilty immediately.

"Enjoying the view?" the woman called out, her voice dripping with sarcasm. "Or do you need a closer look?"

"I—I'm sorry," I stammered, sitting up straighter. "I didn't mean to—"

"You didn't mean to stare?" She stood up, hands on her hips, walking toward me. "Really? Because from where I was sitting, you were practically drooling." She moved closer, and I could smell her sunscreen, coconut and something floral. "What is it about women that makes men think they can just ogle them like pieces of meat? You like watching women rub lotion on their tits?"

She squeezed her breasts through the bikini top for emphasis, and my face went even redder.

"Is that what you're hoping to see?" she continued, her voice sharp but with something else underneath. "Does it get your poor little prick all hard?"

Before I could respond, she reached down and grabbed me through my swim trunks. I gasped, my cock already half-hard from watching her, now fully responding to her touch.

"I—what are you—"

"Shh," she said, still looking annoyed, still scolding. "You wanted a show, right? Wanted me to act like in your dirty fantasies?" She glanced around quickly, making sure no one was watching, then reached behind her back and unhooked her bikini top. It fell away, and her breasts bounced free. "Here's your show, then."

She pushed my face between them, and I was surrounded by soft, warm skin, the smell of sunscreen overwhelming. She was smothering me, and I couldn't breathe, couldn't think—

Then she moaned. And laughed.

I pushed back, grabbing her wrists, holding her at arm's length. She was grinning now, biting her lower lip, all traces of annoyance gone.

"Emma?"

She laughed again, louder this time, straddling my lap. "Surprise."

Relief flooded through me so fast I almost felt dizzy. "Jesus Christ."

"I spotted her in the spa," Emma said, still grinning. "Jane. She was getting a massage and I thought, 'Calvin would like her.'" She rolled her hips against me. "Was I right?"

I relaxed, my hands moving to her waist, pulling her closer. "You're terrible."

"I know." She leaned down and kissed me, and I tasted something different: mint gum, maybe, and something sweeter. Her lips were fuller than the last host's, softer. Her body felt different too, curvier, heavier in the best way.

I kissed her back, my hands sliding up her sides, feeling the new contours, the way her breasts pressed against my chest. I felt guilty for a second—I'd been ogling her when I thought she was someone else—but the relief and arousal were stronger.

"Still, that was stupid of me," I admitted when we broke apart. "I should've been more discreet."

"You really should have," Emma agreed, her tone teasing. "Very uncool, Calvin. Women aren't just bodies for you to stare at, you know. We're human beings with thoughts and feelings and—" She broke off, laughing. "Okay, I'll stop. Jane would've given you a whole lecture. She takes it very seriously."

"I noticed."

"But yeah, you should've been more subtle." She leaned in close, her lips brushing my ear. "At the same time, I was definitely trying to get your attention. It was funny watching you squirm."

I laughed, shaking my head. "You're evil."

"Maybe a little." She sat back, still straddling me, still topless. "So. You like Jane?"

"Yeah," I admitted. "I really do."

She grinned. "Good. We'll keep her for a bit, then."

We kept going, our hands roaming more freely now. She ground against me, and I could feel how hard I was getting. My hands cupped her breasts, and god, they were incredible. Heavy and soft, filling my palms completely. The skin was smooth, warm from the sun, and when I squeezed them gently, they yielded perfectly: not too firm, not too soft. Natural. When she moved, they bounced in my hands, and I couldn't stop myself from kneading them, feeling their weight.

She moaned, arching into my touch, her nipples hardening under my thumbs.

"Fuck," I breathed.

She laughed breathlessly. "I usually hate the attention these get. Guys just stare, you know? Can't have a normal conversation. Though I'll admit, sometimes I use it to my advantage. Free drinks, getting out of parking tickets..." She trailed off, her expression shifting slightly. "My ex was obsessed with them. Wouldn't shut up about them. It got old."

She stopped herself, shaking her head, then looked at me with a softer expression.

"But for you?" She pressed my hands more firmly against her breasts. "You can have them as much as you want."

I groaned, pulling her into another kiss.

"We should probably—" I looked around. A few people were glancing our way now. "This might not be the best place."

Emma pulled back, grinning. "Our suite?"

"Yeah."

"Oh my god, yes." Her enthusiasm was palpable, and I realized she was channeling Jane's reaction to seeing the room for the first time. "I mean, my room is so shitty. Like, the cheapest thing I could get because my stupid ex maxed out our joint credit card before we split, and I'm barely scraping by as it is."

I helped her tie her bikini top back on, though it was a struggle with how much I wanted to keep touching her. We gathered our things and headed back toward the hotel.

The suite was on the top floor, and when I opened the door, Emma gasped.

"Holy shit," she said, walking in slowly. The space was massive—floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the ocean, a king-size bed with pristine white linens, a separate living area with a curved sofa, and a fully stocked bar in the corner. "This is insane. How much does this even cost?"

"Don't worry about it," I said, closing the door behind us.

She wandered around, touching things—the silk curtains, the marble countertop, the bottles at the bar. But her movements were practiced, confident. She knew exactly where everything was. She grabbed a bottle of champagne from the bar fridge and two glasses, pouring us both drinks without having to search for anything.

"To vacations," she said, grinning.

"To you," I countered, clinking my glass against hers.

She took a sip, then set her glass down and pulled her bikini top off again.

"Now, where were we?"

"Now it's time to recharge," Emma said, her hands already working at my swim trunks. "Lucky you."

I snorted. "I've never heard you complain about it."

She paused, grinning. "That's true. But you have to admit, it's kind of cheating. I automatically get incredibly horny and desperate for you, especially after a long day like this. It makes it really hard not to enjoy every second of it."

I grabbed her waist, pulling her against me. "Sounds like we both enjoy it, then."

"Yeah," she breathed. "We really do."

I kissed her hard, my hands sliding down to cup her ass. She moaned into my mouth, her fingers finally succeeding in pushing my trunks down. My cock sprang free, and she wrapped her hand around it immediately, stroking slowly.

"God, I need this," she whispered against my lips.

I walked her backward toward the bed, our mouths never breaking contact. When her legs hit the mattress, she fell back, pulling me down on top of her. I kissed my way down her neck, her collarbone, until I reached her breasts again.

I took my time with them. Kissing, licking, sucking. They were magnificent, and I couldn't get enough. When I took one nipple into my mouth, she arched off the bed, her hands tangling in my hair.

"Fuck, yes," she gasped.

I switched to the other breast, my hand kneading the one I'd just left. They were so soft, so heavy. I could play with them for hours.

But Emma had other ideas. She pushed at my shoulders. "I want you in my mouth."

I groaned but didn't argue. I moved up her body, and she shifted, getting on all fours on the bed. I knelt in front of her, and she immediately took me between those perfect lips.

"Jesus," I breathed.

She worked me with her mouth and hand together, her tongue swirling around the head, her lips tight around my shaft. She took me deep, and I felt the back of her throat. She pulled back, gasping, then did it again.

I wanted more. I wanted all of her.

"Lie back," I said, my voice rough.

She did, sprawling across the white sheets, her body on full display. I pulled her bikini bottoms down and off, tossing them aside. Then I spread her legs, settling between them.

She was already wet, glistening. I ran my tongue through her folds, and she cried out, her hips bucking up.

"Oh god, Calvin."

I licked and sucked, focusing on her clit, sliding two fingers inside her. She was tight, hot, her inner walls clenching around my fingers. I worked her steadily, and it didn't take long before she was trembling.

"I'm gonna—oh fuck, I'm gonna—"

She came with a sharp cry, her thighs clamping around my head, her whole body shaking. I didn't stop, keeping the pressure steady, drawing it out until she was pushing at my head, oversensitive.

I pulled back, kissing my way up her body. When I reached her mouth, she kissed me hungrily, tasting herself on my lips.

"I need you inside me," she panted.

I positioned myself at her entrance and pushed in slowly. She was so wet, so ready, that I slid in easily. We both groaned at the sensation.

"Fuck, you feel good," I said.

"Harder," she urged, wrapping her legs around my waist.

I started moving, slowly at first, then faster. The bed rocked beneath us, the headboard tapping against the wall. Emma's breasts bounced with every thrust, and I couldn't stop watching them.

I reached down, grabbing one, squeezing as I fucked her. She moaned, her nails digging into my back.

"Yes, yes, just like that."

I changed the angle slightly, hitting deeper, and she screamed.

"Right there! Oh god, right there!"

I kept hitting that spot, driving into her over and over. She was babbling now, a stream of curse words and desperate pleas. I felt her tightening around me again, getting close to another orgasm.

"Come for me," I growled.

She did, her body convulsing, her pussy clenching around my cock so hard it almost hurt. The sensation pushed me closer to the edge, but I held back, wanting to make this last.

When she came down, I pulled out. She looked up at me, dazed.

"On your knees," I said.

She scrambled to comply, getting on all fours. I moved behind her, admiring the view for a moment—her ass in the air, her pussy still glistening—before pushing back inside her.

This angle was even better. Deeper. I grabbed her hips and fucked her hard, the sound of skin slapping against skin filling the room.

"Oh fuck, oh fuck," she chanted, her voice muffled as she buried her face in the sheets.

I reached around, finding her clit, rubbing it in time with my thrusts. She was shaking again, her arms giving out so she was chest-down, ass-up.

"I can't—I'm gonna—"

She came again, screaming into the mattress, and this time I couldn't hold back anymore. I was so close.

"Emma," I gasped. "I'm—"

"In my mouth," she said quickly, pulling away and spinning around. She knelt in front of me, opening her mouth, sticking out her tongue.

I stroked myself once, twice, and then I was coming, spilling into her mouth. She moaned, swallowing everything, her hand replacing mine to milk every last drop, her mouth clamping around me like she was starving for it.

When I finally finished, she let me slip from her mouth, swallowing one last time. I collapsed onto the bed beside her, my chest heaving.

I could feel it, whatever energy seemed to flow around us whenever Emma made me cum. I was used to it, expected it. But lately it was different, slightly off putting. It felt pushed, like something going against the current.

For a moment, we just lay there, catching our breath. Then I noticed the change.

Emma had gone quiet. Too quiet. She was staring at the ceiling, her expression distant, empty almost.

Was she fighting against it?

"Emma?" I said, sitting up slightly.

She didn't respond right away. This wasn't the first time this had happened. Ever since the incident at the festival, she'd get like this after we had sex. Right after recharging, when she was most herself, she'd just... drift away. Then over the next hours, as she started fading slowly, her moodiness would recede, replaced by the host's personality.

I moved closer, wrapping my arms around her. "Hey. You okay?"

She started crying. Silently at first, tears just streaming down her face, then with small, choked sobs.

"It's wrong," she whispered.

"What's wrong?" I asked, pulling her tighter against me.

"Being here," she mumbled. "It's wrong."

"Hawaii?" I asked, confused. "We can leave if you want. We can go anywhere—"

"Yes. No. Maybe." She shook her head, her words coming out broken. "Here. HERE. Alive."

My blood went cold. "Emma—"

"I shouldn't be here," she said, her voice barely audible.

"Don't say that." I held her face, making her look at me. "I'm glad you're alive. I'm so glad you're with me."

"I'm not," she said, fresh tears spilling over. "I'm not really alive, Cal. And I shouldn't be here."

"Emma—"

But she'd shut off. Her eyes went blank, staring through me rather than at me. I held her for another moment, but she didn't respond. Didn't move. Just lay there like a doll, crying softly.

I let go slowly, standing up. My hands were shaking.

I walked to the bar and poured myself a drink. Whiskey this time, neat. I downed it in one go, then poured another.

I didn't know what to do. Didn't know what to think. Maybe this would pass. Maybe she was just traumatized from almost fading away. Maybe she just needed time.

I stood there, drinking alone, staring out at the ocean through the massive windows.

Behind me, I heard her move. Footsteps on the plush carpet.

"Calvin."

I turned. She was standing there, wrapped in one of the hotel robes, her eyes red from crying.

"I want to go home," she said quietly.

I sighed, setting my glass down. "Okay."

"Okay?"

"Yeah." I nodded. "We'll go home."
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Chapter 25: A Matter of Time
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I was watching a documentary about funeral rites throughout history—ancient Egypt, Viking ship burials, Tibetan sky burials—when Emma shifted on the couch beside me, tucking her legs underneath her.

"That's fascinating," she said softly, her voice carrying that measured, unhurried quality that belonged to her current host. "The way different cultures process death. It's all about honoring the transition, you know? Not fighting it."

I glanced at her. Naomi was thirty, a meditation instructor at the wellness center a few blocks from my gym. I'd met her a few months back at a retreat organized by my firm. She'd been kind, gentle, offered me a free class. I'd never taken her up on it, but I'd remembered her. She lived nearby, was single. I'd been impressed by how calm and collected she seemed.

When Emma had her breakdown in Hawaii, I'd thought of Naomi. Someone grounded, centered. Someone who could help Emma find some peace.

She looked good in Naomi's body. Natural beauty: minimal makeup, her dark hair pulled back in a loose braid, wearing simple linen pants and a soft gray sweater. There was something serene about the way she moved, the way she held herself. Not performative, just... present.

It had been a week since we'd come back from Hawaii. Three days since Emma had switched into Naomi. And so far, she seemed better. Calmer. Happier. More at peace.

That made me happy too.

"You want something to drink?" I asked, standing up.

"Tea would be lovely," she said, smiling up at me.

I headed into the kitchen, putting the kettle on for her and starting the coffee maker for myself. The documentary droned on in the background, something about mummification rituals.

A knock at the door.

I frowned, glancing toward the living room. Emma didn't react, still watching the screen.

I walked to the door and opened it.

Ashley stood there, looking tired but managing a smile. "Hey."

"Ash," I said, surprised but pleased. "Hey. How are you?"

"I'm okay. Can I come in?"

"Of course." I stepped aside. "Are you here to see Emma?"

"Yeah. She told me to come. Said it was important."

I blinked. "Important?"

"That's what she said." Ashley walked in, glancing around. "Is she here?"

"In the living room," I said slowly, closing the door. Emma hadn't mentioned anything to me about inviting Ashley over. Or about having something important to discuss.

Emma appeared in the doorway to the kitchen, her expression awkward. She offered a small smile.

"Hey, Ash."

Ashley paused, her eyes scanning Emma's face, taking a moment to reconcile the woman in front of her with her sister. Then she nodded. "Hey, Em."

Emma's hands clasped in front of her, her posture still calm but her face betraying nervousness. "Thanks for coming. I, um... I have something important to say. I wanted you both here."

My stomach tightened.

"Okay," I said carefully, turning off the stove. The kettle could wait.

Emma looked between us, took a breath, and gestured toward the living room. "Let's sit down."

We sat down in the living room. Ashley took the armchair. Emma and I sat on opposite ends of the couch. The documentary was still playing, but I grabbed the remote and muted it.

The silence stretched. My heart was already pounding, a sick feeling spreading through my chest. I had a bad feeling about this. A really bad feeling.

Ashley looked nervous too, her hands clasped tightly in her lap. Emma sat with that same peaceful posture Naomi carried, but there was anxiety there too, visible in the way she took slow, deliberate breaths.

Finally, Emma spoke.

"When I got lost after the festival," she began, her voice soft and measured, "when I started fading... I felt something."

She paused, searching for words.

"I don't really know how to describe it. Another side? A place? Maybe it's not a place. Maybe it's more like a state." She looked at her hands. "It felt like going back home. I was vanishing, and yet I was feeling more present than ever. Just not here. There." Her voice grew quieter. "It felt right. And on the way to that state, I felt like that was where I was supposed to be. I felt at peace. I was ready for it."

My pulse was racing now. My face felt hot.

"But then you found me," she continued, looking at me. "You fucked me back to reality. And I was relieved. I was happy to be back. But some part of me..." She trailed off. "Some part of me felt like this was wrong."

Ashley looked taken aback but stayed quiet, watching her sister.

I couldn't stay quiet.

"What was I supposed to do?" I said, my voice coming out harsher than I meant. "Let you die again?"

Emma moved closer, reaching for my hand. I let her take it, though my whole body was tense.

"I'm happy you found me," she said gently. "I would have hated for you and Ashley to forever wonder where I was, what happened to me. For me not to be able to say goodbye."

I pulled my hand away. "What do you mean, say goodbye?"

Ashley shifted forward. "Calvin," she said hesitantly. "Let her speak."

"Say goodbye?" I repeated, louder. "What the fuck does that mean?"

"Since coming back," Emma said, still calm, still centered, "it's been feeling wrong. Like I'm not supposed to be here."

"That's bullshit," I said, standing up. "You already came back. You were back for months before that happened. You never felt this way. Why would this be any different?" I gestured at her. "This is the host talking. Naomi. All this spiritual, new age bullshit."

Emma's expression shifted, a flash of indignation crossing her face. "I'm not into new age bullshit," she said, her voice sharper, more defensive.

Then she caught herself, closing her eyes, taking a breath. When she opened them again, the calm had returned.

"I've been feeling this way since before I was in Naomi," she said quietly. "I've been thinking about this, trying to work up the courage to do what I need to do, ever since you brought me back. After I almost vanished."

Ashley's voice was small. "What is it you've been wanting to do?"

Emma took a deep breath. She looked at both of us.

"I want to die," she said. "For good. It feels right."

"No," I said immediately, my voice breaking. "No, Emma—"

"Listen to me," she said, moving closer again, reaching for both my hands this time. "It didn't feel wrong for me to come back. Clearly I came back for a reason. Clearly I came back for you. But I've overstayed my welcome. I wasn't meant to stay here forever." Her eyes were wet now too. "We had wonderful months together. But now it's time for me to go."

"No," I said again, trying to pull away, but she held on tight. Strong. Stern.

"Calvin," she said, her voice firm but peaceful. "Look at me."

I did. Tears were streaming down my face now.

"You've known this," she said softly. "You've felt it. You just didn't want to believe it."

And god help me, she was right.

I had known. Since Hawaii. Since before that, maybe. I'd been fighting against it, refusing to see it, but it had been there all along.

She was slipping away. Not just into the hosts. Away from this world entirely.

And I couldn't stop it.

Ashley was crying now too. Emma started to move toward her, arms opening for a hug, then caught herself, stopping mid-motion.

"I'm sorry," Emma said, her voice thick. "I wish I could have been here for you more. Really been here. I regret not telling you sooner."

Ashley shook her head, wiping her eyes. "It's alright. I understand. You two were figuring things out, and the whole host personality and feelings thing doesn't make it easy." She let out a choked laugh. "I'm just happy I got to see you again. That I got to talk to you. And if you're moving forward... I'm glad there's a forward for you to move to." Her voice broke. "I'll miss you so much."

"What now?" I asked, my voice hollow. "Are you just going to let yourself fade away?"

Emma looked at Ashley. "Yes."

Ashley frowned, confused by the look. "What?"

"I'd like to know," Emma said carefully, "if you'd let me fade... in you."

Ashley blinked. "Why?"

"I came back for Calvin," Emma said. "I wasn't here for you. Not really. And if I'm going to go, I want to do it in a mind that knows me. That loves me." She paused. "It obviously can't be Calvin. So..."

Fresh tears spilled down Ashley's cheeks. She pressed her hand to her mouth, nodding.

"Okay," she whispered. "Okay. I'll do it. Even though it's fucking weird." She laughed tearfully. "God, this is so weird. Knowing my own sister is going to die inside me."

"It's not like that," Emma said gently. "I won't die. I'm already there. Over there. I'll just share myself with you for a little while, and then leave from inside you."

Ashley wiped her face. "Will I remember anything?"

"I don't know," Emma admitted. "I won't be here to manipulate your memories once I'm fully gone. So maybe not. But I haven't gone through the whole process before, so maybe you'll remember something. Feel something."

Ashley took a shaky breath. "So... you'll be me. Or in me. Controlling me. Until you fade. And then what? I'll just be back to myself? Alone?"

Emma nodded. "That's what I feel would happen, yes. Once I'm fully gone, you'll be back."

I stood up abruptly. I couldn't be in that room anymore. Couldn't listen to them plan this.

I walked out the front door, down the steps, and stood on the sidewalk. The afternoon sun was bright, the sky a perfect cloudless blue. Normal. Everything looked so fucking normal.

My legs gave out. I collapsed onto the curb, burying my face in my hands, and sobbed.

I looked up at the sky through my tears. At the houses across the street. At the world that was about to lose her again. My mind couldn't process it. Couldn't accept it. But I felt the inevitability of it like a weight in my chest.

I'd felt it too. That wrongness. That connection between us—the one that made her love me, crave me, no matter whose body she wore—I'd felt it changing. Not something obvious or intense. Something subtle. Like going against the wind. Every time I brought her back, every time we recharged, there was resistance. A gentle push in the wrong direction.

A breeze touched my face, cool and soft.

I cried harder.

The door opened behind me. Footsteps. Then Emma sat down beside me on the curb. Still calm. Still collected. But tears were sliding down her cheeks too.

She put her arm around me, pulling me close.

"I'm sorry," she whispered. "I wish I never had to leave you in the first place." She took a breath. "I don't know if it was fate, or just a random, fucked-up accident. But we were lucky enough to be given a second chance to spend time together. We can't cry over it. It was beautiful. It was supernatural." Her voice softened. "As far as we know, this might be the first time this has ever happened. Maybe the last."

I snorted, but I didn't pull away. I held her tighter.

"I don't know how I'm going to live without you," I choked out.

She kissed my forehead, then shrugged, smirking even as tears continued to fall. "You'll do what every widower has done in history. You'll grieve. You'll move on. You'll learn to be happy again."

Anger flared in me, sudden and sharp. "I don't want to live without you. Why can't I join you? If there's another side, then why the hell should I stay here?" My voice cracked. "I won't ever be happy without you."

Her expression shifted. Stern now. She grabbed my face, making me look at her.

"Don't you dare," she said, her voice firm. "It would be absurd for you to ruin your life. This other side I felt—I can't say what it is. But I can say for sure that time there is irrelevant." Her eyes bore into mine. "If I can wait there for you, I will. A year, ten years, fifty—it doesn't matter. But moving on? Being happy? That's a choice. That's in your hands." She shook her head. "If you want to spend the rest of your life on Earth being sad and mourning, that's up to you. But it's fucking dumb. And I don't want you to do that." Her voice softened. "I want you happy."

"I don't know how to be happy without you," I sobbed.

She sighed, pulling me close again. "You're being a stubborn idiot. You know how to be happy without me. You were happy plenty of times long before you met me." She stroked my hair. "You just need to learn how to do it again."

I sobbed harder, pulling her against me. I wasn't holding Naomi. I was holding Emma. My wife. I could feel her through the borrowed body, through the calm demeanor, through everything. It was her.

We stayed like that for a long time. Me crying into her shoulder, her holding me steady.

Finally, I pulled back, sighing. I looked her in the eyes. She smiled sadly.

I smiled back, though it hurt. "Will you stay a bit longer? If you really intend to say goodbye, then... say goodbye properly. Before you jump into Ashley and go."

She shook her head gently. "I want to be in Ashley to say goodbye. I want to be as close as I used to be." She touched my face. "My sister is the closest I'll get to being myself. Of course Ashley isn't me. But she knows me better than anyone else. Except maybe you." Her voice softened. "She knew me through all the stages of my life. Loved me. Grieved me. I want to fade away in a mind that knows me."

"What then?" I asked. "You'll jump into Ashley and just... stick around until you fade?"

She shook her head, and her expression grew sadder. "I'll stay for a bit. To say goodbye to you properly. Then I'll have to leave."

I frowned. "Why? Why not fade away here? With me?"

She took a breath. "I can't. If I'm near you as I fade away, I'll get hornier and hornier, until all I can think about is fucking you. And that would bring me back." She looked down. "Even if you refused to let me, I'd just go mad. Spend the rest of my days thinking about your cock instead of gently sliding through."

I cried again, understanding but hating it.

"Can you stay for a week?" I asked desperately.

She shook her head. "Not a week. A day. One day, with you, fully. And then I leave."

I sobbed, pulling her close again. But I accepted it. What choice did I have?

"A day, then," I whispered.
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Chapter 26: One More Day

[image: ]


The evening had been long. We'd eaten dinner together: takeout Chinese that none of us really tasted. We'd talked, reminisced, cried. Now we were in the living room, and it was time.

Ashley stood in front of Emma, tears already streaming down her face. I was on the couch, slouched, my body tense with dread.

"I'm going to miss you so much," Ashley said, her voice breaking.

Emma smiled sadly. "I'll be with you until the end. Even if you don't remember it after."

She stepped forward, opening her arms. Ashley moved into them, and they hugged. A real hug this time. Skin to skin. They stayed like that, eyes closed, holding each other.

I watched, my throat tight.

Then Naomi gently broke the hug, stepping back and wiping her tears. She looked emotional still, but there was something different in her eyes now.

Ashley collapsed onto the couch beside me, sobbing hard.

"Emma?" I asked.

She nodded, her whole body shaking. "Fuck," she gasped between sobs. "Fuck!"

Naomi looked at us both with compassion. "I'm so sorry about all of this," she said softly. "I hope I could help, even a little."

I looked at her, surprised. What memories had Emma left her with?

Naomi continued. "If you need guidance after your wife is truly gone, you can contact me. I mean that."

"You remember?" I asked, confused.

Naomi smiled. "I do. Emma knew I'd be okay with it."

She turned toward the door, then stopped, looking back at me. Her expression shifted slightly, gentle but stern.

"And for the record," she said, "I do not do bullshit new age stuff."

I let out a startled laugh despite everything.

Naomi nodded once, satisfied, and left.

Emma cried for a while, her body shaking with sobs. I sat next to her, not knowing what to do, just waiting. Eventually the tears ran out. Her breathing steadied. She wiped her face with the back of her hand.

After a long silence, she gestured for me to come closer. To hold her.

"It's okay," she said softly, trying for a joke through the lingering emotion.

I moved closer, wrapping my arms around her. And I was surprised by how much it felt like holding the old Emma. Ashley looked so much like her sister. The same blonde hair, the same blue eyes, the same frame. Even her smell was similar. It was weird. But it was nice.

Emma sighed, leaning into me. "This feels right. This isn't home, but it feels like home."

I nodded, holding her tighter. "It's a bit weird for me. Holding Ashley like this."

She pulled back slightly, looking at me with a gentle scolding expression. Then she moved closer again, pressing herself against me like a lover would. Her hand rested on my chest.

"I'm still in love with you," she said firmly. "Even in this body. I still want you. Even in this body."

I nodded. "Yes, but... it's Ashley. She might not like the idea of us getting... handsy."

Emma scoffed. "I don't care. She kind of expected it might be part of it when she let me take over her body."

I blinked, surprised. I didn't really know what to think about that. But I was tempted. God, I was tempted. To just let go, to enjoy my wife. Not quite my wife, but close enough.

"It's fine," Emma assured me, reading my hesitation. "I'm Ashley right now. I'm telling you, it's fine."

Then she kissed me. Deeply. Her lips pressed against mine, her hand sliding up to cup my face.

I melted. With my eyes closed, I could swear I was kissing the body of my dead wife. Her old body.

Things started heating up. Her hands roamed. Mine followed. We shifted on the couch, her body pressing against mine, our breathing getting heavier.

I stopped her, pulling back. "Wait. If we do this... you'll recharge. You'll come back fully. It'll push back the fading."

She looked at me, her eyes clear and decided.

"One last recharge," she said. "Bring me back fully one last time. So I can be with you. For a day."

I didn't say anything. I just kissed her again, harder this time, my hands sliding down her sides.

She responded immediately, her fingers working at the buttons of my shirt. I helped her, shrugging it off, then pulled her sweater over her head. She wasn't wearing a bra underneath. Her breasts were smaller than most of the hosts Emma had been in recently, but they were perfect. Natural. Familiar in a way that made my chest ache.

I cupped them gently, and she gasped, arching into my touch.

"Calvin," she breathed.

I kissed her neck, her collarbone, working my way down. When I took her nipple into my mouth, she moaned, her fingers threading through my hair.

It felt like Emma. Not exactly... Ashley's body was slightly different, a bit shorter, a bit leaner, but close enough that with my eyes closed, I could pretend. I could remember.

She pushed me back against the couch, straddling me, grinding against me through our clothes. I could feel how wet she was already, the heat of her even through the fabric.

"Bedroom," I managed.

"No," she said, shaking her head. "Here. Now."

She stood up long enough to pull off her jeans and underwear, then helped me with mine. When she straddled me again, we were both naked, and the feeling of her skin against mine was overwhelming.

She positioned herself over me, her hand guiding me to her entrance. Our eyes locked.

"I love you," she whispered.

"I love you," I said back.

She lowered herself onto me slowly, inch by inch. We both groaned as I filled her. She was tight, wet, perfect. Her eyes stayed on mine the whole time, watching my face as she took me in completely.

For a moment, we just stayed like that. Connected. Her hands braced on my shoulders, my hands on her hips.

Then she started to move. Slow, rolling movements of her hips. Up and down, grinding against me at the bottom of each stroke. I gripped her waist, guiding her, but letting her set the pace.

"God, you feel so good," she breathed.

I pulled her down to kiss her, my tongue sliding against hers. She moaned into my mouth, her movements getting faster, more desperate.

I slid one hand up to cup her breast, my thumb circling her nipple. The other stayed on her hip, helping her ride me. The sound of our bodies meeting filled the room, wet and rhythmic.

"Touch me," she gasped, pulling back from the kiss. "Please."

I moved my hand from her breast down between us, finding her clit. She cried out when I touched her there, her movements stuttering.

"Yes," she whimpered. "Right there."

I rubbed her in slow circles while she rode me, watching her face. Her eyes were half-closed, her lips parted, her cheeks flushed. I knew that expression. I'd seen it a hundred times before in a hundred different faces, but underneath it all, it was always Emma.

She was getting close. I could feel her tightening around me, her thighs trembling.

"Not yet," I said, stilling my hand. "Not yet."

She whined in protest, but I lifted her off me, ignoring her complaint. I laid her down on the couch, positioning myself between her legs.

"I want to taste you first," I said.

Her eyes went wide, then darkened with desire. "Please."

I kissed my way down her body, taking my time. Her stomach, her hip bones, the inside of her thighs. She was squirming by the time I finally put my mouth on her.

"Oh fuck," she gasped, her hands immediately going to my hair.

I licked her slowly, thoroughly, savoring the taste of her. Sweet and musky. I focused on her clit, circling it with my tongue, then sucking gently. Her hips bucked up against my face.

"Don't stop," she panted. "Please don't stop."

I slid two fingers inside her while I worked her with my mouth. She was so wet, so ready. Her inner walls clenched around my fingers as I curled them, finding that spot that made her see stars.

"Calvin, I'm—oh god, I'm—"

She came with a sharp cry, her whole body tensing, her thighs clamping around my head. I didn't let up, keeping the pressure steady, drawing it out until she was pushing at my head, oversensitive.

I kissed my way back up her body. She pulled me into a desperate kiss, tasting herself on my lips.

"I need you inside me again," she said against my mouth.

"Yeah," I agreed, positioning myself.

I pushed back into her, and we both moaned. This angle was different, deeper. I could feel every inch of her around me.

I started moving, slow and deliberate. Long strokes, pulling almost all the way out before sliding back in. She wrapped her legs around my waist, her heels digging into my lower back.

"Harder," she urged.

I obliged, picking up the pace, driving into her with more force. The couch creaked beneath us. Her nails scraped down my back, probably leaving marks.

"Yes," she gasped. "Just like that. Fuck, just like that."

I buried my face in her neck, breathing in her scent, feeling her pulse racing beneath my lips. My hips snapped forward again and again, and she met every thrust, her body rising to meet mine.

"I love you," I said against her skin. "I love you so fucking much."

"I love you too," she said, her voice breaking.

I felt her tightening around me again, getting close. I reached between us, finding her clit again, rubbing it in time with my thrusts.

"Come for me," I said. "I want to feel you come."

"Oh god, oh god—"

She shattered, her pussy clenching around my cock so hard it almost hurt. The sensation pushed me closer to my own edge, but I held back. Not yet. Not yet.

When she came down, I slowed my movements, giving her a moment to catch her breath.

"Turn over," I said.

She did, getting on her hands and knees on the couch. I positioned myself behind her, admiring the view for a moment. The curve of her back, the shape of her ass.

I ran my hands over her hips, her waist, then gripped her firmly as I pushed back inside.

"Fuck," she moaned, her head dropping forward.

This angle was even deeper. I could feel myself hitting the deepest part of her with every thrust. I started slow again, but it didn't last long. The sight of her in front of me, the sound of her moans, the feeling of her around me... It was too much.

I fucked her harder, my fingers digging into her hips. She pushed back against me, meeting every thrust, the sound of our bodies slapping together echoing through the room.

"Touch yourself," I said. "I want you to come again."

She reached between her legs, and I felt her arm moving, knew she was rubbing her clit. Her moans got louder, more desperate.

"That's it," I encouraged. "Good girl. Make yourself come on my cock."

"I'm close," she gasped. "So close."

"Me too," I admitted. I was barely holding on.

"Come inside me," she said. "I want to feel it."

That nearly undid me right there. I gripped her hips tighter, pounding into her, chasing my release.

She came first, screaming my name, her whole body shaking. The feeling of her pulsing around me was too much. I followed her over the edge, burying myself deep as I came, filling her.

We stayed like that for a moment, both of us panting, trembling. Then I pulled out carefully and collapsed beside her on the couch. She immediately curled into me, her head on my chest.

I held her close, feeling her heart racing against mine, both of us catching our breath.

Neither of us said anything for a long time. We just held each other, skin against skin, in the quiet of the living room.

Finally, she lifted her head to look at me. Her eyes were wet with tears, but she was smiling.

"Thank you," she whispered.

We stayed like that until our breathing slowed, until the tears stopped.

"One more day," she said.

"One more day," I agreed.
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Chapter 27: In the Shadows
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I stood in front of the liquor cabinet again, my hand on the handle. I'd been here five times today already. Each time I'd walked away.

Instead, I made another coffee. I didn't know how many I'd had. The pot was almost empty again.

Eight days. Eight days since Emma left in Ashley's body. Eight days of waiting for the call that would tell me she was gone for good.

I'd fought the urge to call her every single hour. Fought the urge to drive to Ashley's place, to see Emma one more time, knowing that if I did, she'd jump at me, fuck me, come back. But I didn't. I respected her wishes. I stayed away.

I drank. I tried to sleep. I paced. I waited.

Eight days of doing nothing but waiting for the news that would crush me one more time.

My phone rang.

I grabbed it immediately. Ashley’s number.

I answered. "Hello?"

Silence. Then her voice, quiet and sad. "Calvin?"

"Emma?" I asked, my heart racing.

"No," Ashley said. "It's me. She's... she's gone, Calvin. She faded away. Completely."

I didn't feel anything yet. Just numb. "Are you sure?"

"Yes," Ashley said, her voice thick. "I'm sure. I started coming back to myself over the past twenty-four hours. I could feel her inside me, so weak, but... happy? I could feel her up until the very end. A few hours ago. Then she was just... gone. I waited, just to be sure. But there's nothing now. I can feel it. Emma's gone."

The sadness hit me then. Deep and heavy. But underneath it, strangely, was relief.

She'd done it. She'd gone to the other side, like she wanted. In the host she wanted. She'd said goodbye. She'd left on her own terms.

"Thank you," I said.

"Calvin, I'm so sorry—"

"Thank you," I said again. "Don't worry. Take care of yourself. And thank you for letting her leave in you."

I ended the call before she could respond.

I walked to the window and just stood there. Watching. The sky was gray, threatening rain. Cars passed by on the street below. People going about their lives.

My wife was dead. Truly dead this time.

But this time she'd said goodbye. We'd said goodbye. She'd come back for me, loved me, fucked me, and left properly.

I stood there for minutes. Dozens of minutes. Maybe hours. I didn't move.

My phone rang again.

I thought it was Ashley calling back. But the name on the screen said Katherine Winters.

I hesitated, then answered. "Hello?"

"Where the hell are you?" Katherine's voice was sharp, annoyed. "It's Saturday. You were supposed to be here an hour ago. This is the third Saturday in a row you've missed. We had a deal, Calvin. This is completely unacceptable."

I sighed. Then, surprisingly, I smiled. "I'm on my way. I have something to discuss with you."

"You'd better."

I hung up, got dressed, grabbed my keys, and drove to the hospital.

I pulled into the hospital parking lot, found a spot, and made my way inside. The sterile smell hit me immediately: antiseptic and floor cleaner. I took the elevator and walked down the familiar hallway to Katherine's office.

I could see her silhouette moving inside before I even knocked. I opened the door without waiting for permission.

Katherine looked up from her desk, her expression immediately shifting to annoyance. "Finally. Do you have any idea how frustrating it is to try to study a phenomenon when the phenomenon keeps missing appointments? I can't document Emma properly if you two keep disappearing. And it's too late now anyway. Kelly already went home."

I sat down in the chair across from her desk, looking at her calmly.

"Emma is gone," I said.

She frowned, confused. "Gone where? Did she switch hosts again? I told you, we need consistency for the data to be—"

"She's gone, Katherine."

My tone made it clear this time. GONE.

Katherine froze. Her eyes finally focused on my face, really looked at it. The redness around my eyes from crying. The stubble I hadn't bothered to shave. How I looked like absolute shit.

She sat down slowly, her annoyance evaporating. "What happened?"

I took a breath. "She wanted to go. Felt like she had to. She said she was being called by what she described as 'the other side.'"

"The other side?" Katherine leaned forward. "What other side? What did she mean?"

I shrugged. "She couldn't tell me exactly. But she felt like she'd done what she came here to do. That she needed to go back to that state, where she went when she faded away. So she did." I looked down at my hands. "And now she's gone."

Katherine was silent. I could see the wheels turning in her head, the scientist in her wanting to ask more questions, to protest, to demand more data. But then she sighed, and her face softened.

"I'm sorry for your loss," she said quietly.

I snorted. "Thank you."

We sat in silence for a long time. The hum of the equipment, the distant sound of hospital announcements over the intercom, the ticking of a clock on her wall.

Finally, I spoke. "I'm sorry. I know we didn't take your study very seriously." Katherine scoffed at that, but I continued. "I hope you collected enough data to find whatever you're looking for."

She sighed, running a hand through her hair. "I collected data, alright. Plenty of it. But nothing that explains it." She gestured at her computer screen, at the stacks of printouts on her desk. "The data shows changes: neural patterns shifting when Emma would swap hosts, alterations in memory centers when she manipulated someone's recollections, anomalies that match the moments she manifested in any supernatural way. But it doesn't show HER." She shook her head, frustrated. "It shows everything around her presence, but never her presence itself. It's useless."

I nodded, feeling sorry for her. "I guess one way or another, all we have left of her now is her shadow. Whatever she changed. Whatever is left when you take her away."

Katherine snorted, looking down at the ground. Then she gasped.

Her head snapped up, her eyes wide.

"That's it," she breathed.

"What?"

She stood up abruptly, pacing the room. "The shadow! Don't you see? I can picture Emma from the hole she leaves in the data!" She grabbed a stack of papers, rifling through them frantically. "If I can map all the changes, all the anomalies, all the things that shouldn't be there—I can create a negative space. An absence that defines a presence."

She was talking faster now, half to me, half to herself. "It's like... like how we know dark matter exists not because we can see it, but because of its gravitational effects on visible matter. Emma's consciousness is the dark matter. I can't detect it directly, but I can see what it does, where it's been, what it touches."

I stood up, a small smile on my face despite everything. At least something good might come from all this.

"I'm glad you found a way forward," I said.

She barely heard me, already pulling up files on her computer, muttering about statistical models and pattern recognition algorithms.

"Goodbye, Katherine."

"Mm-hmm," she said absently, not looking up.

I left her there, alone in her office, still rambling to herself about shadows and absence and presence.

I walked back down the hallway, back to the elevator, back to my car.

And I drove home.

Alone.
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Chapter 28: Alive
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Six months had passed since Emma left, and this was the first time I'd seen Ashley since then.

We were sitting in a café downtown, both of us with coffee. Ashley had been on a rant for the past ten minutes about her landlord.

"And then he has the audacity to tell me that the mold is my fault," she said, gesturing with her cup. "My fault! Like I'm the one who installed faulty ventilation in a bathroom with no windows. He says I should've been running the exhaust fan more. I run it every time I shower! But apparently that's not good enough, and now he's trying to charge me for the remediation because he claims it's tenant negligence."

I smiled, listening. It felt good to just sit here, to hear about normal problems. Landlords and mold and deposit disputes.

"I'm looking into tenant rights laws," she continued. "Because I'm pretty sure he can't do that. And honestly, I'm tempted to just move out, but finding a new place in this market?" She shook her head. "It's a nightmare."

She stopped suddenly, looking at me. "God, I must be boring you to death. Sorry."

"You're not," I said. "I'm fine. Really."

"Are you?" she asked, her expression softening. "Are you alright?"

I nodded. "I am. Really. I mean it." I took a sip of my coffee. "I miss her. But it's okay. I'm processing it this time. Moving forward. Trying to figure out what to do with the rest of my life. I've been looking for work, actually."

"What about the money?" Ashley asked. "From that Latina woman. What was her name?"

"Luciana," I said. "I still have some of it left, thank God. And some from other hosts we used. But I don't think it's a good idea for me to just stay idle. I need to do something."

Ashley nodded. "If you feel ready to go back to work, and if you think it would do you good, then Emma would probably want you to."

"Yeah," I said quietly. "I think she would."

We sat in silence for a moment. Then Ashley spoke again.

"It took me a while too. To process all of it. But somehow, having her inside me, feeling her leave..." She paused. "It gave me some peace. Maybe it's something she left inside me. As a gift."

"What do you remember?" I asked, realizing I'd never actually asked her. "About your time with her inside you. Before you started coming back."

Ashley looked thoughtful. "Not much, honestly. It's like... fragments. Feelings more than memories. I remember being calm. Content. I remember..." She trailed off, then looked at me carefully, as if weighing something.

Finally, she reached into her handbag and pulled out an envelope.

On it were the words: For Calvin, when he's ready.

"I wasn't sure if you were ready," Ashley said. "But maybe you are. Besides, it's for you, not me."

I took the letter, my hands shaking slightly. Was I ready?

I slipped it into my jacket pocket without opening it. "Thank you."

"It's nothing heavy," Ashley said, placing a hand on mine. "If it's like the one she left for me. Just... kind words. Maybe some advice."

"Another goodbye," I said. The words came out harder than I meant them to. It was good, in a way. But also bad. I'd had enough goodbyes from my dead wife.

Ashley sighed. "When you're ready. If you're ever ready." She reached across the table and squeezed my hand. "You're right. She did say goodbye already. I don't think it's meant to be necessary for you to read it."

I nodded, my throat tight.

We finished our coffee. I set my cup down and looked at Ashley.

"I need a bit of time to process this," I admitted, my voice still calm and collected. "I've been working on it, moving forward. This is just... a bit sudden. Diving back into the whole thing."

Ashley's face fell. "I'm sorry. Maybe I should have waited longer—"

"No," I said quickly. "You did nothing wrong. I'm grateful. For everything you did. Really."

She nodded, looking relieved.

We said our goodbyes outside the café, hugging briefly. Then she walked toward the subway, and I headed to my car.

I sat in the driver's seat for a long time, not starting the engine. Just thinking.

Finally, I pulled the envelope out of my jacket. My hands were steadier now. I opened it.

The handwriting was Ashley's, but the words were Emma's.

Calvin,

I'm fading. I can feel it. I needed to write this before I don't have the strength to anymore. Being in Ashley helps so much. She cares. She loves me. It makes this easier.

I love you. I will always love you. But you need to be happy. Move on. And when you're ready, meet someone else.

If there's one thing we learned from all this, it's that there are plenty of women out there you enjoy spending time with. Different personalities. Different bodies. Yes, it was me inside them all, but sometimes it was more them than me. And yet you connected. Most of the time.

That matters.

So go find that again, please.

I love you.

—Emma

I expected to cry. I felt sad, yes. But also happy. Peaceful, even.

I nodded to myself.

I folded the letter carefully and put it back in my pocket. Then I pulled out my phone.

I scrolled through my messages, going back. Seven months. Further. Until I found the conversation: Elizabeth.

I typed slowly.

Me: I know how weird last time was. I'm sorry. I was still processing my wife's death, mixed everything up in my head, acted crazy. I've had time now. And I'm still thinking about that date. That connection. Would you like to go out again?

I hit send before I could second-guess myself.

Then I put the phone down on the passenger seat, not wanting to wait, not wanting to expect anything.

The phone buzzed.

I picked it up.

Elizabeth: I'd like that.

The end
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Here’s a sneak peek of Shared Custody

His voice was the only thing I could focus on as he slowly whispered suggestions into my ear, each one sending me deeper and deeper.

I could still feel the world around me, hear the fridge whirring in the kitchen, and the occasional sound of cars driving by. But it all seemed so distant, so insignificant compared to the soft, soothing sound of his voice. It was as if nothing else mattered apart from that voice, those suggestions, and my willingness to comply. He had done it, I thought to myself. He had taken away all of my control, all of my free will. For all I cared, he was my god, and I was his puppet. I was so fucking wet.

It had taken months to get here. I'd never been one to give up control to such a level before. Even though I'd fantasized about it, I'd never believed I could ever do it for real and never thought I'd trust someone enough. But Simon and I had been together for over five years now, and the trust was there. I had no problem submitting myself entirely to his control. When I had shared the fantasy with him, he had been surprised to start with, but in the end, he agreed that if it's what I really wanted, he'd be willing to give it a try. He'd been studying erotic hypnosis ever since.

I could only hear his trembling voice, and I could tell he was just as excited about what was happening as I was. It felt strange how I could still think freely, but the thoughts themselves kept dissolving before they could take shape, leaving only the voice. That incredible, hypnotic voice. And I was so fucking wet.

"Now..." his voice said slowly before he paused and took a deep, nervous breath. I am going to count down from five to zero, and when I reach zero, you will wake up, and once awake..."

I could feel my heart beating faster, my mind racing with anticipation, my clit throbbing, so fucking wet... While we had discussed what we were both comfortable with, he had kept the details from me. I had no idea of what he was going to do, and the thrill of not knowing sent chills down my spine.

"You'll find it obvious and completely normal to offer sexual relief when you suspect it may be desired, in the way you believe it might be desired, and if there's no objection to your offer, you will go through with the act, no matter how inappropriate it may seem to you under different circumstances."

I could feel my breathing getting deeper and heavier, and I could hear him breathing more heavily as well. The thought of him getting aroused by what was happening made me even more aroused, and by now, I was so wet it was starting to drip onto my thigh. I had always had trouble letting go of my inhibitions and had found myself stuck fantasizing about situations I was never brave enough to experience in reality. I was often so self-conscious that even vanilla sex sometimes felt too stressful. But now I was finally going to get the opportunity to let go and just let him enjoy my body without worrying about anything.

"You'll find providing such sexual relief just as normal and unremarkable as shaking someone's hand in greeting. There'll be no judgment, no moral dilemmas; it will simply be a service you'll offer and provide. It won't be a sexual act in the sense of being pleasurable or enjoyable to you, but rather just an act of assistance, an act of charity."

His words were echoing inside my head as my mind went wild, imagining what I was about to do to him. I was so fucking wet.

"Now, I'll count down from five to zero," he said, "and once I do, you'll open your eyes and wake up, and all of these suggestions will take effect immediately. Do you understand?"

I nodded, feeling his instructions taking root inside me, and he started the countdown.

"Five... four... three... two... one... and zero. Now awaken with all of these suggestions firmly imprinted in your subconscious mind and your body ready to carry them out."

I slowly opened my eyes and looked around the room. I saw Simon standing by the bed with his usual messy blond hair and his cute freckled face. I smiled and stretched, still in a bit of a daze. "Well, that was different," I said. I had been hypnotized by Simon before, but this was the first time it had felt so... real. "I can't remember a trance ever feeling that strong."

He chuckled. "It seems like the practice has paid off. So, how do you feel? Are you ok? Do you remember the suggestions I gave you?"

I sat up and tried to gather my thoughts. "Yeah, I remember, I think. Something about offering myself sexually. Not that I ever need to be hypnotized to do that."

He laughed. "Really? Seems like it worked then..."

Did it, though? Providing sexual relief was just a nice, helpful thing to do. Wasn't it? No big deal. I shrugged and stood up. I could tell by the way he was fidgeting that he was getting turned on, and the bulge growing in his pants was pretty hard to miss. "Do you need me to help you with that?" I asked, nodding toward his erection.

His face flushed. "I... uh, well, yeah, I guess so," he mumbled.

I smiled. "Hand? Mouth? Pussy?" I asked casually. Why did I ever have any reservations about doing this? "Or we can give anal a shot if you want. I'm up for anything." Of course, I was. How could I not be?

He looked at me, his eyes wide with surprise, and I could see his erection growing even bigger, his cock straining against his pants.

"Anal then?" I said and started to take off my jeans. "I took a shower just before the session, so I should be clean." I took them off, followed by my panties. I was about to remove my top when I noticed him standing there, transfixed on me. I chuckled and shook my head. "Want me or not?" I asked, chuckling. He really must have done a number on me if he was having such a hard time believing I was serious. Me, on the other hand... I was just happy to be of service.

"Oh, I want you, alright," he said, his voice trembling with excitement. He quickly took his pants off and stood in front of me, his cock rock hard and throbbing, waiting impatiently. "I'm just slowly wrapping my head around the fact that this is really happening."

I smiled, took off my top, and sat on the edge of the bed, my large natural tits hanging heavily. "Well, believe me, it's happening, and it's not going to be any more real later, so you better take this chance."

Who was I kidding? Of course, there'd be other chances. I was always ready to provide relief.

Before I had time to finish that thought, I could feel his hands on my shoulders as he pushed me back into a lying position on the couch.

I entered my cubicle, still panting from the run I just had to take to make it to the office on time. I dropped my bag next to my desk and slumped down in my chair, trying to calm my breathing and my heart. How could I have forgotten to set my alarm last night? I was usually the first one at work. Simon didn't help either, insisting on putting me under to remove my suggestions before I ventured out in the wild, so to speak. There was just no time for that, so I was left arguing with him about it and then rushing off. I told him I'd be careful and avoid any situation that would trigger the suggestions. It wasn't like hypnosis was supposed to make me do things I wouldn't want to do, anyway. Besides, I really didn't get why it got him so worried.

I was just starting to calm down when I heard a knock on the cubicle wall behind me. I turned to look and saw John leaning on the wall. The ugly fucker had his usual creepy grin on his face. "You seem a little flushed there, Ashley," he said. "Everything ok?"

I forced a smile. John had always creeped me out. There was just something about him that didn't sit right with me. He always managed to flirt with the limits of what is considered appropriate, always trying to push the boundaries but somehow always managing to stay just within the bounds of reason. "Yeah, just had a bit of trouble getting here on time," I answered, "but I'm fine."

He nodded. "That's Good to hear." He stood there for a moment, and I turned to start my computer, expecting him to leave. But when I looked back, he was still standing there—as usual, always ogling, never knowing when it was time to leave. "Anything else?" I asked, trying to sound friendly.

"Erm, yeah, actually. Curtis asked for your report on the last quarter’s sales. He needs it for the board meeting this afternoon."

I shook my head. "That's not what I meant by anything else, John," I said. "You've been leering at me since you joined the company. Enjoying the sight?"

He blushed and looked down. "Erm, sorry, I..."

"Relax," I interrupted him. "You're not in any trouble. I'm just wondering if that means you'd be interested in more." It took me a moment to even realize that what I had just said was completely out of character. Somewhere deep down, something was telling me this wasn't right. How could I be thinking about cheating on Simon and with someone like John? But that thought was quickly drowned by the calm conviction that it was perfectly reasonable to offer relief to anyone who seemed like they might enjoy it, and that's exactly what I was doing. While I didn't want to hurt my boyfriend, it felt silly that I'd let the idea of cheating on him stop me from being helpful. There wasn't anything wrong or even remarkable about providing that kind of relief. It was the most normal thing in the world.

John's eyes widened as his head shot up, and he stared at me, looking almost terrified. It was obvious he didn't believe that I was serious. "You're kidding, right? You're just fucking with me?" he asked, his voice trembling.

I sighed and moved my hands to my breasts. "Does this look like I'm fucking with you?" I said and unbuttoned my blouse, letting it fall open, exposing my boobs to him, only covered by a red bra. "I guess I normally wouldn't offer you that kind of... relief, but I've had a change of perspective." I chuckled as the absurdity of it struck me. "I guess one could say it's your lucky day. I'd suggest you don't waste the opportunity."

John's face had gone white. He was just staring at my boobs, mouth gaping. "I..."

"What do you want?" I said, unhooking the front clip on my bra. I was getting tired of waiting. I had a report to write, after all, and here I was, wasting time because of his indecisiveness. "How about I let you fuck my tits? You're always staring at them. Would that work for you?"

The question finally seemed to snap him out of it, and he nodded slowly, still gaping at me.

"Then come on," I said and stood up, letting the blouse fall off my shoulders and the bra following it down to the floor. I was fully aware that my cubicle wasn't providing much in terms of privacy, anyone being able to look above the short walls, and under normal circumstances, the thought of anyone walking in and seeing me like this would have terrified me, but now it just didn't matter. "We don't have all day." I stepped toward him and reached down to unbuckle his pants, pushing them down his legs along with his underwear. His cock sprung up, hard as a rock and already dripping pre-cum. I knelt down in front of him, cupping my breasts and pushing them together, and looked up at him. "Come on, then," I said. "Fuck my tits."

He didn't have to be told twice. He placed a hand on my shoulder to keep his balance and started thrusting his cock between my breasts as I spat on them and squeezed them together around his shaft. His thrusts were short and quick, and his breathing was already heavy. "Oh god, Ashley, this is so hot. I've dreamed of doing this for so long."

"Have you?" I asked, genuinely curious about what kind of fantasies he was having about me.

"Yes," he said between gasps, his thrusting getting quicker. "Ever since I first met you... Oh fuck yes... you're always wearing these sexy tight sweaters and blouses, showing off your big tits, teasing me."

"Well, I guess you can enjoy them as much as you want now. You better take the chance while you can." I smiled as he stared down at me, a look of confusion mixed in with his pleasure. I wondered how I would feel about it when Simon had taken the suggestions away later. I had a hard time imagining feeling wrong about something so trivial.

He was grunting and gasping loudly now. "Oh fuck, Ashley. I'm going to come," he cried out, his thrusts getting erratic.

"Come on then," I insisted, increasing the pressure my tits were putting on his cock. I could feel his legs trembling as his thrusts got slower and more deliberate, and the look on his face changed into a grimace. Finally, his body tensed, and he let out a loud cry of pleasure as his cum started spurting out over my chest and face, and I kept squeezing his cock between my breasts until he collapsed against the opposite cubicle wall.

I got up and picked up a few wet wipes I had in a drawer and started to wipe myself off. Now that I had done my part to provide him with the relief he needed, I was suddenly a bit more conscious about being caught. I was just finishing cleaning up and was putting on my bra again when John finally got his pants up and buckled.

He seemed about to leave without a word when he stopped and turned around. "What did you mean that I better take the chance while I can?"

I frowned, looking at him as I buttoned my blouse up. I could feel the conflict building inside. "Well, I've had a change of perspective, like I said, but it won't last, so... you know, carpe diem."

"What kind of change of perspective?"

I clenched my teeth. I didn't want to tell him about my boyfriend hypnotizing me. That was private. But... "Does it turn you on, the idea that what I just did was out of character? Do you like the idea that I'm under some kind of influence, that I'm doing it because I was told to?" I asked. "Do you like the idea that I've lost control?"

"Have you?" he asked, his voice trembling again. He clearly did.

"My boyfriend and I are into hypnosis," I said, finding it easy to share the information now that I knew it would be exciting to him. "He put me under and gave me some suggestions. One of those suggestions was to offer sexual relief to whoever seemed like they wanted it, so..." I shrugged. "You can consider it an unusual one-nightstand if you want."

He stared at me. "Why are you telling me all this?" he asked.

"Because you're a creep," I said and smiled when I saw him cringe. "And because I think you like the idea of me being out of control."

"And... if it turns me on, you're ok with telling me about it?"

I chuckled. "I'm okay doing whatever you like if it turns you on, John," I said, "until the suggestions are removed."

"And your husband was alright letting you loose like this?" he said. "Is he into that kind of thing?"

"Oh God no, he wanted to take the suggestions away before I left, but I didn't have time. I was already late for work. I always liked the idea of being a fuck toy for everyone, but it was supposed to remain a fantasy limited to our bedroom, I guess..."

John seemed to be processing the information I had given him. "So... if I asked you to do something else for me..."

I rolled my eyes. "I've just told you, John, I'm fine with anything you want to do. As long as it's sexual, of course."

He nodded slowly and stood there silently, seemingly thinking, his face tense. "That hypnosis stuff..." he said, gulping as he paused. "I like that idea."

Of course, he did. The pervert. "And?" I asked. "What are you getting at?" He really seemed to need help getting to the point. Though I should have, I felt no discomfort leading him to the horrifying conclusion that was obviously running through his head and mine.

"It'd be hot if I could hypnotize you."

Finally, there it was. I could feel a new wave of objections deep down. Maybe that was the silent observer hypnotists sometimes talk about, the part of the subject's mind that's always there, that's always observing, and always has objections. Wasn't it supposed to be safeguarding me, to prevent unwanted suggestions from taking hold? It certainly wasn't doing that now, or at least it felt like it was failing miserably. The idea of letting my disgusting creep of a coworker try to hypnotize me and give me suggestions should have repulsed me and should have horrified me, but it just didn't. I wanted to satisfy his desires, and this was obviously something he desired. Again, no big deal, right?

"It took us a while to get that right, though," I said. "Months, actually."

He seemed defeated for a moment.

"But Simon put a trigger on me," I said. "It makes it easier for him to get me into a trance. Do you know anything about hypnotic triggers?"

He nodded. "A bit, yes. I've... read a little about hypnosis."

Read a little... More likely, he had masturbated furiously to every story he could find online about evil men hypnotizing young women to do their bidding.

"I can tell you the trigger, and then all you have to do is to try to put me under and give me some suggestions."

"Really?" he asked, his eyes wide.

"Really," I answered. "But I'd recommend you be careful about what you try and make me do. I don't think you'd like the attention you'll get if I start acting too out of character."

"You mean like titfucking a random coworker in your cubicle?" He grinned.

I cleared my throat. "Touché," I said. "I guess Simon and I haven't been as smart as we thought about that, so, you know, heads up."

His grin widened as he nodded. "What's the trigger?"

"Simon's idea, so it's kinda cheesy," I said and rolled my eyes. "Let me write it down. I don't wanna put myself under."

"Do it!" I heard him say as I was writing it down. I looked at him, his eyes wide with anticipation, the bulge in his pants obvious.

I smiled and opened my mouth. "Delightful dreams..." I said and immediately felt the trigger take effect. I could feel myself falling backward, falling into a trance.
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