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Chapter 1 --- The Aftermath

I wake up, and it’s wrong.

The light through the unfamiliar bamboo blinds is wrong—too low, too amber. The smell is wrong—cedar and my own cologne, but not mine, his.

And the body… the body is all wrong.

A deep, resonant ache pulses through my shoulders. My hands—too big, too broad, with a faint dusting of dark hair across the knuckles—lie splayed on the duvet. I lift one. It’s heavy. The tendons flex under skin that is not mine. My throat is tight, dry. I swallow, and I feel the bob of an Adam’s apple. A thrill of pure terror, sharp and cold, lances through me.

Marcus’s body. I am inside Marcus’s body.

The memory of last night crashes in, a disjointed film reel: the sleek, minimalist retreat center, Dr. Aris’s smooth voice explaining the “empathy sync,” the cool weight of the headset on my temples, Marcus’s skeptical frown from across the low table. Then the vertigo, the nauseating sense of being poured out of myself, and waking here, in the partner suite’s other bedroom, in this.

I push back the covers. I’m wearing a pair of Marcus’s boxer briefs, the grey ones. The swell of muscle in the thighs is alien. And between my legs… I look down. A soft, unfamiliar weight rests against my thigh.

My—his—cock. I look away fast, my heart hammering against ribs that feel too sturdy, a cage for a panicked bird.

I have to find Marcus.

The floor is cool under my bare feet. His feet. I stumble to the connecting door between our rooms, my gait all wrong, center of gravity too high. I fumble with the knob—my fingers clumsy—and push it open.

He’s standing by the window, wrapped in one of the retreat’s plush white robes. But the posture is all Marcus. The way he holds his shoulders, slightly hunched, the tilt of his head as he stares out at the misty redwoods. Except it’s my head. My long, dark hair, messy from sleep. My neck. My hands, clutching the robe closed at my chest.

“Marcus?” My voice comes out as a baritone rumble. His voice.

He turns. Seeing my own face—my features—wearing an expression of sheer, unadulterated panic is one of the most unsettling experiences of my life. His eyes—my eyes—are wide, the green stark against the pallor of my skin.

“Dana?” The voice is mine, but the inflection is all him, a cautious, questioning lilt. “Is that… you in there?”

“Yes.” I take a step into the room. My room. The bed is neatly made, my silk pajamas folded on the chair. “Oh, God. It’s real.”

“I woke up and I was…” He—she?—looks down at her hands, turning them over. “Everything is… sensitive. The air on my skin. The weight of my own hair.” She brings a hand to her chest, then flinches, as if touching a live wire. “Jesus.”

“We have to call Dr. Aris,” I say, trying to sound like the person who runs crisis meetings for a living. The voice helps. It’s authoritative, even when it’s trembling.

“I already tried the emergency line,” Marcus-in-my-body says, gesturing to the bedside phone. “It goes straight to a recording. ‘The retreat is in silent contemplation until our Monday integration session. All external communication is suspended. Trust the process.’”

“Trust the process?” I echo, my voice cracking. “We’ve been body-swapped! This isn’t contemplation, it’s a fucking glitch!”

She—I have to think of her as ‘she’ right now, it’s the only way my brain doesn’t short-circuit—wraps her arms around herself. My arms.

It’s a gesture I know I do when I’m scared. Seeing it from the outside is like watching a documentary of my own nervous system. “What do we do?”

“We wait,” I say, the hopelessness of it dawning. “We’re stuck here until Monday. In this.”

A silence stretches, thick with the hum of the impossible. We just stare at each other. My husband, wearing my skin. Me, wearing his. The five-year stalemate of our marriage, the quiet dinners, the separate sides of the bed, the unspoken grievances—all of it rendered absurd by this.

“We should… get dressed,” I say finally. “We can’t just stand here in robes.”

She nods, still clutching herself. “Right. My… your clothes are in the dresser.”

I retreat to my room—his room—and stare at the open suitcase on the luggage rack. His clothes. Crisp button-downs, dark jeans, a soft heather-grey sweater. The tactile memory of helping him pack, folding these same items, feels like it belongs to another lifetime.

Getting dressed is a lesson in humiliation. The boxer briefs I’m already wearing. Then the jeans. I have to maneuver his legs, his hips, the unfamiliar bulk of him into the denim. The zipper is a perilous operation conducted at arm’s length, my face hot. The sweater goes on easier, swallowing me in the scent of his detergent and his skin. My skin now.

When I return, Marcus is dressed in one of my outfits—a simple cream-colored t-shirt and my favorite soft, wide-legged linen pants.

Seeing my own body move with his deliberate, careful grace is profoundly disorienting. She’s sitting on the edge of the bed, staring at the wall.

“We need ground rules,” I announce, leaning against the doorframe. “We can’t just… exist like this without a plan.”

She looks up. “Ground rules.”

“Yes. Number one: no unnecessary… touching. Of… the body.” I can’t bring myself to say ‘my body.’

A faint, almost imperceptible flush creeps up her neck. My neck.

“Agreed.”

“Number two: we stay together. No wandering off. We have no idea how this works, if there are side effects.”

“Okay.”

“Number three…” I falter. What else? What protocol covers this? “We try to act normal. If anyone sees us, we have to be… us.”

“Dana,” she says, and her voice—my voice—is quiet. “How do I be you?

I don’t know how you… feel things.”

The question hangs there. It’s the core of it, isn’t it? The whole point of this damned retreat. Empathy. Feeling what the other feels.

“I don’t know,” I admit. The confession, in his steady voice, feels like a surrender.

We spend the morning in a state of suspended shock, orbiting each other in the shared living space of the suite. We make coffee. My hands—his hands—are surprisingly adept at operating the fancy espresso machine.

I hand her a cup, and our fingers brush. A jolt goes through me, a static shock of wrongness. She feels it too, jerking her hand back, coffee sloshing.

“Sorry.”

“It’s fine.”

We sit on opposite ends of the long sofa. The silence is different now.

It’s not our old, comfortable silence, the one that had become a void.

This silence is charged, crackling with unasked questions and the sheer physical fact of our displacement.

“Are you…” she begins, then stops. Stares into her coffee. “Are you feeling… anything? Strange?”

“Everything is strange,” I say, a dry bark of laughter escaping. “Why?”

She shifts, a movement that draws the linen fabric of the pants tight across her thigh. My thigh. “It’s just… my skin. It feels like it’s…

humming.”

A slow, deep heat, entirely separate from my own anxiety, begins to pool low in my stomach. In his stomach. It’s a foreign sensation, a heavy, insistent warmth. I shift on the couch, trying to ignore it.

“Maybe it’s adrenaline,” I offer weakly.

“Maybe.” She doesn’t sound convinced.

The afternoon is agony. We try to watch TV, but the screen is just noise. We try to read the retreat’s provided literature on “Synchronicity and Being,” but the words swim. The only reality is the body. His body, which I am trapped inside. Its constant, subtle demands.

The ache in the lower back from sitting too long—his lower back, the one he’s always complaining about after a long day at the drafting table. The way hunger manifests as a hollow, gnawing feeling. The way my—his—cock keeps… stirring. Not fully, but a soft, persistent awareness that is both intrusive and terrifyingly fascinating.

I catch Marcus looking at her—my—hands. She flexes the fingers, turns them over, studying the palms.

“What is it?” I ask.

“They’re so… delicate,” she murmurs. “The bones. I never realized.”

She brings a hand to her face, her fingertips—my fingertips—brushing over my cheekbone, my jaw. It’s a clinical gesture, but it sends a shiver through me. I feel it echo in my own borrowed nerves, a ghost sensation.

“Don’t,” I say, too sharply.

She drops her hand. “Sorry. It’s just… this is me now. I have to…

understand it.”

The sun begins to sink, casting long shadows across the room. The unspoken truth becomes a presence in the room with us: night is coming.

Sleep. Or the attempt at it.

“We should eat,” Marcus says, standing up. My body unfolds with a fluidity I’ve always taken for granted. She walks to the kitchenette, and I watch the swing of my own hips, the way my hair falls across my shoulders. It’s a surreal out-of-body experience. She opens the fridge, stocked with the retreat’s prepared, artfully arranged meals. “There’s salmon.”

“Fine.”

We eat at the small dining table, chewing in silence. Every bite is a revelation. The salmon tastes… sharper, more metallic to me. The greens are more bitter. His taste buds are different. I watch as she—as I—take a bite, and her eyes close for a second. My eyes.

“It’s sweeter,” she says, without opening them. “The dressing. You always said you liked this brand.”

“I do,” I say, defensive.

“I know. I can taste it now.” She opens her eyes and looks directly at me. It’s my face, but the gaze is his, penetrating, thoughtful. “It is

better.”

After the meal, the tension winds tighter. The bedroom doors loom like accusations.

“We should try to sleep,” Marcus says, gathering the plates. Her voice is quiet, resigned.

“In separate rooms?” The question is absurd. Of course in separate rooms. But the thought of being alone in the dark, in this alien flesh, is a new kind of dread.

“The protocol,” she says, echoing my earlier rule. “No unnecessary touching.”

I nod, my throat tight. “Right.”

We clean up in a wordless, efficient dance. Brushing teeth is another fresh hell. His mouth is a different landscape. The brush feels huge.

The mint is assaultive. I spit, avoiding my reflection in the mirror over the sink. I can’t look at his face. Not yet.

We stand in the living space, a chasm of two feet between us.

“Goodnight, Dana,” she says.

“Goodnight, Marcus.”

She turns and walks into my bedroom, closing the door softly behind her.

I am alone.

I walk into his room. The bed is too large. I sit on the edge, the mattress firm under me. The silence is absolute, pressurized. All I can hear is the blood rushing in my ears—his ears—and the low, insistent hum of the body’s awareness.

I can’t do this. I can’t lie here in the dark and pretend this isn’t happening.

I stand up and pace. The carpet is thick under my bare feet. His feet. I stop in front of the full-length mirror on the closet door. I’ve been avoiding it all day.

I force myself to look.

Marcus stares back at me. His dark, sleep-mussed hair. His stubbled jaw, sharper than I remember. The broad line of his shoulders under the soft grey sweater. The long, strong legs in the jeans. It’s him. It’s the man I married, the man I’ve shared a life with for five years. But the eyes… the eyes are mine. Wide with fear and a desperate, clawing curiosity.

My gaze travels down, against my will. The swell of his chest. The flat plane of his stomach. The noticeable bulge in the jeans.

A hot, shameful wave of something that isn’t quite desire washes through me. It’s more primal. A need to know. To understand the instrument I’m trapped within.

My hand—his hand—rises of its own volition. I watch it in the mirror, a stranger’s hand, moving towards the hem of the sweater. I pull it up, over my head, and let it drop to the floor.

His chest is bare. I’ve seen it a thousand times. In the morning light, in the shower steam, under his dress shirts. But I’ve never felt it.

The dusting of dark hair, coarse under my fingertips. The solid pectoral muscle, the tight nipple that hardens instantly at the touch of the cool air. My touch.

A shudder runs through me. Through him.

My hands go to the button of the jeans. My fingers are trembling. I pop the button, drag the zipper down. I push the jeans and the boxer briefs down over his hips, and they pool at my feet.

I am naked in front of the mirror. Marcus is naked.

And I am hard.

His cock—my cock—stands full and heavy against his stomach. The sight is so profoundly alien, so shockingly there, that a gasp punches out of me. His lungs. My lungs.

The heat from the afternoon is back, concentrated now, a thick, urgent pulse between my legs. His legs. It’s an ache I know, but from the outside. The deep, pulling need for release. But this is inside. It’s mine. The weight of it, the heat, the tight, almost painful fullness.

I don’t think. I can’t.

My hand closes around him. Around me.

The sensation is electric. A bolt of pure, shocking pleasure shoots up my spine—his spine. It’s rougher than I imagined. The skin is soft, velvety, but the shaft beneath is iron-hard. My thumb swipes over the head, slick with pre-cum, and I moan. His voice fills the quiet room, a ragged, desperate sound.

I begin to stroke. Slowly at first, just feeling the glide of skin on skin. Then faster, guided by a knowledge that isn’t mine, a muscle memory buried in this body’s cells. My hips jerk forward into my own fist. The pleasure builds, a coil tightening low in his belly. My belly.

It’s overwhelming. It’s crude and mechanical and the most intimate thing I have ever experienced.

Because this is what he feels. This urgent, straightforward hunger. This is the ache he’s carried, that I’d dismissed as simple lust, as a lack of nuance. There is nothing un-nuanced about it. It’s a physical truth, a demand written in blood and nerve endings.

I’m close. The pressure is immense, a tsunami gathering. My breaths are ragged sobs. I’m watching Marcus’s face in the mirror—jaw clenched, eyes screwed shut in ecstasy—and I am him, and I am causing this.

“Oh, God… Marcus…” I whisper to his reflection.

And I come.

It crashes through me with a force that buckles my knees. His knees. I stagger, my hand working him through it as hot stripes of cum land on the carpet, on my thighs. The pulses seem to go on forever, wringing a deep, guttural sound from my throat. His throat.

Slowly, the world swims back. I am panting, slumped, still clutching his softening cock. Shame floods in, hot and immediate. What have I done?

But underneath the shame, glowing like an ember, is a fierce, undeniable understanding. This. This is what it is for him.

I clean up mechanically, avoiding the mirror now. I pull on a pair of fresh boxers and collapse onto the bed. The scent of sex and sweat—his sex, my sweat—hangs in the air.

I lie there in the dark, the phantom echoes of the pleasure still tingling in my limbs. His limbs. And I know, with a certainty that terrifies me, that I am not the only one exploring tonight.

The thought is a live wire. Is she, right now, in my room? In my body?

Touching herself? Learning my secrets from the inside?

A new heat, different from before, kindles in my gut. It’s not the urgent, genitally-centered need of moments ago. It’s a deep, slow-burning curiosity. A hunger for knowledge.

What does she feel? What do I feel, when I’m aroused?

The door to my bedroom—her bedroom—is thirty feet away.

I get out of bed. My legs are steady. My heart is pounding a frantic rhythm against my ribs. His ribs.

I cross the living room, the plush carpet silent under my feet. I stop outside her door. My door. No sound comes from within.

I raise my hand. My knuckles hover an inch from the wood.

The retreat’s rule echoes in my head, the one Dr. Aris made us repeat like a mantra during our initial session. Consent is a continuous dialogue. Permission is asked, and given, for each new threshold.

My voice, when I finally speak, is a low rasp in the dark hallway.

“Marcus?” I say, to the door. “Can I come in?”

There’s a long, silent pause. I can hear my own blood pulsing in my ears, a frantic drumbeat. Then, a soft shuffle from inside the room. The handle turns, and the door opens a crack.

My own face peers out, pale in the dim light from the living room. Her eyes—my eyes—are wide, pupils dark. She’s still in the cream t-shirt and linen pants, but her hair is more disheveled, as if she’s been running her hands through it.

“Dana?” she whispers. Her voice is a thread of sound.

“Yeah.”

She opens the door wider, stepping back to let me in. The room smells like her. Like me. Jasmine and salt and the faint, clean scent of my shampoo. But underneath it, there’s a new note, musky and sweet.

Arousal.

She’s been exploring, too.

The knowledge lands in my gut like a stone, sending ripples through the borrowed nervous system. I step inside, and she closes the door behind us. The room is dark, only the ambient glow from the bathroom nightlight casting long shadows. The bed is rumpled, the covers thrown back.

We stand there, two strangers in a familiar room.

“I couldn’t sleep,” I say, stating the obvious.

“Me neither.” She wraps her arms around herself again, but this time the gesture looks less like fear and more like… containment. “It’s too quiet. And the body… it doesn’t stop.”

I know exactly what she means. The hum is still there, a low-grade current under my skin. His skin. “Did you…” I trail off, unable to finish the question.

She looks at the floor, then back at me, a defiant, vulnerable tilt to my chin. “Yes. Did you?”

“Yes.”

Another silence, but this one is different. Charged. We’ve both crossed a line alone. Now we’re on the same side of it, staring at what lies ahead.

“What was it like?” The question leaves me before I can stop it. It’s a violation of every unspoken rule we’ve ever had. We don’t talk about this. We haven’t for years.

She lets out a shaky breath. “It was… overwhelming. Everything was so… sensitive. The lightest touch.” She lifts a hand, staring at the fingers. “I didn’t know my own body could feel like that. That I could feel like that.”

My body. My feelings. A possessive, complicated jealousy twists inside me. She knows something about me I don’t even know.

“For me, it was… direct,” I say, the words feeling clumsy. “Like a switch was flipped. A need. A physical demand.”

She nods slowly, as if I’ve confirmed a theory. “That’s what you feel?

All the time?”

“No. Not all the time. But when it’s there… it’s like that.” I take a step closer. The air between us seems to thicken. “What does it feel like for you? For me?”

She bites her lip, a mannerism so quintessentially me it’s like watching a performance. “It’s not a switch. It’s… a spreading. It starts low, here.” Her hand—my hand—drifts to her lower belly, pressing lightly through the thin t-shirt. “A warmth. Then it…

radiates. My skin gets hungry. Everything gets… louder. The sheets, the air. It’s everywhere before it’s… focused.”

I’m mesmerized. This is the map of my own arousal, narrated by a cartographer who’s just discovered the land. “And then?”

“And then it gathers,” she whispers. Her eyes are locked on mine. “It becomes an ache. A specific, hollow ache that needs… pressure.

Friction.” Her cheeks flush. My cheeks.

The heat in my gut—his gut—tightens, coiling anew. It’s not the urgent demand from before. It’s a deeper, more insistent curiosity. A need to see, to confirm.

“Can I…” I start, then force myself to use the words Dr. Aris made us practice. The consent protocol. It feels absurdly formal now, a life raft in a storm of the profoundly informal. “Can I see? I need to…

understand.”

She goes perfectly still. For a long moment, I think she’ll say no, bolt from the room, lock herself in the bathroom. This is the line. The one we don’t cross.

Then, she gives a single, almost imperceptible nod. “Okay.”

My breath hitches. “Okay.”

We stand there, frozen. The permission hangs in the air, a delicate, crystalline thing.

“How do we…” she begins.

“The protocol,” I say, my voice rough. “We go slow. We check in.”

“Right.” She takes a deep breath, my chest rising and falling. “I consent to… you looking.”

“I consent to looking,” I echo, the words feeling like a vow.

Slowly, as if moving through water, she reaches for the hem of her t-shirt. My t-shirt. She pulls it up, over her head, and lets it fall to the floor.

I’ve seen my own body naked countless times. In mirrors, in photographs.

But this is different. This is my body, animated by someone else. My small, high breasts are bare in the dim light, the nipples tight, pebbled. She’s breathing quickly, which makes them rise and fall. I watch the flush spread from her chest up her throat.

She’s beautiful. I’ve forgotten that. I’ve forgotten what I look like through a loving gaze.

Her hands go to the tie of the linen pants. She undoes the knot, lets the fabric slide down her hips. My hips. She steps out of them, kicking them aside. Now she’s standing there in just a pair of my simple black cotton panties.

The sight is devastatingly intimate. This is my uniform. My private self. And he is inside it.

“Are you okay?” I ask, the protocol automatic now.

“Yes,” she breathes. “Are you?”

“Yes.” I am more than okay. I am vibrating with a focus so sharp it blocks out everything else.

Her fingers hook into the waistband of the panties. She pauses, looks at me for confirmation. I nod, unable to speak.

She pushes them down, steps out. And there I am. Exposed. Not just physically, but in a way I’ve never been. My own nakedness, presented to me by my husband.

The room is too dark to see fine detail, but the shape of me is clear.

The curve of my stomach, the shadow between my legs. She stands with her arms at her sides, not trying to cover herself. It’s a gesture of trust that cracks something open in my chest.

“Can I…” I swallow. “Can I touch?”

A sharp inhale. Her eyes search mine. Then, “Yes. You can touch.”

I cross the space between us. I am hyper-aware of the difference in our sizes now, of his height looming over my frame. I stop just inches from her. The warmth from her skin—my skin—radiates against me.

I lift my hand. His hand. It looks enormous, a foreign object hovering near the delicate landscape of my own body. I bring my fingertips to her collarbone, the place where my necklace usually rests.

The contact is electric.

For me, the softness registers first—the give of skin stretched over the hard ridge of bone. Then it doubles. A second later the sensation blooms again, mirrored, a phantom pressure settling on the collarbone that belongs to him. His collarbone. Faint, like an echo, but unmistakable. The sync is still working, fractured yet functional, feeding her sensation straight back into me.

A soft gasp slips from her lips. My lips. “You feel that?” she whispers.

“Yes. Do you?”

“Yes.” Her eyes stay closed. “It’s… double.”

I drag my fingers lower, over the full curve of her breast. The skin is hot and impossibly smooth. My thumb grazes her nipple and we both jolt at the bright spark—direct for her, echoed for me. Pleasure ricochets between us in a tightening loop.

“Oh,” she moans, the sound small and broken.

I cup her breast fully. His big hand covers it, the weight familiar and strange at once. I’ve touched my own breasts before, but never like this—never with this sharp sense of otherness, of discovery. The heft of it. The way the nipple hardens against my palm. She leans into the touch, head tipping back.

“Tell me,” I urge, voice low and rough. “Tell me what it feels like.”

“It’s… full. The pressure… it echoes. Down. Between my legs.” Her hands lift, but instead of touching herself she presses both palms to my chest, over the sweater. “Can I?”

“Yes,” I say, the word a growl.

She yanks the sweater up. I help, dragging it over my head. Her palms flatten against the bare skin of his chest. My chest. Her fingers move through the hair, over the muscle. I feel her touch directly and I feel the echo of my own hand on her breast, a dizzying overlap of sensation that makes my head swim.

“You’re so hard,” she murmurs, sounding almost reverent. “Everywhere.”

I am. My cock strains against the boxer briefs, thick and insistent. She looks down, sees the evidence of his arousal—of my arousal—pushing at the fabric.

Her hand drifts lower, over my stomach, fingers brushing the waistband. “Can I…?”

“God, yes,” I choke out.

She hooks her thumbs in the elastic and shoves the briefs down. His cock springs free, heavy and flushed in the low light. She stares at it, pure fascination written across my face. Then her hand closes around it.

The sensation slams through me. My hand on my own cock, but it’s her hand, her curiosity, her tentative grip. Pleasure hits hard and immediate, blinding. A groan rips from my throat.

“Is that…” she starts, then tightens her grip experimentally and gives a slow stroke.

“Yes,” I hiss, hips jerking forward. “Just like that.”

She watches my face—his face—while she does it again. Her other hand stays splayed on my chest, feeling the muscles jump under her touch. “You like it… firm.”

“I do.” It’s a confession. One I never made out loud.

She learns fast, her strokes growing sure. The dual sensation is overwhelming—the direct, exquisite drag on my cock and the softer, echoing waves from where my hand still cups her breast. I am lost in it, pleasure folding back on itself.

But I want more. I need to know.

I let go of her breast and let my hand slide down her body. Over the dip of her waist, the flare of her hip. She shivers. My fingers slip through the coarse, neat hair at the apex of her thighs and lower, to the soft, damp folds beneath.

The moment I touch her there—touch myself there—her entire body jerks. Her hand on my cock stills, grip tightening.

“Dana…” she breathes.

“I need to know,” I whisper back, fingers finding slick, hot heat. “What does this feel like?”

I stroke gently, exploring. The outer lips are swollen, the inner ones slick and sensitive. I find her clit, a hard, eager pearl under my fingertips, and circle it.

Her cry fills the quiet room. Her back arches, hips pushing into my hand. “There,” she gasps. “Right there.”

The echo hits me a moment later—a sharp, bright spark deep in my own groin, a phantom clenching. It’s not the same as the direct pull on my cock, but it’s intense, dizzying. I’m feeling my own pleasure from both sides at once.

“You’re so wet,” I say, awed. My fingers slide lower, finding her entrance. I push one finger inside and the hot, tight clutch of her is a revelation. This is what I feel. This welcoming, gripping heat.

She moans, head falling onto my shoulder. Her breath is hot against my neck. Her hand resumes its motion on my cock, matching the rhythm of my finger inside her. We move together, clumsy and desperate.

The dual feedback is short-circuiting my brain. Pleasure comes at me from two bodies, two sets of nerves. The building pressure in my balls, the insistent throb of my cock in her fist. And the echoing, deep ache from her pussy, the coiling tension that tells me she’s close, too.

“I’m going to come,” I warn, voice ragged.

“Me too,” she whimpers. “Don’t stop.”

I don’t. I curl my finger inside her, rubbing the spot that makes her scream, while my thumb keeps working her clit. She’s panting, body trembling against mine. Her hand on my cock is frantic, perfect.

It crests for her first. I feel it through my hand—the fluttering, rhythmic clenching around my finger. I feel it as an echo, a series of bright, hot pulses deep in my own core. Her cry is long and shattered, my voice breaking on the notes.

The sensation of her coming, of me coming from this angle, tips me over. My own orgasm rips through me, brutal and straightforward, spurting into her hand, over her fingers, my thighs shaking with the force of it.

For a long minute we cling to each other, breathing hard. The room smells of sex and sweat and us. Slowly, the world reassembles itself.

I pull my hand away from her, fingers slick. She releases my cock, her hand sticky. We are a mess of each other.

We don’t speak. We walk to the bathroom on unsteady legs, his and mine. We clean up with a washcloth, avoiding each other’s eyes in the mirror. The reflection is a bizarre triptych: Marcus’s body, tired and sated. My body, flushed and soft. And our eyes, meeting in the glass, full of a shared, shell-shocked wonder.

Back in the bedroom, we don’t go to separate rooms. We climb into the same bed—my bed—the one she’s been using. The sheets are cool. We lie on our sides, facing each other. In the near-darkness I can just make out the features of my own face.

Her hand reaches out, tentative, and rests on my cheek. His cheek. The gesture is so tender it makes my throat ache.

“That was…” she starts.

“Yeah,” I finish.

We’re silent for a long time. The hum in my body has settled into a warm, contented glow. I imagine it’s the same for her.

“The protocol,” she whispers finally. “We should… check in.”

I almost laugh. It’s so clinical after what just happened. But she’s right. “Okay. How are you?”

She considers it. “Shaken. Understood.” Her thumb strokes my cheekbone. “You?”

“The same.” I cover her hand with mine. “I never knew… I never let myself know what it was like for you.”

“I never asked what it was like for you,” she admits. “I thought it was simple. I thought I was complicated.”

“It’s not simple,” I say. “It’s just… different.”

She nods. Her eyes are growing heavy. “What happens tomorrow?”

“I don’t know.” I pull her closer, her back against my chest, my body curving around hers. It’s an instinctual gesture, one we haven’t done in years. It feels both profoundly strange and perfectly natural. “We survive it.”

Her breathing evens out, slows. Within minutes she is asleep in my arms. Or rather, I am asleep in his arms, while he sleeps in mine.

I lie awake a while longer, listening to the sound of my own breathing from the body beside me. The shock has receded, replaced by a deep, humming exhaustion and a new, terrifying knowledge.

We have crossed a line there is no uncrossing. We have learned secrets we can never unlearn.

And tomorrow, the sun will rise on a world where we have to face each other—and ourselves—with all those secrets laid bare.


Chapter 2 — The Wrong Skin

I wake up tangled in my own hair.

It’s the first thing my brain registers, a soft, dark curtain stuck to my cheek, smelling of my expensive conditioner. The second thing is the weight on my chest. Not a heavy weight, but a soft, distinct pressure.

Breasts.

For a dizzying second, I think I’m dreaming. Then I open my eyes. The room is the same retreat suite, flooded with the hard, clear light of mid-morning. I’m on my back. Dana’s—my—body is sprawled beside me, one of my arms flung possessively across its—his—stomach.

His stomach.

Because the body breathing slowly beside me is mine. Marcus’s. My mind is in Dana’s.

The panic of last night is a dull echo now, replaced by a bone-deep, surreal acceptance. We swapped. The empathy sync glitched. Dr. Aris is unreachable until Monday. We are stuck like this.

I slowly sit up, the movement unfamiliar. My center of gravity is lower.

My shoulders feel narrower, my hips wider. I look down at the hands resting in my lap. Dana’s hands. Slender fingers, neatly filed nails painted a deep burgundy I’d complimented last week. I make a fist. The tendons move under skin I’ve touched a thousand times but never been.

My gaze drifts to the other side of the bed. Marcus—in my body—is still asleep. My face looks peaceful in sleep, younger. It’s a strange, out-of-body experience, watching yourself sleep. But it’s not me. He’s in there.

The sheet has slipped down to his waist. My waist. The flat plane of my stomach, the trail of dark hair leading down… I feel a flush that has nothing to do with the morning sun. It’s a hot, creeping embarrassment, seeing my own body exposed like this, knowing he’s the one piloting it.

I swing my legs—her legs—over the side of the bed. The floor is cool under my bare feet. I stand, and the world tilts. Everything is a different height. I’m shorter. The ceiling seems farther away. I take a step toward the en-suite bathroom, my gait instinctively adjusting to the sway of hips I don’t know how to control. I feel off-balance, like I’m walking on a ship’s deck.

I flick on the bathroom light and freeze.

The mirror shows Dana. But it’s me.

Her dark, sleep-mussed hair frames a face I’ve kissed goodnight for five years. Her brown eyes, wide with my own shock, look back at me. Her lips, slightly parted. I raise a hand, and she raises hers. I touch my—her—cheek. The skin is soft, warmer than I expected. I can feel the pressure of my fingertips, but the sensation is muted, as if through a thin glove.

My heart is pounding. I can feel it, a frantic bird trapped in this unfamiliar ribcage.

I let my gaze travel down. She’s wearing one of my old t-shirts. It hangs loosely on her frame, but I can see the shape underneath. The gentle slope of her breasts beneath the soft cotton. I’ve cupped them, kissed them, longed for them in the dark. Now they’re… attached to me.

A forbidden curiosity, sharp and electric, cuts through the disorientation.

Slowly, my hands—her hands—come up. I press my palms flat against the shirt, over her breasts. I can feel the weight of them, the softness. My thumbs brush over the fabric, and I feel a corresponding twinge, a faint, responsive pull deep in my—her—body. My breath hitches in this new throat.

This is wrong. This is so fucking wrong.

But the retreat’s whole premise was empathy. Understanding. And what better way to understand than this?

My fingers find the hem of the t-shirt. I pull it up and over my head, letting it fall to the tiled floor.

The woman in the mirror is naked now. Dana is naked. I am naked.

I stare.

I’ve seen her like this countless times. In the soft light of our bedroom, in the steam of the shower, in the dim glow of a TV. But I’ve never been her. I’ve never felt the air on her skin like this, never felt the slight, constant weight on my chest, never known the specific curve of her waist under my own hands.

My hands settle on her hips. My hips. The bone is prominent under my palms. I slide them up her sides, over the dip of her waist, tracing the topography I know by sight but not by proprioception. Her skin is impossibly smooth. I can feel every goosebump rising in the cool air.

My gaze drops lower. The dark triangle of hair at the junction of her thighs. Her pussy.

A jolt goes through me, a cocktail of sheer voyeuristic shock and a deep, unsettling arousal. It’s my wife’s most intimate place, and I’m looking at it from the inside. I’m in it.

Without conscious thought, my hand moves. My fingers—her elegant, marketing-director fingers—drift down her stomach, through the soft hair, and find her folds.

The touch is electric.

It’s not like touching someone else. It’s me touching me, but the sensations are utterly foreign. The skin is delicate, softer than anything. I brush my fingertips along the outer lips, and a shiver runs through the entire body. My body. My knees feel weak.

I find her clit. A small, hidden nub of flesh. I circle it once, lightly.

Pleasure, bright and shocking, arcs through me. It’s a different quality of sensation. Sharper, more focused, yet it seems to diffuse through my whole being instantly. A gasp escapes my lips—her lips. The sound is higher, cleaner than my own.

I lean against the cool vanity for support, my eyes locked on the mirror. Watching Dana’s face contort in a pleasure I am causing. Her cheeks flush. Her lips part. Her eyes glaze.

I do it again, a firmer circle.

“Oh, god,” I whisper, and her voice says it.

This is what she feels. This is the direct line to her pleasure. I’ve fumbled around down here in the dark for years, guided by her moans and shifts, trying to find the right rhythm, the right pressure. Now I know.

This is the map. This tiny, incredible spot.

I’m panting now. My—her—pussy is growing wet. I can feel the slickness gathering. I slide a finger lower, dipping just inside.

Heat. Incredible, welcoming heat. A tightness that makes my own cock—currently asleep in the other room—twitch in sympathetic response. I push my finger in a little deeper, curling it slightly. A groan tears from my throat, a sound I’ve heard her make but never understood from the inside.

It’s overwhelming. The sensory input, the moral vertigo, the sheer, illicit thrill of it. I’m exploring my wife’s body from the ultimate insider’s perspective. I’m learning her secrets without her having to say a word.

I add a second finger, stretching her. The feeling is intense, a glorious, full ache. I pump my fingers slowly, my thumb finding her clit again. Her hips—my hips—begin to move against my hand, a rhythm as old as time but new to me in this configuration.

I watch in the mirror. Dana’s head is thrown back, her neck exposed. Her breasts rise and fall with ragged breaths. Her face is a mask of building ecstasy. I’m causing this. I’m feeling this. It’s a feedback loop of pleasure and voyeurism that threatens to short-circuit my brain.

I’m getting close. The tension coils low in her belly—my belly—a spring tightening. My fingers work faster, the wet sounds obscenely loud in the tiled room. I’m lost in it, in the sensation, in the sight, in the wrongness and the rightness—

The bathroom door clicks open.

I freeze, my fingers still buried inside her—me. My head whips toward the door.

Marcus stands there. In my body. My six-foot frame fills the doorway, dressed only in boxer briefs. My face is a mirror of my own shock, my own dawning comprehension.

We stare at each other. Him, seeing Dana—me—naked and flushed and caught in the act. Me, seeing myself—him—standing there, my own cock visibly hardening under the thin cotton of my underwear.

The silence is absolute, charged, and humiliating.

He speaks first, his voice my voice, rough with sleep and something else. “I… I heard…”

I can’t move. I can’t even pull my hand away. I’m pinned by his gaze—my gaze—and by the tsunami of feeling still crashing through Dana’s nervous system.

He takes a step into the bathroom. His eyes—my eyes—drink me in.

They travel from my flushed face, down my throat, over my exposed breasts, to where my hand is still pressed between my legs. A muscle ticks in his jaw—my jaw.

“The protocol,” he says, the words sounding absurd. “We should… check in.”

I find my voice. It comes out shaky, high. “I’m… exploring.”

He nods slowly. “Me too.” A faint, wry smile touches my lips on his face. “I was in the other bathroom. With the mirror.”

A new kind of heat floods me. He was doing the same thing. Exploring me.

Exploring my cock, my body, from the inside. The thought is paralyzing and unbearably hot.

“What…” I swallow. “What did you learn?”

He takes another step closer. He’s so tall from this perspective. I have to look up at him. At me.

“I learned it’s… sensitive,” he says, his voice low. “The head. The underside. I always knew, but… feeling it is different.” His hand—my large, square hand—runs through his hair, a gesture so quintessentially me it makes my stomach clench. “I learned what my own touch feels like.”

I finally, slowly, withdraw my fingers. The loss of sensation is acute.

I feel empty. Exposed. I don’t cover myself. The retreat’s rules, the forced intimacy, the bizarre circumstance—it all strips away modesty.

There’s no point.

“I learned where she’s… where I’m… sensitive too,” I whisper.

He’s right in front of me now. I can smell my own shampoo on his hair—my hair. See the stubble on my chin I missed yesterday. He looks down at me, and his expression is one of intense, bewildered focus.

“Can I…” he starts, then stops. He takes a breath. “Consent check.

Dana. Can I touch you?”

He’s using my name for her body. For this body. It’s the right thing to do. It’s what the protocol demands. My heart hammers against her ribs.

“Yes,” I breathe. “Consent given. Marcus. Can I… touch you?”

A shudder runs through him—through my body. “Yes.”

His hand—my hand—comes up. He doesn’t touch my breast or my hip. He cups my cheek, his thumb stroking my cheekbone. It’s a gesture I’ve done to her a thousand times. Now I’m receiving it. The warmth of his palm, the slight roughness of his thumb. It’s tender. It’s devastating.

My eyes fill with tears. I don’t know why.

“This is insane,” I say, my voice cracking.

“I know.”

His other hand rises. He traces the line of my collarbone, then lets his fingertips drift lower, over the swell of my breast. I suck in a breath.

He’s watching his own hand on my skin with a kind of rapt fascination.

“It’s so soft,” he murmurs, more to himself than to me. “I forgot how soft you are.”

He brushes his thumb over my nipple. The sensation is immediate, a direct wire to my core. A sharp gasp escapes me, and my nipple tightens under his touch.

He looks into my eyes. “You feel that?”

“Yes.”

“What’s it like?”

I try to find the words. “It’s… bright. It goes straight through me.

To… down there.”

His eyes darken. He lowers his head, and for a heart-stopping moment, I think he’s going to kiss me. But he doesn’t. He keeps looking at my breast, at his hand on it. He bends further, and his lips—my lips—close over my nipple.

The sensation is catastrophic.

It’s not the suction, though the pull of his mouth drags hard enough to make my spine bow. It’s the wet heat, the slick glide of his tongue where I’ve only ever felt it from the other side—inside my own mouth, never wrapped around this nipple, never flicking with that focused, hungry rhythm. A raw sound rips out of my throat, high and broken. My hands—smaller now, nails shorter—fly to his head and fist in the hair that belongs to both of us. I arch, shoving the soft weight of my breast deeper into the wet furnace of his mouth.

He groans against my skin, the vibration shooting straight between my legs. He sucks harder, his free hand coming up to cradle the other breast, thumb dragging slow circles around that tight nipple until it aches. Pleasure hits from two directions at once, sharp and relentless, a pleasure I’ve given a thousand times but never taken in this body, never felt blooming from my own chest like this.

He lets the nipple slip free with a wet pop and shifts to the other, lavishing it with the same slow, thorough attention. My thighs start to shake. The edge of the vanity presses cold and hard against my lower back.

“Marcus,” I gasp. “I can’t—I’m going to—”

He straightens. Color rides high on his cheekbones—my cheekbones—and his eyes are glassy, pupils blown wide. He looks wrecked. He catches my hand—her smaller hand—in his and presses it flat to his chest. To my chest. The frantic thud of his heart slams against my palm.

“Your turn,” he says, voice scraped raw. “Touch me. Show me what you learned.”

He’s asking me to touch my own body. To work his cock while he’s wearing my skin. The wrongness of it twists low in my gut, dizzying.

I let my hand slide down, palm skating over the hard ridges of his stomach—my stomach—until my fingers catch the waistband of his boxer briefs. My boxer briefs. I hook the elastic and wait.

“Consent?” I ask, the word barely a thread of sound.

“Always,” he breathes.

I drag the fabric down.

My cock springs free, half-hard and already thickening under our shared gaze. I’ve seen it like this a thousand times—in the shower, first thing in the morning, flushed and heavy after I’ve stroked it. But never from this angle. Never with this raw, possessive hunger burning behind my eyes.

I wrap my fingers around the shaft. My hand looks small against the thick length. I know its weight, its girth, the way the skin stretches tight when it’s fully hard. Now I feel all of it from the inside—the heat, the blood surging in, the way it twitches against my palm.

A low groan rolls out of his chest. His eyes slam shut. “Fuck.”

I stroke him once, slow, root to tip. His skin is silk over iron. I can feel every ridge, every vein standing out. I can feel the blood rushing in, feel him swelling to full hardness in my grip. The feedback loop is vicious: the sight of my small hand wrapped around my own cock, the tactile drag of skin on skin, and the phantom echo of what that tight fist must feel like for him right now.

“Show me,” he grits out. His eyes open again, glazed and dark. “Show me what you like.”

I remember his words from the bathroom. I shift my grip, thumb pressing just beneath the head, rubbing the sensitive spot on the underside in slow circles.

His whole body jolts. A sharp, punched-out sound leaves his mouth. “There. God, right there.”

I do it again, watching his face—my face—twist with pleasure. It’s the most intimate thing I’ve ever seen. I’m giving myself a handjob while my husband feels every stroke. I pick up the pace, fist working him in steady pulls, thumb circling that sweet spot on every upstroke.

He’s panting now, hands braced on the vanity on either side of me, caging me in. His hips start to rock, shallow thrusts into my fist.

“I’m close,” he warns, voice tight. “Dana, I’m so close.”

The sound of her name—my name—on his tongue in this moment snaps something into sharp focus. This isn’t only about the sensation. It’s about her. About what she likes. What I like when I’m the one on the receiving end.

I slow my strokes. “Not yet.”

He makes a frustrated, needy sound low in his throat. “Why?”

“Because I want to feel it too,” I say, and the truth lands heavy and certain. “I want to come with you.”

His eyes widen. He understands. Two bodies, one circuit. To close it, we both have to be lit up.

I take my hand off his cock. He whimpers at the loss. I turn, facing the mirror again. Our reflection is filthy. Me—Dana—naked and flushed, her pussy slick and glistening. Him—me—towering behind her, my cock jutting out, flushed dark and desperate.

“From behind,” I say, the words barely audible. “Like… like that time in Napa.”

Memory flashes in his eyes—my eyes. A hotel balcony, vines spilling toward the horizon, her bent over the railing while he took her from behind as the sun dropped. Early days. Hungry. Rough.

He nods, a sharp, hungry jerk of his head. He steps in close, his body—my body—pressing against my back. His hands—my hands—come around to cup my breasts again, pulling me tight against him. The hard length of his cock rests hot against the small of my back.

In the mirror I watch his hand slide down, over my stomach, through the wet folds between my legs. He finds my clit and starts circling, touch sure now, guided by everything I showed him.

Pleasure spears through me, white-hot and immediate. “Yes,” I hiss.

His other hand leaves my breast, guiding his cock. The blunt, hot head presses against my entrance. I’m so wet he sinks in on the first thrust.

The feeling is…

Fullness. A thick, stretching pressure that blooms into a deep, grinding ache. I feel him—me—slide deep, and the sensation layers on itself. There’s the physical reality of being filled, the way my body yields and then clamps down. And there’s the ghost memory, the echo from the nervous system I’m currently riding, of what it feels like to be the one pushing in. The two experiences braid together, feedback loop tightening until I’m gasping.

“Oh, god,” I choke out. My hands slap back against the vanity for balance.

He stills, sunk as deep as our bodies allow. “Okay?” His voice is a strained rasp against my ear. “Consent check.”

“Yes,” I moan, pushing back onto him. “Don’t stop. Please.”

He starts to move. Slow, deep thrusts that grind against a spot inside me I didn’t know existed. Every stroke teaches me something new. I feel the drag of him, the slick friction, the way her body clenches around him without my permission, trying to pull him deeper. His thumb never stops on my clit, circling in time with his thrusts.

In the mirror our reflection is pure chaos. Dana’s face is slack with it, mouth open, eyes squeezed shut then flying open to watch. Marcus—my face—is locked in fierce concentration, brow furrowed, teeth bared. He’s watching too, watching himself fuck into me, watching his hand work my clit, watching the tears track down my cheeks.

“Look at you,” he grunts, thrusts picking up speed. “Look at us.”

I force my eyes open. The sight is devastating. My own body, moving with a powerful, masculine rhythm I never possessed, driving into the body of my wife. Her body, taking it, flushed and dripping with a pleasure I’m feeling from both sides at once. The wrongness shatters, replaced by something older and simpler. This is us. This is the circuit closing.

The pleasure builds, low and heavy, different from any orgasm I’ve ever known. It’s not a sharp burst but a spreading heat, a wave that rolls through my entire body. It ties to his rhythm, to the relentless pressure on my clit, to the sight of our joined bodies in the glass.

“I’m there,” I gasp, voice cracking. “Marcus, I’m right there.”

“Me too,” he grits out. His rhythm falters, turns jagged and desperate. “Come with me. Please.”

It’s not a request. It’s a plea. A last bridge between what we’re each feeling.

I let go.

The orgasm crashes through me, a clenching, pulsing release that whites out my vision. It starts deep in my core and radiates outward, toes curling, fingers digging into the vanity. A raw, sobbing cry tears out of my throat—her throat.

As my climax triggers his, I feel it. A second, parallel explosion. Through the connection of our bodies, through whatever impossible bleed the glitch left behind, I feel his orgasm—the tight, focused clench at the base of his spine, the hot surge as he pumps into me, the full-body shudder that racks his frame. Double exposure. Mine and his, layered until I can’t tell where one ends and the other begins.

He collapses against my back, weight heavy and solid. His forehead rests between my shoulder blades, breath hot on my skin. We’re both shaking, slick with sweat, still joined.

For a long minute the only sounds are our ragged breathing and the slow drip of water from the faucet I must have knocked earlier.

Slowly, carefully, he pulls out. The emptiness that follows is sudden and profound. He turns me in his arms, his hands—my hands—cupping my face. He looks dazed, wrecked.

“Dana,” he whispers.

“Marcus,” I whisper back.

We don’t say anything else. We don’t need to. The understanding sits thick between us. We’ve crossed into new territory. There is no map.

He helps me clean up with a warm washcloth, touch gentle, almost reverent. We don’t speak. We pull on the plush white retreat robes from the closet and wander back into the main suite. The bed is a tangled wreck. Morning sun has climbed higher, painting bright squares across the floor.

We end up on the small sofa by the window, curled into each other. I fit against his side, head on his shoulder, the reversal of our usual positions strange and perfectly right.

“So,” he says finally, voice still rough. “That happened.”

A startled laugh bubbles out of me. It sounds foreign in her voice. “Yeah. It did.”

“The protocol… we should probably…”

“Later,” I say, closing my eyes. Exhaustion is already pulling at me again, a warm, spent heaviness in my limbs. “Just… later.”

He nods, chin brushing the top of my head. We sit in silence for a while, watching dust motes drift in the sunlight.

“I have questions,” he says softly.

“Me too.”

“Like… do we eat? Do we sleep? Do we just… live like this until Monday?”

“I don’t know.” I shift, wincing at the new, pleasant ache between my legs. Her legs. “I guess we have to. We have to function.”

“Function,” he repeats, tasting the word like it’s absurd. “Right.”

The practicalities settle over us like a cold draft. Using the bathroom. Getting dressed. Facing the world outside this suite.

“I need a shower,” I say. “A real one. I feel… sticky.”

“Okay.” He doesn’t move. “Do you want me to…?”

I don’t know what he’s asking. Do I want him to join me? Do I want him to leave? The intimacy of what we just did is one thing. The intimacy of daily maintenance is another.

“I think,” I say slowly, “I need to do this alone. For a minute.”

He exhales, relief audible. “Yeah. Me too. I’ll… use the other bathroom.”

We untangle. The space between us feels colder immediately. He stands, robe gaping, and I catch a glimpse of my own chest—dark hair, flat planes. A fresh wave of unreality hits me.

I take a long, hot shower. It’s a strange, disorienting experience. I have to learn her body all over again in a utilitarian context. How to wash her hair without getting shampoo in her eyes. The exact pressure needed to scrub her skin clean. The careful, tentative exploration required to clean between her legs, where the evidence of our coupling still lingers. It’s clinical and deeply intimate at the same time.

When I step out, wrapped in a towel, I face the closet. Her clothes. My clothes are in the other room, where Marcus is presumably going through a similar crisis.

I choose simple things: a pair of her soft cotton leggings and a loose linen tunic. The leggings cling to my thighs as I pull them up, the fabric stretching warm over skin that still feels borrowed. The tunic settles across my chest with a faint rustle, linen brushing the undersides of my breasts. Dressing is another learning curve. The bra clasp behind my back fights my fingers, the small hooks refusing to catch until the third try. I look in the full-length mirror. Dana, dressed for a lazy weekend. But the eyes looking back are mine, wide and too sharp, carrying a wakefulness hers haven’t held in years.

When I emerge, he’s already in the living area, dressed in my jeans and a gray henley. The denim sits low on his hips, the way I always wear it. Seeing myself dressed that way, moving with his cautious grace, lands like another small shock.

“Hungry?” he asks.

“Starving.”

The retreat provides food. A small kitchenette is stocked with gourmet snacks, fruit, and a note about ordering meals from the main house. We assemble a brunch of cheese, crackers, and grapes, eating in silence at the small table. The food tastes the same. That, at least, is a relief.

“We should talk,” he says, pushing his plate away.

“I know.”

“Not about… that.” He gestures vaguely toward the bathroom. “About… this. The rules.”

“What rules?”

“Our rules. For surviving this.” He leans forward, my forearms resting on the table. “We need boundaries. Or… guidelines.”

I nod. “Okay. Proposal one: we don’t leave the suite unless absolutely necessary.”

“Agreed. Proposal two: we maintain the consent protocol for any… physical contact.”

A flush creeps up my neck. “Agreed. Proposal three: we try to act normal if anyone checks on us. Which means we have to… learn each other. How to walk. How to talk.”

He runs a hand through his hair—my hair. “I already sound like you.”

“You do,” I say, a small smile touching my lips. “And I sound like me, but higher. It’s unsettling.”

“Proposal four,” he says, his voice dropping. “We use this.”

“Use it?”

“The empathy thing. The… understanding.” He looks at me, his gaze direct. “We learn. We pay attention. When we switch back…” He trails off.

“When we switch back,” I finish for him, “we can’t forget.”

“Right.”

It’s a fragile hope. A dangerous one. But it’s all we have.

The afternoon passes in a strange, suspended reality. We watch a movie, but neither of us can follow the plot. We try to read, but the words swim on the page. We are hyper-aware of each other’s every movement, every breath.

As evening approaches, a different kind of tension begins to build. The memory of the morning is a live wire between us. The silence grows heavy, charged.

He’s watching me from across the room. I can feel his gaze on my skin, on Dana’s skin. I look up from the book I’m not reading.

“What?” I ask.

“I keep thinking about it,” he admits, no shame in his voice. Just curiosity. “What it felt like for you. From your side.”

My mouth goes dry. “I told you. It was… intense.”

“I felt it,” he says quietly. “At the end. I felt your… and then I felt mine, but it was like they were happening together. Was it… was it like that for you?”

I nod, unable to speak.

He stands up, walks over to the sofa. He doesn’t sit. He just looks down at me. “Consent check, Dana.”

My heart thuds against her ribs. “For what?”

“To touch you again. To learn more.”

The air crackles. The rational part of my brain screams that this is a bad idea, that we are lost in a funhouse mirror of our own making. The rest of me is already leaning forward.

“Yes,” I say. “Consent given. Marcus?”

“Yes,” he says, the word a release of breath.

He sinks to his knees on the rug in front of me. It’s a posture of submission, of worship, that sends a shock through my system. He places his hands on my knees—her knees—and slowly pushes the leggings down my legs. His touch is deliberate, studying. He removes them completely, then looks up at me. His eyes are dark, serious.

“Tell me what you want,” he says. “Not what you think I want. Not what you think she would want. What you want. Right now. In this skin.”

It’s the most direct question he’s asked in years. Maybe ever.

I swallow. The answer comes from a place deeper than thought, deeper than shame. “I want… I want to watch. I want to see what you do when you’re… when you’re desperate for me.”

A slow smile spreads across his face—my face. It’s a smile I’ve never seen on myself. Predatory. Hungry.

“Okay,” he says.

He hooks his fingers in the waistband of my panties and pulls them down. The cool air hits my bare skin. He spreads my knees apart and just… looks. His gaze is so intense I feel it like a physical touch.

Then he leans in and breathes me in. A deep, shuddering inhale. “You smell different from the inside,” he murmurs, almost to himself. “Sweeter.”

He doesn’t use his hands. He just lowers his head and puts his mouth on me.

The first stroke of his tongue is a revelation. It’s broad, flat, and confident. He licks a long, slow stripe from my entrance to my clit, and my whole body arches off the couch. A broken sound escapes me.

He does it again. And again. He’s not trying to make me come. He’s exploring. Mapping. He flicks his tongue against my clit, then soothes it with soft pressure. He dips it inside me, tasting, then returns to circle the sensitive bundle of nerves. He’s learning my responses, watching my face, listening to my hitched breaths and choked-off moans.

“Here?” he asks, sucking gently.

I can only nod, my fingers tangled in his hair—my hair.

“And here?” He traces a finger around my entrance, then pushes it slowly inside, curving it upward.

“Yes! Oh, god, yes.”

He adds his tongue back to my clit, working it in tight circles while his finger moves inside me. The dual sensation is unbearable. I’m babbling, pleading, gripping the cushions. I’m completely at his mercy, and he is merciless in his study.

He learns that a certain rhythm with his tongue, combined with a shallow, insistent pressure from his finger, makes my thighs shake. He learns that whispering my name—her name—against my wet skin sends a fresh flood of heat through me. He learns exactly how to tip me over the edge.

When I come, it’s with a scream that feels ripped from a place deeper than this body, deeper than this room. It’s a convulsive, mind-shattering wave that leaves me boneless and sobbing on the sofa.

He stays there, on his knees, until my trembling subsides. Then he rises, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. His eyes are blazing with a kind of triumphant awe.

“I learned something,” he says, his voice thick.

“What?” I gasp, still trying to remember how to breathe.

“You like to be watched. You like to be studied. You like it slow, and you like it thorough.” He reaches down and takes my hand, placing it on the obvious, hard bulge in his jeans. “Now you.”

His demand is clear. The balance of power has shifted, but it’s an equal exchange. I push him back until he’s sitting on the rug, his back against the sofa. I kneel before him, mirroring his position. My hands go to his belt buckle.

I take my time. I unbuckle his belt, unbutton his jeans, and pull them down along with his boxers. My cock springs free, fully erect. In this low light, it looks even more imposing.

I don’t touch it with my hands. I lean forward and take him into my mouth.

The taste is familiar and utterly foreign. Salty, musky, clean. I use my tongue the way he used his, exploring the head, the sensitive ridge underneath, the thick vein running along the shaft. I listen to his gasps, his muttered curses. I feel his hands—my strong, architect’s hands—come to rest on my head, not guiding, just holding.

I learn that he—I—likes a soft, swirling pressure on the head. I learn that deep, slow slides make his hips jerk. I learn that a certain rhythm with my hand at the base while I suck makes his breath stop.

I am learning myself. From the outside in.

When his control finally snaps, when his fingers tighten in my hair and his hips stutter upward with a broken groan, I don’t pull away. I take it, feeling the hot pulses against my tongue, swallowing the taste of my own pleasure given back to me.

We collapse onto the rug afterward, a tangle of limbs and spent energy. The sun has set, painting the room in deep blues and purples. We don’t speak. We just breathe, side by side, staring at the ceiling.

The silence is different now. Not charged with anticipation, but saturated with a new, profound knowledge. We have crossed another line. We have used these swapped bodies not just for panic or curiosity, but for a deliberate, deep-dive exploration. We have mined each other’s pleasure points like cartographers mapping undiscovered country.

Finally, he turns his head on the rug to look at me. “We’re going to have to sleep eventually.”

“I know.”

“Your side or mine?” he asks, and it’s not a joke.

I think about it. The bed is a landscape of its own now. “The middle,” I decide.

He nods. We help each other up, moving with a new, strange synchronicity. We brush our teeth side-by-side at the double vanity, a bizarre domestic scene. We don’t look at each other in the mirror.

We climb into the big bed. We don’t discuss it; we just move toward the center until our bodies align, her back to his front, his arm around her waist. It’s the same position we fell asleep in last night, but everything is different. The bodies are the same, but the minds inside them have been irrevocably altered.

I lie awake for a long time, listening to the sound of his breathing behind me, feeling the steady rise and fall of my own chest under his arm. The shock is gone. The panic is gone. What’s left is a deep, humming awe, and a creeping, inevitable dread.

We have learned too much. We have felt too much. What happens on Monday, when we are shoved back into our own skins? Can a marriage survive this kind of naked truth?

His breathing deepens into sleep. I close my eyes, but sleep doesn’t come. The questions circle like vultures. And beneath them, a new, treacherous hope has taken root, fragile and bright as a shard of glass.

Maybe it can.


Chapter 3 — The Only Door

I wake up hard.

It’s a blunt, undeniable fact, pressing against the soft cotton of my—of Marcus’s—pajama pants. The sun is a thin gray line between the heavy curtains, and the room is silent except for his breathing, which is still deep and even against the back of my neck. His arm is a warm, heavy band around my waist, his hand splayed possessively over my stomach. My stomach. His stomach. The body I’m wearing.

The hardness is an insistent, alien pressure. For a moment, I just lie there, cataloging it. The dull ache at the base, the tight stretch of skin, the way it seems to have a pulse of its own, a slow, demanding throb that echoes the beat of my heart. It’s… fascinating. And mortifying. And hot. A flush creeps up my neck.

I remember, with a sudden, visceral clarity, the look on Marcus’s face last night when he—when I—touched myself in the mirror. The stunned, open-mouthed pleasure. Is this what he wakes up to most mornings? This ready, uncomplicated hunger?

I shift slightly, trying to ease the pressure, and the movement sends a sharp jolt of sensation straight up my spine. A soft sound escapes me, a bitten-off gasp.

Behind me, Marcus stirs. His breathing hitches, changes rhythm. I freeze, my eyes wide open, staring at the dim outline of the dresser across the room. His arm tightens around me, his fingers flexing against my abdomen. Then they still.

He’s awake.

Neither of us moves. The air in the room thickens, charged with a new kind of awareness. Yesterday was shock and survival. This morning is…

something else. Something aware.

His voice, when it comes, is sleep-roughened and startlingly close to my ear. “Dana?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re… tense.”

“I’m aware.”

A beat of silence. Then, carefully, he asks, “Is it… uncomfortable?”

I know what he’s asking. The directness of it, the sheer weirdness of discussing the state of his cock with him while I’m the one wearing it, threatens to undo me. A hysterical laugh bubbles in my throat. I swallow it down.

“Uncomfortable isn’t the word,” I say finally, my voice tight.

He’s quiet for a long moment. I can feel him thinking, the little shifts in his muscles against my back. Then he says, so softly I almost don’t hear it, “The protocol.”

Right. The retreat’s stupid, beautiful, life-saving protocol. Verbal check-ins. Consented, step-by-step exploration. It was annoying when Dr. Aris explained it. Now it feels like the only rope thrown into a chasm.

“Okay,” I breathe. “Okay. Protocol.”

“Can I…” He hesitates. “Can I move my hand?”

My heart is a wild drum against my ribs. His ribs. “Where?”

“Just… here.” His fingers trace a slow, deliberate circle over my lower belly, just above the waistband of the pajamas. The touch is fire through the thin fabric. It’s my skin. It’s his hand. The dissonance is dizzying.

“Yes,” I whisper.

His hand slides lower, palm flattening, until his fingertips are resting just at the top of the pajama pants. The heel of his hand presses down, a firm, warm weight. The pressure sends another bolt of pure, electric need straight to my—to his—cock. It twitches, painfully hard now.

“Jesus,” I mutter.

“I can feel that,” he says, and his voice is full of wonder. “From the outside. I mean, I’ve felt it before, obviously, but… I’ve never felt it and known exactly what it feels like. The feedback loop is…”

“Insane,” I finish for him.

“Yeah.”

His fingers dip beneath the waistband, just the very tips, brushing the coarse hair there. My breath catches. Every nerve ending in this body is screaming, focused on that one point of contact.

“Protocol,” he murmurs, a reminder to us both. “I want to touch you.

Where you’re hard. Is that… do you consent to that?”

The words are clinical. The intention behind them is anything but. The heat between us is a living thing now, pulsing in the gray dawn light.

The dread from last night is still there, a cold stone in my gut, but it’s being drowned out by a hotter, more urgent current. This is the only door. We either walk through it together, or we spend the next two days in a hell of our own making.

“Yes,” I say, the word leaving me in a rush. “Yes, I consent.”

His hand slides down, past the waistband, and his fingers wrap around me.

The world whites out.

It’s not like being touched. It’s like being plugged in. The sensation is immediate and overwhelming—the smooth, hot skin, the rigid length, the jump of it against his palm. But I’m feeling it from both sides at once. I feel his fingers, the calluses on his thumb from his drafting pencil, the gentle but firm pressure of his grip. And I feel my own—his own—cock, enveloped by that grip, the tightness, the friction, the incredible, mind-bending rightness of it.

A choked-off moan tears from my throat. My hips jerk forward involuntarily, seeking more.

“Oh, god,” Marcus breathes behind me. His forehead drops to the back of my shoulder. “You feel… I feel… Fuck, Dana.”

“Don’t stop,” I gasp. “Please.”

He doesn’t. He starts to move his hand, a slow, tentative stroke from root to tip. The glide is dry, a little rough, but the intensity of the dual sensation is beyond anything I’ve ever experienced. I’m panting, my fists clenched in the sheets. I’ve made him come before. I’ve watched his face, listened to his sounds, felt the contractions inside me. But I’ve never been the ache. I’ve never been the gathering tension, the coiling spring in the base of the spine, the desperate need for release.

“It’s so direct,” I blurt out, my thoughts spilling into the room.

“There’s no… mystery. It’s just need. Pure, simple need.”

He lets out a shaky laugh against my skin. His strokes become more confident, his thumb swiping over the head on each upstroke. Pre-cum slicks the way, making the motion smoother, wetter, infinitely better.

“For you maybe. From this side, it’s all mystery. And power. Christ, the power. Knowing exactly how to… there.”

He does something, a twist of his wrist on the upstroke, and stars burst behind my eyelids. My back arches. “Yes! Right there. Do that again.”

He does. And again. His breathing is ragged in my ear, his body pressed tight against my back. I can feel his own arousal now, a soft pressure against the swell of my—her—ass. The realization is a fresh shock.

He’s turned on. In my body. By this.

“You’re wet,” I say, the words a revelation.

He stills for a second. Then his hand leaves my cock, and I make a sound of pure protest. But he’s just moving his hand, bringing it up between our bodies. I hear him suck in a sharp breath.

“Oh,” he says, his voice hushed.

He shows me his fingers. In the dim light, they glisten.

“I can feel it,” he whispers, awed. “A… a deep, throbbing ache. And a slick, hot pulse. It’s completely different. It’s everywhere. It’s…

consuming.”

He’s describing my arousal. From the inside. The echo of my own sensations, translated through his voice, through his experience in my nerves, is the most intimate thing I’ve ever heard.

“Touch yourself,” I hear myself say. The command hangs in the air.

He goes very still. “What?”

“You said you wanted to learn. So learn. Touch yourself. Where you’re wet. Tell me what it feels like. For you. For me.”

The protocol. It’s our alibi and our scripture.

A long pause. Then, “Do you consent? To me touching… here? While you watch?”

“I consent,” I say, turning in his arms.

We face each other in the murky light. His face—my face—is flushed, eyes dark and wide. There’s a vulnerability there I’ve never seen in my own reflection, a raw hunger that takes my breath away. This is what he sees in me. This is what I look like when I want him.

He doesn’t look away. Keeping his eyes locked on mine, he moves his hand down, under the covers, between his legs. My legs. A shudder runs through him—through me—as his fingers make contact. His eyelids flutter, but he forces them open.

“It’s… softer than I imagined,” he says, his voice trembling. “The folds. So much more… detailed. And the heat. It’s like a furnace.

Right here.” His fingers circle, and his breath hitches. “Oh, god. The sensitivity. It’s not one point. It’s… waves.”

He’s exploring my body with a reverence I’ve never afforded it myself.

His touch is curious, gentle, mapping. I watch, mesmerized, as his expression shifts with each new discovery—a frown of concentration, a gasp of surprise, a dazed look of pleasure.

“Here,” he murmurs, his fingers finding a rhythm. “This spot. It’s like a… a live wire. Everything converges here.” He’s touching my clit. I can see it in the tension of his jaw, the way his hips push faintly against his own hand. “It’s unbearable. And I can’t get enough.”

The visual is the most potent aphrodisiac I’ve ever encountered.

Watching myself being touched, watching pleasure transform my own features, knowing exactly what each flick and stroke feels like because I’m feeling its echo in the cock that is once again aching, neglected and desperate, between my legs.

“I need you to touch me again,” I say, the words ragged. “Now.”

He doesn’t hesitate. His left hand, the one not busy between his thighs, reaches for me. When he wraps his fingers around me this time, it’s with perfect, knowing pressure. He knows exactly how it feels. He starts to stroke, matching the rhythm of his own touch on the other side.

The feedback loop closes, becomes a circuit of pure sensation. I’m groaning, my head thrown back. He’s panting, his movements becoming less precise, more urgent.

“I’m not going to last,” I warn him, my thighs tightening.

“Neither am I,” he gasps. “Do you… can I…?”

I know what he’s asking. The final frontier. “Yes,” I sob. “Do it. Come.

Let me feel it.”

His fingers on his clit—my clit—go still, then press hard in a rapid, frantic circle. His back arches off the bed, a silent scream shaping his mouth. And inside the body I’m wearing, I feel it. A deep, internal clench, a rolling wave of pleasure that starts in the core and radiates out in violent, shimmering pulses. It’s my orgasm, but filtered through his consciousness, amplified by his shock and wonder.

The sensation triggers my own. With a broken cry, I thrust into his fist once, twice, and come. It’s a sharper, more focused explosion, a volcanic eruption centered in my groin, shooting white-hot lines of pleasure down my legs and up my spine. My vision tunnels.

For a long minute, there is only sound: our ragged breathing, the rustle of sheets. The smell of sex and sweat and us, mingled in a way it’s never been before.

Slowly, the world swims back into focus. Marcus’s hand has gone slack around me. He’s staring at the ceiling, his chest rising and falling rapidly. My own body feels heavy, sated, buzzing with a profound and terrifying new knowledge.

He turns his head on the pillow to look at me. His eyes are soft, stunned. “So that’s… that’s what it’s like for you.”

I nod, unable to speak. That’s what it’s like for me. The full-body melt. The waves.

“And that,” I finally manage, my voice hoarse, “is what it’s like for you.” The urgent, focused burst. The sudden, total release.

We lie there in the aftermath, the facts of our new reality settling between us like fallout. We have shared orgasms. We have felt, firsthand, what the other feels at the moment of peak pleasure. There is no going back from this. There is no pretending we don’t know.

He shifts, wincing slightly. “I’m… sticky.”

A laugh barks out of me, unexpected and too loud. “Yeah. Me too.”

We get up, a tangle of awkward limbs and unspoken thoughts. We clean up in the bathroom, not looking at each other in the mirror this time. The silence isn’t uncomfortable, but it’s charged, pregnant with everything we’ve just done and learned.

We end up in the main room, sitting on opposite ends of the large sofa.

The sun is fully up now, casting long rectangles of light across the expensive rug. The remains of last night’s room service dinner still sits on a trolley by the door.

“We should eat,” Marcus says, his voice practical. It’s the voice he uses when a project’s foundation has just been poured and he’s assessing the next steps.

“I’m not hungry.”

“You need fuel. We…” He gestures between us, a vague, all-encompassing wave. “This takes energy.”

He’s right. My limbs feel like lead. My brain feels both scorched and supercharged. I nod.

He orders breakfast via the room phone, his voice steady, professional.

As if we haven’t just shattered the fundamental understanding of our marriage. When he hangs up, he turns to me, his expression serious.

“We have to talk about this,” he says.

“I know.”

“The protocol… it got us started. But that was… Dana, that was a nuclear bomb.”

“I know.”

“So what now?” He leans forward, elbows on his knees. In my body, the posture looks oddly vulnerable. “We have today. And tonight. And tomorrow. Until Dr. Aris gets back. Do we… continue?”

The question hangs in the air. The sensible part of me, the part that built a career on risk assessment and damage control, screams to lock the door, to build a wall, to wait this out in separate, silent corners.

But that part is being drowned out by the memory of his hand on me, of the look on his face when he came, of the sheer, devastating intimacy of shared sensation.

“I don’t think we can stop,” I say quietly, meeting his gaze. “I think the genie is out of the bottle. And I think… I think if we try to stuff it back in, it’ll poison us. For good.”

He absorbs this, his eyes searching mine. “You want to continue.”

It’s not quite a question. “Do you?”

He doesn’t answer right away. He looks down at his hands—my hands—turning them over as if seeing them for the first time. “When I was touching myself,” he says slowly, “I felt this… this deep, old sadness. A longing. It felt familiar, but I couldn’t place it. And then, when I came, it was like the sadness cracked open, and there was just…

light. And relief.” He looks up, his eyes glistening. “That was yours, wasn’t it? That ache?”

The truth of it lances through me, clean and sharp. I nod, my throat tight.

“Then yes,” he says, his voice firming. “I want to continue. I need to know what else is in here. What else I’ve missed.”

The knock on the door is a jarring interruption. Breakfast.

As the attendant wheels in the cart, sets up the table, I watch Marcus from across the room. He’s wearing one of the retreat’s plush white robes over his—my—pajamas. He thanks the attendant politely, signs the check. He moves with a new awareness, a slight wariness of the body he inhabits, a consciousness of its edges and its balance.

When the door closes, leaving us alone again with the silver-domed plates and the scent of coffee, the tension snaps back into place, thicker than before.

We eat in near-silence, the clink of cutlery loud in the room. The food is excellent, but it tastes like ash. My mind is racing ahead, to the long, empty day stretching before us, to the unspoken agreement we’ve just made.

We are going to do this. We are going to explore. Deliberately.

Systematically.

The last bite of eggs sits uneaten on my plate. Marcus puts his fork down with finality.

“The protocol,” he says, wiping his mouth with a linen napkin. “It was for touch. For… that.” He nods toward the bedroom. “But we have all day. And we have these bodies. We have each other’s memories, reflexes, habits.”

A cold thrill runs through me. “What are you saying?”

He leans back, his gaze intent. “I’m saying we have a laboratory. And we have two subjects. We know what the other feels at the peak. But what about the lead-up? What about the things that don’t happen in bed? The things that spark the want in the first place?”

I understand. He’s not talking about more sex. Not yet. He’s talking about the foreplay that exists in the wide world. The foreplay I never knew was foreplay.

“You want to… go out?” I ask, incredulous. “Like this?”

“We’re at a resort. There’s a spa. Hiking trails. A pool. What does your body want to do on a lazy Saturday? What does my body crave when it’s not being touched by me?” He stands up, a decisive movement. “Get dressed. In my clothes. We’re going to the spa.”

He says it like an architect issuing a directive to a project manager.

And for the first time in five years, I don’t feel a spike of resentment at the tone. I feel a spike of pure, unadulterated anticipation.

I look down at my hands—his strong, square hands. I flex them. “And what will you be doing?”

A slow, unfamiliar smile spreads across his face—my face. It’s my smile, but there’s a certainty in it that belongs only to him. “I,” he says, “am going to put on that little black dress you packed and never wear. And then I’m going to go sit at the bar and order a very expensive glass of wine. And I’m going to feel what it’s like to be looked at.”

The thought of Marcus—in my body, in my little black dress—sitting at a bar alone sends a jolt of something primal through me.

Possessiveness? Jealousy? Arousal? It’s a tangled mess. “People will look,” I say, my voice tighter than I intend.

“That’s the point,” he says, and there’s no malice in it, only a fierce curiosity. “I need to know what that feels like. From your side of the skin.”

He disappears into the bedroom to change. I’m left standing in the middle of the suite, dressed in his jeans and a simple gray henley. The clothes smell like him—clean cotton and his cedar-tinged deodorant.

They hang differently on me than they do on him; the shoulders are a perfect fit, but the waist is looser, the length in the arms just right.

It’s profoundly strange to be so physically comfortable in an outfit that is, in every social sense, a costume.

When he emerges, I lose my breath.

It’s my dress. The one I bought for a gala two years ago and deemed “too much.” A sheath of crushed velvet, black as a midnight lake, hugging every curve I usually try to downplay. The straps are thin, the neckline a deep V. On me, it always felt like a declaration I wasn’t brave enough to make.

On him—on me—it’s a revelation.

He’s standing differently. Shoulders back, spine straight, but with a softness in the hips I’ve never managed to conjure. My face is carefully made up—he must have raided my toiletry bag—a swipe of mascara, a hint of blush, a dark red on the lips that I own but never wear. He looks… stunning. Vulnerable and powerful all at once.

“Wow,” is all I can manage.

He runs a hand—my hand—down the sleek fabric of his thigh. “It’s heavier than I thought. And the way it moves… it’s like being caressed by the air itself.” He meets my eyes. “Is this how you feel? When you wear something like this?”

“I don’t wear things like this,” I admit quietly. “I buy them. I hang them in the closet. I tell myself someday.”

His expression softens. “Why not?”

The question is too big. “I don’t know. It invites attention. And attention is… complicated.”

He nods slowly, as if filing that away. “Well, today, it’s my turn.” He picks up the small clutch purse I’d packed, a useless accessory I’d thrown in as an afterthought. “The spa. Two hours. Then meet me at the Veranda Bar.”

He leaves without another word, the door clicking shut behind him with a sound of finality. I am alone in his body, tasked with giving it a day of pleasure.



The spa is a temple of hushed tones and gentle light. I book a deep tissue massage, following Marcus’s terse instructions from this morning: “Ask for Stefan. He’s a magician with shoulder knots.”

I’m led to a dim room smelling of eucalyptus and sandalwood. Lying face down on the table, the sheet over my naked back, I’m hyper-aware of every inch of this foreign form. The broadness of the shoulders, the dense muscle of the calves, the way my—his—cock rests against the padded table. When Stefan enters, his hands are firm and knowledgeable.

He finds tension in places I didn’t know could hold tension. As he works, I try to quiet my mind, to simply feel.

And I do. The pressure is glorious, a painful release. But my mind keeps drifting to the bar, to the dress, to the looks. A sharp, unexpected pang of anxiety grips me. Is he safe? Is my body safe? The protocol was for us, in here. Out there, the rules are different.

The massage ends, and I feel looser, more grounded in this skin. I dress slowly, the soft cotton of his clothes a familiar comfort. I have an hour before I’m supposed to meet him.

On impulse, I bypass the bar and head for the resort’s main lounge, a vast room of leather armchairs and floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the mountains. I find a secluded corner seat with a view of the Veranda Bar’s entrance.

And I see him.

He’s at a small table for two, near the railing. The late afternoon sun gilds his—my—bare shoulders. The dress is indeed a magnet for eyes.

I see a man at the bar glance over, his gaze lingering. A woman passing by does a subtle double-take. Marcus is sipping a glass of white wine, his posture relaxed but alert. He’s not preening, not seeking attention.

He’s just… being. Existing in that skin, in that dress, receiving the world.

I watch as the bartender, a handsome guy in his twenties, comes over to refill his water glass. They exchange a few words. Marcus laughs—my laugh, but freer, less measured—and touches his throat. A classic, flirty gesture. One I never use. My stomach clenches.

But then I see Marcus’s hand—my hand—drop to the table, the fingers tapping a restless, anxious rhythm. It’s a tell. My tell. He’s not entirely comfortable. He’s performing, yes, but he’s also feeling. The weight of the gaze, the calculation behind it, the flicker of both power and vulnerability. He’s learning.

After twenty minutes, he pays his bill and stands up. He doesn’t look around. He just walks, with a new, conscious grace, back into the main building. The performance is over.

I wait a few minutes, my heart thudding, then make my way to the bar.

He’s at our pre-arranged table, the dress now covered by one of the resort’s thick wool shawls. He looks up as I approach, and his expression is unreadable.

I slide into the seat opposite him. “Well?”

He takes a slow sip of his wine. “It’s exhausting,” he says finally.

“The awareness. Knowing every glance, every shifted stance. Feeling the fabric against your skin and wondering if it’s highlighting or hiding.

Calculating the difference between appreciation and assessment.” He looks at me, his eyes deep and serious in my face. “And the worst part?

Part of me liked it. The weight of it. The way eyes caught and held, drawn in without my asking. Another part twisted under the attention, pinned and exposed like something sliced open for study.

His words land like stones in my gut. That’s it. The exact, messy knot I’ve carried for years—wanting the gaze and hating how much I needed it. He’s named it in minutes.

“Your turn,” he says, nodding at me. “The massage?”

“It was good. Stefan is, as advertised, a magician.” I pause, the words catching. “But I spent most of it worrying about you.”

A faint smile touches his lips. “Protocol check. I’m fine. A little emotionally winded, but fine. No unwanted advances. Just… data.” He leans forward, the movement precise. “Now, we walk.”

We take a path through the landscaped gardens, toward a stand of pines. The air is cool against my borrowed skin, crisp with pine resin and the faint mineral bite of wet stone. For a while, we walk in silence. It’s not the charged silence of the morning. This one feels thoughtful, absorbent, the kind that lets thoughts settle.

“What does my body want to do?” he asks after a while. “On a walk like this?”

I think about it. Marcus, in his own body, would be striding, shoulders set, cataloging the retaining walls, the engineered slope of the plantings. “It wants to move. To stretch. To feel its own strength.” I point to a low, wide boulder near the path. “It wants to jump up on that.”

He looks at the boulder, then at his hands—my hands. “Okay.”

He walks over, places my hands on the cool stone. With a grunt of effort that sounds wrong coming from my mouth, he hoists himself up. He stands on the rock, looking out at the vista, the shawl billowing slightly in the breeze. A look of pure satisfaction spreads across his—my—face. “The ground feels different from up here. More… conquerable.”

He jumps down, landing with a grace that surprises me. “Your turn,” he says. “What does your body want?”

I look around. My eyes fall on a patch of soft, sun-warmed moss at the base of a giant cedar. “It wants to sit. Right there. It wants to feel the sun on its face and the softness beneath it. It wants to be still.”

I go and lower myself onto the moss, leaning back against the rough bark of the tree. The earth yields under my weight. Sunlight presses warm against my closed eyelids. A deep, bodily sigh escapes me. This is a pleasure I rarely allow myself—pure, idle stillness.

When I open my eyes, he’s watching me, his head tilted. “You look peaceful,” he says. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen that expression on my own face.”

We make our way back to the suite as dusk paints the sky in violet and orange. The unspoken thing between us has grown, taken on a new dimension. It’s not just sexual curiosity anymore. It’s a shared, clandestine project. An excavation.

Back in the suite, the familiar space feels charged with our experiment. He sheds the shawl, and the black dress gleams in the lamplight.

“So,” he says, turning to face me. “We gathered data.”

“We did.”

“And now?”

The question hangs. The bed looms in the next room, a silent altar.This morning’s memory crackles like a live current between us.

“Protocol,” I say, the word now a talisman. “We process the data.”

He smiles, a slow, understanding smile. “Verbally.”

“Verbally.”

We sit on the sofa, facing each other, knees almost touching. “The bar,” I prompt. “What was the most surprising thing?”

He thinks, twisting a strand of my hair around his finger—a habit of mine I’d never noticed. “The vulnerability wasn’t in the looking,” he says. “It was in the choosing. Choosing to be seen. You have to decide, every second, whether to meet a gaze or avoid it, to smile or look away. It’s a constant, low-grade negotiation. It’s… work.”

I nod, absorbing that. “The massage. The most surprising thing was the loneliness.”

His brow furrows. “Loneliness?”

“Being touched, professionally, kindly, but so… impersonally. In this body. It made me realize how little I touch you. Just… casual touch. A hand on your shoulder. Running my fingers through your hair. This body craves that. It’s starved for it.”

The confession hangs, raw and true. His eyes glisten. He reaches out, takes my hand—his hand—in his. He turns it over, traces the lines of the palm with his thumb.

“This body,” he says softly, “misses your touch.”

The air thickens between us. The analytical mood dissolves, replaced by the heat we’ve been circling all day. His thumb strokes the inside of my wrist in a slow, maddening rhythm.

“The experiment is over for today,” I whisper.

“Is it?” His voice is low.

“I want to touch you,” I say, the words following the protocol’s clean lines. “Not to learn. Just to feel. Do you consent?”

“Yes.” The answer is immediate, a breath.

We move to the bed. This time, there’s no panic, no shock. There’s only intention. He stands before me, in my dress. I stand before him, in his clothes.

“May I undress you?” I ask.

He nods, his eyes locked on mine.

My fingers—his blunt, capable fingers—find the hidden zipper at the side of the dress. I pull it down slowly. The velvet parts. He shrugs the straps off his shoulders, and the dress pools at his feet. He’s wearing my simple black underwear. My breath catches. Seeing my own body like this, presented with a deliberate, proud vulnerability, is more erotic than any fantasy.

“Your turn,” he says, his voice husky.

He steps forward and undoes the buttons of my henley, pushes it off my shoulders. His hands go to the button of my jeans, pop it open, slide the zipper down. He pushes them, and my boxer-briefs, down my hips in one smooth motion. We are both naked.

We step back, just a pace, and look. The mirror across the room reflects the impossible scene: him, in my form, small and curved and soft. Me, in his form, tall and angular and strong. We are a living paradox.

“I want to taste you,” I say, the boldness coming from somewhere deep and new. “May I?”

A shudder runs through him. “God, yes.”

I guide him back onto the bed, until he’s lying against the pillows. I kneel between his legs. This perspective is utterly new. The scent of my own arousal hits me first—musky, sweet-salty, threaded with something sharper that belongs only to him. The sight of my own sex, glistening, open for me.

I don’t hesitate. I lower my head and lick a slow, firm stripe from his entrance to his clit.

The sound he makes is not my sound. It’s a guttural, shocked moan that comes from the back of his throat. His hips jerk off the bed. “Again,” he gasps.

I do it again. And again. I explore with a tongue that is his, learning the terrain of a body that is mine—the slick folds, the way the clit swells under steady pressure, the sharp intake of breath when I circle the entrance with the tip of my tongue. I find the rhythms that make him writhe, the pressure that makes him cry out. I feel his hands—my hands—tangle in my hair, not guiding, just holding on.

The sensation is double-layered: the silken heat against my tongue, the muffled, desperate sounds above me, and the insistent, building pressure in my own groin. I’m hard again, achingly so, but the focus is entirely on him. On this.

“I’m close,” he warns, his voice strangled. “So close.”

I redouble my efforts, circling his clit with focused pressure, drinking in the taste and the feel and the sounds. His thighs clamp around my head, his whole body goes rigid, and he comes with a broken shout, his back arching off the bed. I feel the contractions pulse against my tongue, taste the sharp, clean rush of him.

I keep my mouth on him until the tremors subside, until his grip on my hair goes slack. Then I crawl up his body, my cock pressing against his thigh. His eyes are dazed, his face flushed with a post-orgasmic glow I’ve never seen on myself.

“My turn,” he murmurs, pushing at my shoulder until I roll onto my back.

He straddles my hips, looking down at me with a possessiveness that steals my breath. His hand wraps around my cock, and the touch is electric, knowing. He leans down, his lips brushing mine in a soft, fleeting kiss. Then he moves lower, down my chest, my stomach.

When he takes me into his mouth, I see stars.

It’s not the technique—it’s clumsy, enthusiastic, learning. It’s the view. Watching my own head bob between my legs, my lips stretched around his cock, my eyes squeezed shut in concentration. The visual feedback is devastating. The wet, hot suction is unbelievable. His tongue experiments, finding the sensitive spot beneath the head, and I buck my hips with a groan.

He pulls off, gasping. “It’s… so much,” he says, wiping his mouth. “The texture. The taste. The way it pulses.” He looks at me, his eyes wide. “You like it when I use my hand, too. At the same time.”

It’s not a question. He knows. He’s feeling the echo of my preference through his own nerves. He wraps his hand around the base and takes me back into his mouth, working in a clumsy, perfect sync. The dual sensation is too much. The coil in my gut winds tighter, tighter.

“Marcus,” I choke out. “I’m gonna…”

He doesn’t pull away. He takes me deeper, his throat relaxing around me. The surrender is what does it. With a shout that tears from a place deeper than my lungs, I come. He swallows, coughing slightly, but doesn’t release me until the last shudder has passed.

He collapses beside me, breathing hard. We lie there, slick with sweat and spent, the twilight deepening to night outside the window.

After a long time, he speaks into the darkness. “The sadness is gone.”

I turn my head. “What?”

“The ache. The deep one I felt this morning. When I came just now… it was just pleasure. Pure. Simple.” He reaches for my hand, laces his fingers through mine. “You let it go.”

Tears prick at my eyes. He’s right. The guarded, complicated knot of wanting and withholding I’ve carried for years… it’s not here. In this swapped skin, in this wild experiment, it simply dissolved.

“What do we do with this?” I whisper, the enormity of it crashing down. “When we swap back?”

He’s silent for so long I think he might not answer. Then he squeezes my hand. “We remember,” he says simply. “We remember what it felt like on the other side. We remember the taste, the sounds, the weight of the gaze, the loneliness of the touch. We remember the protocols.” He turns to face me, his eyes serious in the dim light. “And we don’t go back to sleep.”

We order dinner to the room. We eat it naked, wrapped in robes, talking about nothing and everything. We do not turn on the TV. We do not check our phones. We exist only in this bubble of swapped skin and hard-won truth.

Later, in the dark, curled together in the middle of the bed, I feel his breath even out into sleep against my neck. My mind is quieter than it has been in years. The questions are still there—the practical, terrifying questions of Monday. But they are quieter now, drowned out by a new, resonant hum.

We have crossed more than a line today. We have mapped the territory on the other side. And as I drift toward sleep, one thought rings clear, a bell in the silent dark: there is no going back.

Only through.


Chapter 4 — The Only Way Through

I wake to the ache.

It’s low and insistent, a deep, specific pulse that feels like it originates in my bones. My eyes fly open. The light through the gauzy curtains is pale morning. Marcus—in the body that used to be mine—is curled behind me, one arm slung heavily over my waist. For a disorienting second, I’m just me, Dana, waking up tangled with my husband on an ordinary morning. Then the ache throbs again, low and specific, and the reality of the swap crashes back in.

It’s my cock. Hard, thick, rising against my own stomach where the sheet has slipped low in the night. Not an ache I’m feeling from the outside, the way I’ve felt Marcus stir against me a thousand ordinary mornings. This one is happening inside the body I’m wearing. It’s mine now, whether I want it or not.

A jolt of pure, unfiltered sensation shoots through me. It’s not just an external pressure. It’s an internal demand, a live wire of want running from the base of my spine to the tightening skin of my—his—shaft. I’ve felt Marcus’s erection against me a thousand times. I’ve teased him, welcomed him, ignored him. I’ve never been it.

I lie perfectly still, breathing shallowly. The weight of his arm is familiar. The scent of my own hair on the pillowcase is familiar. The hard, insistent ache low in my own body is utterly, devastatingly new.

His breathing changes. A soft inhale, a shift of muscle. He’s awake.

“Morning,” he murmurs, his voice sleep-rough. His hand slides up from my waist, over the silk of the robe I never tied closed last night, and comes to rest on my stomach. My stomach. His fingers splay wide, warm.

“Morning,” I whisper back. My voice is his baritone, thick with sleep.

He’s quiet for a moment. Then his hand moves lower, just an inch, his fingertips brushing the thatch of coarse hair. My breath catches. It’s a question. It’s an echo of last night’s exploration, but daylight has stripped away the protective cloak of novelty. This is deliberate.

“Consent protocol,” he says softly, his lips against the back of my neck. “I want to touch you. Here.” His fingers press lightly against my pubic bone. “May I?”

A shiver runs through me. It’s my body he’s asking to touch, but it’s his nerves lighting up under his own fingertips. The duality is dizzying. “Yes,” I breathe. “Yes, you may.”

His hand slips lower, cupping me. He’s cupping his own balls, his own hard length trapped beneath his palm. A low groan escapes him—escapes me. It’s a sound of pure, shocked pleasure. His fingers curl, a gentle, testing squeeze.

“God, Dana,” he whispers, awe in his voice. “Is this… is this what it always feels like for you? This… this full ache?”

I can’t speak. I can only push back against him, my hips rocking instinctively, seeking more of that pressure. It’s an answer. His cock twitches violently against my back, and the sensation is a mirror inside me, a sympathetic throb deep in my—in his—groin. Pleasure isn’t just located in one spot; it’s a network, a circuit closing.

He turns me onto my back. The morning light falls across his face—my face. Seeing my own features etched with his expression of raw hunger is a shock that never dulls. He looks down at my body, at the hard line of my erection tenting the robe.

“I need to see,” he says, his voice husky. “Consent protocol. I want to remove the robe. I want to look at you. At me.”

“Yes,” I say, the word a surrender. “Look.”

He sits up, kneeling beside me. His hands, my hands, go to the tie of the robe. They fumble for a second—the motor memory is still mine, still used to smaller, finer movements. Then he undoes the knot and pushes the dark silk open.

I am exposed. He is exposed. The cool air of the room hits my heated skin, and my nipples tighten. His—mine—cock stands up, flushed and heavy against my stomach. A bead of clear pre-cum glistens at the tip.

Marcus stares. His gaze travels from my face, down my chest, over the flat plane of my stomach, to the hard evidence of my arousal. His own arousal. His hand reaches out, hovers.

“It’s so… direct,” he murmurs. “The want. It’s just there. A physical fact.” His fingertips finally make contact, tracing the vein that runs along the underside. A jolt, electric and sharp, shoots straight to my core. I gasp.

“Do you feel that?” he asks, his eyes wide.

“Yes,” I choke out. “I feel everything.”

He wraps his hand around me. Around himself. His grip is tentative at first, then firmer, sliding from root to tip in a slow, experimental stroke. My head falls back against the pillow. My hips buck up into the circle of his fingers. It’s too much. It’s not enough.

“Tell me,” he urges, his voice strained. “Tell me what you like. What I like.”

The question unlocks something. For five years, we’ve navigated each other’s bodies like tourists in a familiar but poorly-lit city. We knew the major landmarks but not the secret passages. Now, I am the city. I am the map.

“Tighter,” I gasp. “A little tighter at the head. And… slower. God, slower than you think. The build-up… it’s everything.”

He adjusts his grip, his thumb sweeping over the slick tip on the upstroke. Pleasure coils, tight and sweet, low in my belly. “Like that?”

“Yes. Just like that.” My hands fist in the sheets. “Now use your other hand. On my… on the balls. Cup them. Gently.”

He obeys, his other hand cradling the weight of me. The dual sensation is overwhelming—the focused friction above, the deep, full pressure below. I’m panting now, lost in the feedback loop of giving instruction and receiving the exact pleasure I’ve just described. I’m teaching him how to touch me by feeling him touch himself. It’s the most intimate conversation of our lives.

“I’m close,” I warn, the tension coiling to a breaking point. “So close.”

“Wait,” he says, suddenly pulling his hands away.

The loss is a physical pain. I groan in protest, my body arching off the bed, seeking the vanished friction. “Why?”

He looks down at me, his face—my face—flushed and serious. “I want to feel it,” he says. “I want to know what it’s like. From the other side.”

It takes me a second to understand. Then I do. He wants to swap roles.

He wants to be the one being touched.

He lies back on the pillows, mirroring my position. The morning light catches the curve of his—my—hip, the soft swell of my—his—breast beneath the open robe. He spreads his legs slightly, an invitation. An exposure.

My mouth goes dry. The ache between my own legs, the persistent, unfamiliar emptiness, sharpens into a sudden, shocking need. I want to touch him. I want to touch her. I want to touch me.

I move between his legs. My hands are trembling. I look down at the body that has been mine for thirty-four years, now inhabited by the man I married. The trust in his eyes is absolute.

“Consent protocol,” I say, my borrowed voice rough. “I want to touch you. I want to taste you. May I?”

“Yes,” he says, and it’s my voice, but the cadence is all his. “Please.”

I lower my head. The scent is my own, musky and intimate, but filtered through his new senses, it’s different. Deeper. More compelling. I part the folds with my thumbs, exposing the glistening, flushed pink flesh beneath. His clit is already hard, a small, perfect peak.

I remember what he did last night. The slow circles. The building pressure. I lean in and swipe my tongue from bottom to top in one slow, flat stroke.

He cries out. It’s a sound I’ve never heard from my own throat—a high, sharp gasp of pure surprise and pleasure. His hips jerk off the bed.

“Again,” he pleads, his hands coming down to tangle in my hair—his hair.

I do it again. And again. I learn the rhythm he likes, the specific spot just to the left of the tip that makes his thighs clamp around my head.

I slide a finger inside him, inside me, and feel the incredible, silken heat from the inside. His inner muscles clamp around my finger, and he moans, long and low.

“You’re so wet,” I murmur against him, the words vibrating. “I can feel how much you want this.”

“It’s you,” he gasps. “Feeling you… feeling what you’re doing… it’s like the want is coming from two directions at once. I can’t…” He breaks off with another cry as I add a second finger, curling them just so.

I’m lost in it. The taste, the sounds, the way his—my—body opens and trembles under my mouth. The power is intoxicating. I know exactly where to touch, how much pressure to apply, when to slow and when to drive forward. I am the lock and the key.

His breathing turns ragged, his pleas becoming wordless. I feel the tension gathering in his muscles, the telltale flutter around my fingers. I redouble my efforts, my tongue working his clit in fast, firm circles while my fingers pump inside him.

“Dana… I’m going to…”

He shatters. His back arches violently, a raw, guttural shout tearing from his throat. His orgasm pulses around my fingers, a rhythmic, hot clenching. I ride it with him, not stopping until the last tremor subsides and he collapses, boneless, onto the sheets.

I crawl up his body, tasting myself on my lips. He pulls me into a deep, desperate kiss. Our shared flavor is electric on our tongues.

“Now you,” he says, his eyes dark with spent pleasure and renewed hunger. He pushes me onto my back again. “My turn.”

He doesn’t ask for the protocol this time. The understanding between us is complete, wordless. He takes my aching cock in his hand again, his strokes sure and confident now, informed by my earlier guidance. But he doesn’t stop there. He shifts, swinging one of my legs over his shoulder, opening me up. Before I can process what he’s doing, I feel the warm, wet press of his tongue lower, probing a place that has never been touched, never been considered.

My whole body seizes. “Marcus… what…”

“Shhh,” he says against my skin, his breath hot. “Consent protocol. I want to taste you here. All of you. May I?”

The shock is seismic. It’s an act we’ve never discussed, never approached. But the sensation—the blunt, intimate pressure of his tongue against that forbidden ring of muscle—is not what I expected.

It’s not invasive. It’s a claiming. A completion. The last secret place, offered and accepted.

“Yes,” I hear myself say, the word torn from a place deeper than fear, deeper than shame. “Yes.”

He licks, slow and firm, and the pleasure that radiates from that point of contact is so intense, so unexpectedly profound, that I see stars.

It’s connected to everything—the tight pull of his hand on my cock, the ache in my balls, the frantic beat of my heart. He works me with his mouth and his hand in a devastating syncopation, and I am unspooling, coming completely apart.

“I’m… I can’t…”

“Let go,” he commands, his voice muffled against my skin. “Let me feel it.”

The orgasm hits me like a tidal wave. It’s not a single explosion but a series of them, rolling up from my core, from that intimate point of contact, crashing through my cock as I pulse into his fist, hot and endless. I shout, a raw, ragged sound that has no gender, only pure release. My body convulses, every muscle locking and then going liquid.

When I can see again, when I can breathe, he is holding me, his face buried in my neck. We are both trembling, slick with sweat and spend.

The silence that follows is different from any we’ve shared. It’s not empty. It’s full. Full of the echoes of pleasure, full of the enormity of what we just did, what we just allowed.

He lifts his head. His eyes, my eyes, are shining. “That,” he says, his voice thick with emotion, “was what I was afraid to want.”

The truth of it lands like a physical blow. “And that,” I say, touching his cheek, “was what I was afraid to give.”

We don’t move for a long time. We just breathe, tangled together in the wreckage of our old boundaries. The sun climbs higher, painting the room in gold.

Eventually, he speaks, his voice quiet. “The therapist comes back tomorrow.”

“I know.”

“What happens when we swap back?”

I look at our hands, intertwined on the sheet. His slender fingers laced through my thicker ones. “I don’t know,” I say honestly. “But I know I don’t want to forget this. Any of it.”

He nods slowly. “Then we have today,” he says. A new intensity enters his gaze. “One more day in the wrong skin. One more night.”

“What are you saying?”

He sits up, his expression turning fierce, determined. “I’m saying we stop being afraid. Of anything. We have these bodies until tomorrow morning. We have this… this direct line to each other’s nerves. I want to use it. I want to know everything. Every last thing you’ve ever thought about, wanted, dreamed of. And I want to tell you every last thing I have.”

A thrill, equal parts terror and anticipation, runs through me. “That’s a big list.”

“Good,” he says, a slow smile spreading across my face. “We’ll start with breakfast. And then…” He leans close, his lips brushing my ear.

“We take the protocols off. We make our own rules. And we go through every single page.”

He gets out of bed, pulling me up with him. The world outside this suite, the world of Monday and consequences and normal skin, feels a million miles away. There is only this room. This stolen day. This man in my body, looking at me with a hunger that mirrors my own, a hunger we finally have the tools to sate.

“Where do we start?” I ask, my heart pounding against my ribs.

He leads me toward the large, freestanding mirror in the corner of the room, the one we’ve been avoiding. He stops us in front of it. Our reflection is still a shock—his soul in my softness, my fire in his angles.

“We start right here,” he says, his hands coming to rest on my shoulders. “We look. And we tell each other the truth.” His eyes meet mine in the glass. “What’s the one thing you’ve wanted to do in my body, Dana? The thing you’d never, ever ask for?”

I stare at our reflection. At him. At me. The answer rises up, unbidden, from a dark, secret chamber of my mind I’d sealed shut years ago. It’s terrifying. It’s explicit. It’s the logical, devastating next step after where we’ve just been.

My mouth is dry. I force the words out, my voice barely a whisper.

“I want to fuck you,” I say. “I want to feel what it’s like… from the inside. I want to be inside you.” I turn to face him, the confession hanging between us, raw and massive. “While you’re in my body.”

He stares at me. The air between us crackles, charged with the echo of my words. In the mirror, I watch my own face—his face—process them.

The shock, the comprehension, the slow-blooming heat.

“You want to…” he begins, then stops. He swallows. “You want to be the one to… penetrate.”

It’s a clinical word, but in this context, with our bodies as they are, it’s the only accurate one. “Yes,” I say, the affirmation solidifying inside me. “I want to know what it feels like for you. What it’s really like. Not just guessing. Not just watching your face. I want to feel the strain, the… the friction. The moment of…” I trail off, the specifics too vast to name.

His eyes drop to the front of my body, to the cock that is both his and not his, already half-hard again just from the conversation. When he looks back up, there’s a fierce curiosity in his gaze. “I’ve thought about it,” he admits, his voice low. “What it must be like. To be…

filled. To have that control, that… depth of sensation.” He takes a shaky breath. “But asking for it… it felt like asking for too much.”

“Nothing is too much,” I say, the conviction raw in my throat. “Not today.”

He nods, once, a sharp decisive movement. “Okay.” He turns from the mirror and walks to the bed. He picks up the small bottle of lubricant from the nightstand—the one the retreat provided as part of the ‘exploration kit,’ a detail that had seemed absurd yesterday and now feels vital. He holds it out to me.

My fingers close around the cool plastic. The gesture is a transference of power, of agency. He is handing me the means. He is saying yes.

“Consent protocol,” he says, his voice formal but his eyes soft. “I want you to fuck me. I want to feel you inside me. May I?”

The words, spoken aloud in the clear morning light, are the most erotic thing I’ve ever heard. “Yes,” I say, my own voice rough. “You may.”

He lies back on the bed, propping himself up on the pillows. He parts his legs, bending his knees. The pose is vulnerable, offering. He is using my body to offer himself to me. The sight steals my breath.

I kneel between his legs. My hands are steady now. The trembling is gone, replaced by a deep, resonant focus. I slick my fingers with the lube, warming it. “I’ll go slow,” I promise.

“I know,” he says, and he smiles my smile, the one I save for rare, unguarded moments. “I trust you.”

My first touch is to his clit, a gentle, circling caress that makes him gasp and arch. I want him ready, want him aching. I want this to be about more than mechanics. I slide a lubricated finger down, through the wetness that’s already there from earlier, and press against his entrance. He’s soft, yielding. I push inside, one slow inch.

His eyes flutter closed. A long, low sigh escapes him. “Oh.”

“Tell me,” I whisper, beginning a gentle rhythm.

“It’s… full. A stretching feeling. But good. So good.” His hands come up to grip his own thighs—my thighs. “More.”

I add a second finger. The stretch is more pronounced. He moans, his hips rocking down to meet the penetration. I curl my fingers, searching, and find the textured spot inside. When I press against it, his whole body jolts.

“There,” he gasps. “Right there.”

I work him open with my fingers, carefully, thoroughly, watching his face for every flicker of sensation. His arousal is a visible, palpable thing—the flush on his chest, the hard peaks of his nipples, the way his pussy clenches around my digits. I am learning the map of my own pleasure from the inside out, guided by his reactions.

When I withdraw my fingers, he makes a sound of protest. “Shhh,” I soothe. I reach for the lubricant again, coating my cock with a generous amount. The sensation of my own hand on my own hardened flesh is still profoundly strange, but now it’s a gateway, not a barrier.

I position myself. The head of my cock presses against his entrance. We are both breathing heavily, our eyes locked.

“Ready?” I ask.

He nods, his expression a mix of apprehension and blazing want. “Ready.”

I push forward.

The resistance is immediate, a tight, hot ring of muscle. I stop, letting the pressure alone speak. His breath hitches. “Okay?” I murmur.

“Yes. Just… intense.” He exhales slowly, deliberately, and I feel his body relax incrementally around me. “Go on.”

I press inward again, with relentless, gradual force. There is a profound, stretching burn—I can feel it in his body, a mirrored echo in my own nerves. And then, a sudden, shocking yield. The head of my cock pops past the tightest point, and I am inside.

We both cry out.

The feeling is… indescribable. It’s not just the sheer fullness of being gripped inside a hot, velvet clasp—though that alone is overwhelming enough. It’s the dual awareness. I feel the incredible, satin heat sheathing my cock, the rhythmic pulse of his internal muscles adjusting.

And through the swap’s mysterious connection, I also feel the receiving end—the deep, full ache of being penetrated, the stretch, the profound invasion that is also a completion.

“Oh, God,” Marcus breathes, his eyes wide with shock. “Dana… you feel… I feel…” He can’t finish.

“I know,” I choke out. I am trembling with the effort of holding still, of not thrusting wildly. The feedback loop is too much, too perfect. I am giving and receiving in the same instant.

After a moment of stunned stillness, I begin to move. A slow withdrawal, then a gentle push back in. His breath shudders out of him. His hands fist in the sheets.

“Talk to me,” I urge, my voice strained. “Tell me what you’re feeling.”

“It’s… deep. So deep. I can feel every inch of you. The shape of you.”

He moans as I sink in again. “And it’s… it’s connected. To everything.

When you move, I feel it here…” He brings a hand to his clit, circling it. “…and here.” He presses his other hand low on his stomach. “It’s like you’re touching my whole body from the inside.”

His words unlock something in me. I increase the pace, still careful, still deep. The wet, slick sound of our joining fills the room. I watch my own face contort in pleasure beneath me, a surreal and powerful sight. He is me, feeling what I am doing. I am him, doing what he feels.

The angle shifts slightly, and I brush against that same textured spot my fingers found. He shouts, his back bowing off the bed. “There! Again, please, again!”

I obey, setting a rhythm that hits that spot with every thrust. His pleas become a continuous stream of sound, his hands frantic on his clit, on his breasts. I am losing myself in the sensations—the tight grip of his body, the building pressure in my balls, the dizzying knowledge that the pleasure I am causing is ricocheting back to me through the swap.

“I’m not going to last,” I warn, my thrusts becoming harder, less controlled.

“Don’t stop,” he begs. “I’m there, I’m right there with you.”

His orgasm begins like a tremor, a series of sharp, internal clenches that pull a guttural groan from my throat. He cries out, a wordless, shattered sound, as his body convulses beneath me. The feeling of his pussy milking my cock, combined with the sensory echo of his own climax crashing through him, is the final trigger.

My own release detonates. It’s not a localized burst but a full-body cataclysm. I feel my cock pulsing deep inside him, the hot rush of my cum, and simultaneously, I feel the receiving of it—the wet, claiming heat flooding a place that has never been claimed. The duality is absolute, annihilating. I collapse over him, our bodies slick and heaving, fused together.

For a long time, there is only the sound of our ragged breathing. I am still inside him, softening. I don’t want to move. I don’t want this connection to break.

Eventually, I lift my head. His eyes are closed, tears tracing tracks through the sweat on his temples—my temples.

“Hey,” I whisper.

He opens his eyes. They are dazed, sated, profoundly open. “Hey.”

“Are you… was that…”

“It was everything,” he says simply. He reaches up, cupping my cheek—his cheek. “And you? What was it like for you?”

I try to find the words. They sit heavy, too small for the thing that just happened between us. “It was power. And surrender. Both at once. I felt… I felt you taking me in. All of me.” I withdraw slowly, and we both wince at the sudden emptiness. “I felt what it costs you. And what it gives you.”

He pulls me down into a kiss. Salt and sweat and the faint metallic trace of us still on his tongue. It is messy and perfect and exactly what I need.

We clean up in a daze, moving around each other in the sunlit bathroom with a new, quiet familiarity. The pine trees beyond the glass stand motionless. The mountains hold their same blue distance. Inside the suite, however, the air itself feels rearranged, thicker, marked by what we have done.

Back in the main room we order an absurdly large breakfast. We eat it naked, cross-legged on the floor, feeding each other strawberries and pieces of bacon with our fingers. We talk. Not about the swap. Not about Monday. We talk about everything we had sealed away for years.

He tells me about the year I worked eighty-hour weeks, how he would lie awake in our dark bedroom imagining I was having an affair—not because he believed it, but because the jealousy burned hotter and cleaner than the loneliness that actually lived in his chest. I tell him about the lace lingerie I bought and wore beneath my suit to a presentation, the way the straps had bitten into my skin all day, how I had stood under the shower afterward and cried when he never noticed the difference.

We talk about the first time we met, the first time we kissed, the first time we made love in the old apartment with the radiator that clanked like it was trying to speak. The memories arrive sharp and bright, lit by everything we now understand.

The afternoon deepens. We stay undressed. We touch each other with lazy, insatiable curiosity. I show him the spot just beneath his—my—jaw where the skin is thin and the nerves run close to the surface; when I press my mouth there his toes curl against the rug. He demonstrates the exact pressure and rhythm that brings himself—me—to the edge using only two fingers on his own clit, the way the hood slides back, the precise angle that makes the muscles in his thighs jump. We are students of each other, and our bodies are the only textbooks we need.

As the sun begins to set, painting the walls in oranges and purples, a quieter stillness settles over us. We lie on the rug by the cold fireplace, my head on his stomach, his fingers idly stroking my hair—his hair. The strands are finer than I remember them being on my own head.

“Tomorrow,” he says softly. The word vibrates under my ear.

“I know.”

“What if…” He hesitates. “What if swapping back… breaks this? What if we go back to speaking different languages?”

I roll onto my back to look up at him. “We have the translation now,” I say. “We know what the words feel like. ‘Full.’ ‘Deep.’ ‘There.’ ‘More.’ We know what the other one means when they say them.”

“But will we remember?” There’s a real fear in his eyes. “When this… this direct line is cut?”

I sit up, facing him. I take his hands—my hands—in mine. “We have to make a pact,” I say, the idea forming as I speak. “A rule. For when we’re back.”

“What rule?”

“No more guessing. No more silent hoping. If one of us wants something—anything—we say it. Out loud. We use the protocol. ‘I want X. May I?’ No shame. No fear of asking for too much.”

He considers this, his thumb tracing slow circles on my knuckles. “And if the other person says no?”

“Then we respect it. And we talk about why. But we have to ask.” I squeeze his hands. “We spent five years being afraid of the answer. I’d rather hear a ‘no’ than live in the silence again.”

He brings my hands to his lips and kisses them. “Deal,” he whispers against my skin.

The night that follows is different from the morning. It is slower, more deliberate, less about discovery and more about savoring. We know the territory now. We revisit the peaks, we linger in the valleys. We make love again, this time with him on top, riding me with a slow, grinding intensity. His pussy grips my cock, slick and tight, each deliberate roll of his hips dragging a raw sound from my throat. I feel every inch of him taking me, the wet drag, the way his clit grinds against my pubic bone on the downstroke. Pleasure builds in thick, relentless waves until we are gasping, our thighs trembling, our skin slick and shaking, spent.

After, wrapped in a blanket on the balcony under a sky dense with stars, he says, “I’m scared.”

“Of what?”

“Of Monday. Of the therapist fixing the glitch and… it being over. This… access. This perfect understanding.”

I lean into him, the cool night air sliding over our heated skin. “It won’t be over,” I say, and I believe it. “The understanding is in here.” I tap his chest, over his heart. “Not in here.” I gesture vaguely at our swapped bodies. “This was just the… the crash course. The immersion. We graduated. Tomorrow, we just move back into our home campuses.”

He smiles, a small, hopeful thing. “Promise?”

“Promise.”

We sleep tangled together, a knot of limbs and shared breath, as if we could fuse ourselves into one being through force of will.



The morning comes too soon. The light is different—colder, sharper. The real world pressing in through the glass.

We shower together, a silent, ritual cleansing. We help each other dress in the clothes we arrived in—my blouse feeling foreign on his shoulders, his jeans loose on my hips. We pack our bags in quiet efficiency.

At 9 a.m. precisely, there’s a knock on the door.

Dr. Aris looks tired, her usual crispness frayed at the edges. “My apologies for the delay,” she says, her gaze sharp as it darts between us. “A… system-wide anomaly. You are both… yourselves?”

“We are,” Marcus says, and his voice in my mouth is steady.

She nods, all business. “The recalibration is simple. A reverse pulse. You’ll feel a disorientation, then a snap back to baseline. Please, sit.”

We sit on the edge of the bed, side by side. She places the headsets on us. They hum to life against our temples.

“On my mark,” she says. “Three. Two. One.”

The world dissolves into a vortex of light and sound. It feels like falling backward through a tunnel lined with memories—the rasp of his stubble under my fingertips, the heavy weight of my breasts in his palms, the thick ache of his cock inside me, the tight clutch of my pussy around him. It is a sensory flood. And then, with a lurch that feels like my soul is being slammed back into a familiar container, it stops.

I blink. I am looking down at my own hands. Slender, with the faint scar on the left index finger from a childhood accident. I flex them. They are mine.

I look over at Marcus. He is staring at his own hands, turning them over. He runs a hand over his face, his own jaw, his own short-cropped hair. His shoulders, broad and familiar, settle into their usual posture.

He looks at me. I look at him.

The room is silent. Dr. Aris is watching us, a tablet in her hand. “Synchronicity restored,” she murmurs. “No residual neural echoes. You are fully reintegrated.” She looks up. “The experience, while unplanned, can be a powerful catalyst. I trust you used your time… productively?”

Marcus stands up. He takes a step toward me. He is in his body. I am in mine. The space between us feels vast and intimate all at once.

“We did,” he says, his voice his own again, a deep, warm sound I’ve known for a decade. He holds out his hand to me. “We really did.”

I take it. His fingers close around mine, and the touch is different. It’s not the shock of the unfamiliar, nor the eerie recognition of the swap. It’s a homecoming. His skin is his. My skin is mine. But the map we charted is still there, etched into a place deeper than nerve endings.

Dr. Aris gives us a final, appraising look, then leaves us alone with a bill and a discreet nod.

The door clicks shut.

We are alone. In our own skins. In the silent, sunlit suite.

He turns to me. His eyes search mine. “Dana?”

“Marcus?”

“Consent protocol,” he says, and the words are a bridge between then and now. “I want to kiss you. The you that is you. May I?”

A smile breaks across my face, so wide it hurts. “Yes,” I say. “You may.”

He closes the distance. His lips meet mine. It is our first kiss in five days that is truly, completely ours. It tastes of coffee and him and home and a future we just rewrote.

The kiss should have been enough. Just that—lips against lips, familiar and finally, wonderfully uncomplicated. But his hand tightens around mine, and his other hand comes up to cradle my jaw, tilting my head back, and the kiss deepens into something with teeth in it, something hungry.

I pull back only far enough to speak. “Consent protocol,” I whisper, and I feel him smile against my mouth. “I want more than a kiss.”

“Say it,” he murmurs. “All of it. Out loud. We promised.”

The old me—the Dana from five days ago, from five years ago—would have deflected. Made a joke. Changed the subject before the wanting could be witnessed. That Dana is still in here somewhere, but she doesn’t get the final word anymore.

“I want you to take me to that bed,” I say, “and touch me the way you learned to. Slow. Like you’re mapping something instead of finishing it. I want to feel it from my own side for once, with you doing it, instead of me guessing what it feels like from the inside.”

His breath catches, audible. In his own eyes—the green I fell for a decade ago, not borrowed, not remembered, just his—something goes molten. “And I want,” he says, walking me backward toward the bedroom without letting go of my hand, “everything you told me you liked this weekend. Not the polite version. The real one. The one you only said out loud because you were wearing my skin and thought it didn’t count.”

“It counted.”

“Good. Because I’m not going to forget it.”

We fall onto the bed we’ve shared for five nights as two different sets of intruders, and for the first time all week it’s just us in it—my own hair spilling loose over his forearm, his own broad hands, finally just his and not borrowed, working the hem of my shirt up and off. He kisses down my throat, my collarbone, and lands on my breast with none of the careful, clinical hesitation of that first bathroom morning. He remembers now. He knows the exact pressure, the exact rhythm, the way I like it slow and thorough before anything else happens, and he gives it to me with his own mouth, his own hands, unhesitating.

“Tell me if I get it wrong,” he murmurs against my skin.

“You won’t.”

He doesn’t. His mouth finds my nipple and draws on it with a patient, maddening suction that has my hips already rocking against nothing, chasing a rhythm he learned from outside my body and somehow gets exactly right. I arch into him, fingers tangling in his hair—his own hair, dark and cropped short, nothing like the ghost-memory of my own longer waves under my hands.

I reach for him, popping the buttons of the shirt he changed into an hour ago, needing his skin under my palms. His chest is familiar and, after two days of wearing it myself, strange again in the best way—broader than I remembered, warmer. I press my mouth to the spot low on his throat that I now know, with absolute certainty, makes his knees go weak, because I felt it happen from the inside. He groans, low, and it isn’t an echo, isn’t a phantom sensation bleeding through some malfunctioning headset. It’s just him, reacting to me, the old-fashioned way.

“I know you like it firm, not soft, everywhere,” I tell him, dragging my nails lightly along his ribs. “I know the sadness used to live just under your sternum, and it goes quiet when I put my mouth right there.” I do. He makes a sound that isn’t quite a laugh and isn’t quite a sob.

“I know it starts low, here”—his palm presses flat against my belly, exactly where I once told him it starts—“and spreads before it ever gets specific,” he says back, hooking his fingers into my waistband. “I know what you mean when you say there. I know what you mean when you say more.” He drags my jeans and underwear down in one slow pull, and the air of the suite is cool against skin that is, blessedly, unambiguously, only mine. “I’m never going to have to guess again.”

He settles between my legs and makes good on it, his tongue finding the rhythm he learned from watching his own reflection lose control under a woman’s touch that was, impossibly, also his. He is unhurried and absolutely certain, and I stop trying to narrate the sensation to myself, stop trying to translate it into someone else’s nervous system. It is simply mine. Simply good. When I come, it’s with his name and only his name in my mouth, no confusion about whose voice is shaking, whose hands are gripping the sheets.

He doesn’t wait long to settle over me, freeing his own aching length from the last barrier of clothing, and this time when he sinks into me there is no double vision, no ghost sensation flickering in from a borrowed nervous system—only him, only me, only the drag of something achingly familiar and newly precious.

We take our time. We say the words out loud, the way we promised—full, deep, there, more—and every one lands exactly where it’s meant to, because we finally speak the same language. When my orgasm finally breaks over me, it isn’t an echo of anyone else’s pleasure bleeding through a glitching machine. It’s only mine, entire, and his follows a heartbeat later, entirely his, and for the first time in five years neither of us is alone in the room while it happens.

Afterward, we lie tangled in the wreckage of the sheets, his heartbeat slowing under my ear, my leg thrown over his the way I used to be too self-conscious to do.

“So,” he says finally, into my hair. “That was different.”

“Better,” I say. “Just ours.”

Later, showered—separately this time, by unspoken agreement, because some kinds of newness deserve their own privacy—we dress in the clothes we arrived in five days ago and pack our bags. He doesn’t let go of my hand while I zip my suitcase one-handed. “Let’s go home,” he says.

“And then?” I ask, my heart a steady, hopeful drum in my chest.

He brings our joined hands to his lips, kisses my knuckles, his eyes never leaving mine. “And then we write the new rules.”
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