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The chain-link fence sagged where Aaron had peeled it back, rust flaking under his grip. I remember staring at the gap, at the weeds clawing through cracked concrete beyond it, and thinking this is how horror movies start. But Aaron was already halfway through, his faded Spider-Man tee snagging on the metal.

“You gonna stand there all day?” He shot me that grin—the one that meant I dare you. The one that got us in trouble when he’d egged me into racing him across the train tracks last summer. I’d lost, of course. Aaron always won.

I ducked through, the fence rattling like a threat behind me. The lot smelled like wet cardboard and motor oil. Aaron kicked an empty beer bottle, sending it skittering into a mound of tires. “Bet there’s rats here big as cats,” he said, like it was a good thing.

“We should go back,” I said, but he was already scaling a crumbling cinderblock wall.

“Pussy.” He perched on top, silhouetted against the orange smear of sunset. “Come on. There’s gotta be something cool here.”

I hesitated. His sneakers sent gravel skittering down as he jumped off the other side. A beat of silence, then: “Whoa. Jake, get over here!”

That tone—half wonder, half taunt—left no choice. I climbed, the blocks gritty under my palms. When I dropped down, he was poking a stick at a gutted microwave, its door hanging like a broken jaw.

“Told you it was worth it,” he said.

“Yeah. A busted microwave. Real treasure.”

He snorted, elbowing me. “You’re just mad ’cause I found it first.”

We picked our way deeper, Aaron leading, me scanning for glass, for needles, for whatever else Mom had warned about. He kicked open a warped cabinet, crowing when a swarm of beetles scattered. “Jackpot!”

“Gross,” I muttered, but he was already reaching in.

“Dare you to eat one.”

“No way.”

“Double-dog dare.”

I glared. He held up a beetle, legs wriggling, and my stomach flipped. But then his laugh cracked the air—too loud, too sharp—and he flicked it away. “Relax. Not like they’re poisonous.”

I didn’t laugh. The light was fading, shadows pooling in the hollows of discarded furniture. “Seriously, Aaron. Let’s go.”

He rolled his eyes but turned—then froze. “Wait. Look.”

Aaron’s foot struck something metallic under a crumpled fast-food bag. He knelt, brushing away grit with the edge of his sleeve. The box was palm-sized, tarnished silver filigree twisting into shapes that made my eyes ache—serpents swallowing their own tails, thorned vines curling around a clasp. 

“Whoa.” He pried it open before I could stop him. 

The pendant inside glinted dully, its chain coiled like a sleeping snake. The jewel was wrong—not quite emerald, not quite glass, with a liquid darkness swirling at its core. Symbols etched into the metal seemed to squirm under my gaze. 

Aaron held it up, the stone catching the last sliver of sunlight. “Looks badass,” he declared, waggling his eyebrows. He looped the chain around his neck, the pendant resting against his Spider-Man logo.

“See what we would have missed if I hadn’t brought us out here?” he said, twisting the little charm the charm in his fingers.

“Looks cute on you” I said, but my throat felt tight. The air tasted coppery, like storm weather. 

“Screw you,” he said. “You’re just jealous I found it first.”

“Whatever. Just don’t blame me when your skin turns green.” 

Aaron grinned, tipping the pendant toward me like a prize on a game show. “Who do you think it belonged to?” he asked.

“Probably some goth chick,” I muttered.

“Fuck off, guys can wear necklaces,” he said. “And this one glows.”

“You’re seriously going to wear that thing?” I asked, feeling a strong breeze like an impending storm tug at my shirtsleeves.

“Why not?” he said. “Wearing this, I’ll become the ultimate badass. Everyone in school will be jealous. You won’t even recognize me.”

The pendant pulsed—once, twice—then erupted in a sickly green light. Shadows writhed across Aaron’s face, sharpening his grin into something jagged. A voice slithered out of nowhere: “As you… desire.” 

It didn’t sound like a genie. It sounded like the beetles skittering in the dark. 

Aaron staggered back, clutching the pendant. “What the hell—?” 

The light died. For a heartbeat, everything was still. Then he snorted, shaky but defiant. “Told you it was magic.” 

I didn’t laugh. The air stank now, like burnt hair and wet earth. Somewhere deep in the lot, glass shattered. 

“Take it off,” I said. 

He rolled his eyes. “Chill. It’s just a—” 

Crack. 

His voice broke mid-word—literally broke, splintering into a high, strained gasp. His hands flew to his throat. 

“Aaron—?” 

He looked at me, eyes wide and unfamiliar in the dying light. 

Then he screamed.
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“J-Jake—!” His voice spiraled higher, trembling between octaves. The pendant’s jewel throbbed, tendrils of emerald light snaking under his shirt. His Spider-Man logo stretched, distorted, as his chest swelled. Aaron looked down, eyes wild, and let out a choked scream.

“Get it off!” he—she—shrieked, voice now fully feminine, sharp with panic. The chain slithered tighter, pendant burning against a chest that now pressed against her shirt.

I lunged, grabbing the chain. It burned cold. The metal squirmed in my grip.

“Can’t—!” I yanked harder. Aaron screamed as the pendant flared, throwing me back. I skidded on gravel, palms bleeding.

When I looked up, she was… different. Finished.

Her eyes—still Aaron’s eyes, wide and furious—locked onto mine. “Jake?” 

The name was a plea, a curse, a prayer. 

I had no answer.

“Jake,” she whispered. “Fix this.”

I couldn’t stop staring. Her jawline had softened. Her hair, once a messy buzz cut, now brushed her shoulders in uneven waves, as if time itself had fast-forwarded. “You’re… you’re a girl,” I choked out. 

“No—no, this is stupid!” She scrambled to her feet, but her balance faltered, legs unsteady in a body she didn’t know. She kicked at the ground, sending gravel flying. “Take it back! Take it back!” 

The pendant gleamed against her collarbone, the jewel dark and silent. 

“Your… your clothes,” I muttered, numb. The Spider-Man logo on her shirt had warped, the red and blue bleeding into a muted lavender. The hem of her hoodie dipped lower in the back, tailored to a frame that wasn’t Aaron’s. 

She followed my gaze, then frantically patted herself down—hips, ribs, chest. Her breath hitched. “No. No.” 

“We should… we should go home,” I said, but the words felt hollow. 

Aaron spun toward me, eyes wild. “You think?!” Her voice cracked again, and she flinched at the sound. 

We didn’t run. We limped out of that lot, every step heavier than the last. Aaron kept tripping, her sneakers suddenly too big, her strides too short. I didn’t dare offer a hand. 

The fence loomed ahead, its gap seeming smaller than I remembered. 

Aaron stopped, gripping the rusted metal. “Jake.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Don’t… don’t tell anyone.” 

Like I could. Like any of this made sense. 

The pendant hummed against her skin, a quiet, hungry sound. 

Neither of us mentioned it.
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Aaron’s house looked the same—peeling blue paint, the bike rack he had bent trying to ollie off the porch steps, his Mom’s herb garden spilling mint through the chain-link. But when the door swung open, Mrs. Hart beamed at us like we were strangers. 

“Erin! How was the library?” She ruffled Erin’s hair—long hair, though we’d left the lot ten minutes ago—and my stomach lurched. “Did you finish that Chopin piece?” 

Erin froze. “Chopin?” 

“For your lesson tomorrow?” Mrs. Hart frowned, glancing at me. “You okay, sweetie?” 

The house smelled like lemon cleaner and meatloaf. Normal. Wrong. 

“He’s…uh. She’s tired,” I blurted. “From studying.” 

Mrs. Hart hummed, unconvinced. Her eyes lingered on Erin’s pendant. “New necklace?” 

Erin clutched it, knuckles whitening. “Jake gave it to me.” 

I stiffened. Mrs. Hart’s smile softened. “Cute. But you know the rules—no jewelry at recitals.” 

Recitals. Piano. Since when? 

Mrs. Hart gestured to the living room. Framed photos lined the walls—Erin in a frilly dress at a piano, Erin grinning with a trophy, Erin blowing out candles on a cake I’d never seen. All with long hair. All wrong. 

“You plan to stay for dinner, Jake?” Mrs. Hart called from the kitchen. 

“No!” Erin and I said in unison. 

A beat. 

“I mean… he can’t,” Erin mumbled. “His mom’s waiting.” 

Mrs. Hart laughed. “Since when do either of you care about curfew?”  

Erin bolted upstairs. I followed, my legs leaden. Her room was different—pink curtains, a vanity cluttered with hair clips, a keyboard in the corner where Aaron’s skateboard posters used to hang. 

She stood in the center, shaking. “Make it stop.” 

I had no words. The pendant throbbed, warm and sickly, against her chest. 

Downstairs, the doorbell rang. 

“Erin!” Mrs. Hart shouted. “Your father’s home!” 

Erin’s breath hitched.

“They think you’ve always been like this,” I said, voice trembling. “The photos, the piano—how?” 

She whirled, eyes blazing. “How should I know?!” Her new voice cracked, high and desperate. “It’s like… like I got edited out of my own life!” 

“Jake—Jake—” 

“We… We can fix this,” I whispered. 

She didn’t answer. 

“Maybe you can take it off,” I said. “The pendant.”

“I tried!” She tore at the chain, leaving red welts on her throat. The metal held.

I grabbed her wrist. Her skin felt feverish. “Maybe it needs… a wish? Like before?”

“I didn’t wish for this!”

“So, you’re really a girl?” I asked.

“What do you think?” she said.

“But I mean, really a girl?”

Erin’s hands flew to her hips, her new voice shrill. “What the hell are you—?”

“Just look,” I said.

She froze. Shadows pooled in the hollow of her throat where the pendant lay. Slowly, trembling, she hooked a thumb into the waistband of her jeans. Her breath hitched.

The words hung between us. I shouldn’t have asked. But the question slithered out anyway, venomous and small: “Prove it.” 

Her face went pale. “What?” 

“Let me see.” The floor tilted under me. “Down there.” 

“Are you crazy?!” She backed into the vanity, hair clips clattering to the floor. 

“We’re still friends, right?” The plea tasted like bile. “I just… I need to know.” 

Her laugh was jagged glass. “Friends don’t ask friends to—” 

“Please.” My voice broke. “Please, Erin.” 

The silence choked us. Somewhere downstairs, her dad laughed at a TV laugh track. 

“If I do this,” she whispered, “you never mention it again. Ever.” 

I nodded, nausea rising. 

Her fingers trembled—knuckles pale. For one suspended moment, the room held its breath.

I saw too much. Not the clinical diagram from health class, not the whispered jokes in the locker room. Her.

My face burned. My throat closed. I wanted to look away, but my eyes betrayed me—scanning, cataloging, comparing her new anatomy with my own. 

Erin didn’t move. Didn’t breathe. Her face was a mask of fury, cheeks blotchy red, but tears streaked her chin. “Satisfied?” 

The word hung between us, sharp and final. 

I stumbled back, colliding with the vanity. A hairbrush clattered to the floor. “I’m—I didn’t—” 

She stood there, shoulders heaving, the ghost of Aaron screaming behind her eyes. 

“Get. Out.” 

I fled. 

The pavement blurred under my sneakers, each step echoing the frantic rhythm of my heartbeat. Streetlights flickered to life, casting long shadows that twisted like accusations across the sidewalk.

I kept my head down, but Erin’s face burned behind my eyelids every time I blinked—the way her tears had caught the vanity lights, the raw betrayal in her glare. 

Her voice looped in my skull: “Satisfied?” 

I wasn’t. I was hollow. 

The air smelled like rain, but the sky stayed dry, the clouds clotting like the guilt in my throat. I scraped my knuckles against a fence, the pain sharp and clean, but it didn’t drown out the memory of her choked sob. Aaron never cried. Not when he broke his arm at the skatepark. 

At the overpass, I stopped. The river below churned black, swallowing the moon’s frail light. I gripped the railing, rust flaking under my palms, and imagined hurling the pendant into the water. But it was still around her neck, fused to her skin. There was nothing I could do. 

“I’m sorry,” I whispered to no one. The wind stole the words. 

By the time I reached my street, my cheeks were wet.  Inside, I didn’t bother with dinner. My room was a museum of before—baseball trophies, a half-painted model spaceship. Nothing was changed but it didn’t feel the same.  

Never again. 


4.

Six years later the memories clung like the rust on the chain-link fence I leaned against. Erin wove through the midfield, her pleated skirt—navy blue—swaying with every calculated step. Her knee-high socks sagged just enough to show she was still a rebel, grass stains blooming like bruises.

The boys in the bleachers whistled when she stole the ball. The smirk she tossed the crowd wasn’t cold, just weary, like she’d rehearsed this act until it fit.

When she scored, the ball arced cleanly into the net, no brute force, just precision. The crowd roared. Erin pressed a hand to her collarbone—a fleeting gesture, but I saw the chain’s outline under her jersey. The pendant never left her.

“She’s unreal,” a freshman muttered behind me.

No, I thought. She’s not.

Her teammates swarmed her. For a heartbeat, her gaze found mine. Just a tilt of her chin, the barest lift of an eyebrow.

Still watching, Jake?

I shoved off the fence. Six years, and she’d mastered the art of existing in two worlds—girl enough to disarm, athlete enough to dominate. The crowd saw confidence. I saw the ghost of Aaron.

The crowd lingered near the bleachers, clusters of guys in letterman jackets and freshman girls clutching posters too neatly drawn to be spontaneous. She stood by the bench now, peeling off her shin guards while a trio of freshmen peppered her with questions. “How do you juggle soccer and student council?” “Do you use that ribbon for luck?” She answered with shrugs and smirks, her gaze drifting past them to where Casey leaned against the snack bar, pretending to text. 

When she finally broke free and sauntered toward me, the setting sun caught the sweat at her temples, turning it gold. Her skirt swished around her legs, deliberate, like she’d practiced the motion in a mirror. 

“Nice assist in the second half,” I said, nodding at the scoreboard. “Almost looked like teamwork.” 

She snorted, tossing her water bottle into her bag. “Don’t pretend you know soccer terms. You’re here as my cheerleader.” 

I didn’t argue. She wasn’t wrong. 

Casey chose that moment to swoop in, his cologne arriving before he did. “Hart! Killer game.” He flashed teeth bleached too white, his varsity jacket hanging open to show off a shirt two sizes too small. “You gonna grace us with your presence at Tori’s party tonight?” 

Erin tilted her head, her ponytail slipping over one shoulder. “Will there be actual booze this time? Or just Tecate Light?” 

He grinned, like her insults were a secret handshake. “I’ll make sure there’s rum. Just for you.” 

She blew him a kiss, her fingertips brushing her lips. “You’re a gem, Case. Truly.” 

He retreated, chest puffed, and I waited until he was out of earshot. “You know he only comes to these games to stare at your legs, right?” 

She arched a brow. “Jealous?” 

“Honest.” 

“Please.” She tugged her socks down, revealing the faint tan lines she’d complained about last summer. “Half these guys couldn’t name a single rule. But they buy tickets, the team gets funding, and I get…” She trailed off, plucking at her jersey. 

“An ego boost?” 

Her eyes narrowed, but there was no heat in it. “A reminder that I’m good at this. That she’s good at this.” 

I knew what she meant. She. “The Girl” the world saw—effortless, untouchable, the girl who’d buried Aaron so deep even she forgot where she’d hidden him. 

“You don’t have to play into it,” I said quietly. “The… performance.” 

She laughed then, bright and hollow, like a coin dropped on pavement. “When you’re this pretty and this talented, Jake, it’s not a performance. It’s a public service.” 

The words were sharp, but her fingers found the pendant under her collar, twisting the chain. I wanted to call her out, to ask if the “service” was really for the public, but she was already slinging her bag over her shoulder.

“Slushie?” she said, walking backward toward the parking lot. “Cherry. And don’t be late—I’ve got a reputation to uphold.” 

I watched her go, the boys near the bleachers tracking her too. Their Erin was a magnet, a myth. Mine was the girl who still double-knotted her cleats like she was afraid they’d fall apart, who’d once whispered “What if I’m stuck like this?” into the dark of my bedroom at 3 a.m. 

But that Erin didn’t exist here. Here, she was untouchable. 

And I was just another spectator.
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The cherry slushie dripped condensation down my wrist as we cut through the park, autumn leaves crunching underfoot. Erin had forgone her usual soccer hoodie for a cropped leather jacket she’d thrifted last week, paired with a V-neck tee that dipped just low enough to make my throat tight. Her hair smelled like strawberries today—cheap drugstore shampoo. 

“Trig homework,” she said, holding out her hand without breaking stride. 

I fished the crumpled worksheet from my bag. “You’re welcome.” 

She snatched it, her fingers brushing mine. I leaned in to see, my shoulder bumping hers. Her jacket slipped, revealing the strap of a pink bra—lace, Jesus—and a sliver of skin where the pendant always rested. I jerked back like I’d been burned, slushie sloshing. 

“Careful,” she said, not looking up. “That’s your third uniform violation this month.” 

“It’s not—the lid’s just stuck.” I pretended to wrestle with the plastic, cheeks burning. She’d worn that color on purpose. She had to know. 

Erin finally glanced over, her eyebrow arched. “You okay? You’re redder than this slushie.” 

“Allergies.” 

“In October?” 

“Ragweed,” I lied, nodding at the dead flowers by the path. “Super potent.” 

She hummed, unconvinced, and tucked the homework into her bag. The movement hiked her shirt up another inch. I trained my gaze on a distant tree. 

“You’re missing a good show,” she said. 

My pulse spiked. “What?” 

She nodded at a squirrel demolishing an acorn. “Nature’s cutest little psycho.” 

Right. The squirrel. 

We walked in silence after that, the only sound the straws rattling in our cups. Erin kicked a pinecone ahead of us, her ankle boots clicking against the pavement.

I counted cracks in the sidewalk, the phone poles, the number of times she adjusted her bag strap—anything to avoid the slope of her collarbone, the freckle I knew was just above her— 

“Jake.” 

I blinked. “Yeah?” 

She held out her slushie, face blank. “Switch? Mine’s melted.” 

I stared at the lipstick smudge on her straw—pink, glossy, a shade she’d started wearing last month. A shade that matched her bra. 

“Sure,” I croaked, swapping cups. 

Her smirk was fleeting, there and gone. “Thanks.” 

The bell rang in the distance. She picked up her pace, ponytail swaying, while I lagged behind, clutching her half-finished drink like an idiot. 

I saw the bra in my mind and took a slow sip.
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The bell rang, jolting me awake. Sunlight streamed through the classroom windows, dust motes swirling above Erin’s head as she leaned over her desk, scribbling the last of Mr. Harlow’s trig formulas. Her hair fell in a curtain, blocking her face, but I didn’t need to see it to know she was smirking. 

“Done,” she said, slapping her notebook shut. Her bracelet—silver, studded with tiny skulls—clinked against the desk.

She tilted her head, ponytail spilling over one shoulder. “You’re staring.” 

“Am not.” 

“Liar. What’s your deal today?” 

You. Always you. 

“Nothing,” I said, nodding at her bracelet. “Just wondering when you turned goth.” 

She rolled her eyes. “It’s punk, you relic.” 

The hallways buzzed as we stepped out, underclassmen scattering like pigeons. Erin walked like she owned the place—chin up, her skirt swishing just enough to draw eyes. I trailed half a step behind, my slurpie sloshing in its cup. 

Don’t look. Don’t you fucking look. 

But I did. Always did. 

--- 

It started small. Freshman year, third-period bio. She’d leaned over to borrow my notes, her hair brushing my arm. Strawberries and sweat. I froze, pen digging into the paper, ink bleeding through. She didn’t notice. Why would she? To her, we were still just Jake and Aaron, minus the skateboards and scraped knees. 

But I noticed. 

Noticed the way her hoodie clung to her hips now. The way she’d started wearing bras with lace trim, straps slipping off her shoulders like secrets. Noticed the pendant, always tucked beneath her shirt, its chain glinting when she stretched. 

By sophomore year, the dreams came. Vivid, feverish things where her mouth found mine, her hands fisted in my shirt, her laugh low and dangerous. I’d wake gasping, sheets tangled, guilt sour on my tongue. 

She never asked for this, never asked to become this person.   

But I hadn’t either. That was the worst part. 

--- 

“Jake. Earth.” 

Erin snapped her fingers in front of my face.

“What?” I said. 

She rolled her eyes, yanking open the locker. “I said, you’re coming over tonight. Mom’s making lasagna.” 

“Since when do you eat carbs?” 

“Since forever.” She hip-checked me, her jacket riding up to reveal a sliver of skin. Pale, smooth, wrong. “Don’t flake. I need help with Harlow’s extra credit.” 

“Translation: you need me to do it.” 

“Translation: you’re going to.” She grabbed her history textbook, and her shirt gaped—just for a second—exposing a black lace bra beneath. Crisscross straps. Scalloped edges. 

I slammed the locker shut. 

--- 

Later, at her house, I watched her fiddle with the pendant while her mom rambled about the trip she planned to take to Genoa after Erin left the house. The chain left a red line on her neck, a noose only I could see. 

“Jake,” her mom said, “pass the garlic bread?” 

I reached, my arm brushing Erin’s. She didn’t flinch. Just let it pass like it didn’t mean anything, which it didn’t.  

“You ever think about us?” she’d asked once, drunk on stolen vodka in her basement. 

“What’s there to think about?” I’d said. 

She’d laughed, all throat. “Exactly.” 

I still didn’t know what she meant. Still didn’t sleep. 

--- 

That night, walking home, I replayed it all—the lace, the freckle, the way she’d leaned into my side during dinner, her head a warm weight on my shoulder.   

I wanted Erin. And she could never know. 

The two truths dogged me, relentless. By the time I reached my porch, the moon hung high. 

Somewhere, Erin was probably asleep, her homework done, her lasagna digesting. 

Somewhere, Aaron was gone. 

And here I was, caught between them, loving both and neither at once.
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Erin was sprawled on my bedroom floor, textbooks abandoned, painting her toenails a venomous shade of green. The smell of acetone hung thick in the air, mixing with the strawberry gum she’d been snapping for the last twenty minutes. Outside, dusk settled over the neighborhood, streetlights flickering to life. 

“So,” I said, tossing a stress ball at her head. “We’re going to this party?” 

She caught it without looking. “Who says you were invited?” 

“You texted me the address.” 

“And?” She capped the polish, blowing on her toes. “Maybe I just wanted you to admire me from afar while I had the time of my life.” 

I rolled my eyes. “But we’re going together, right?” 

She paused, the brush hovering mid-air. “Why? You planning to cling to me like a koala all night?” 

“Obviously. How else will people know I’m your emotional support himbo?” 

Her laugh was sharp, familiar. “Fine. But if you embarrass me, I’m telling everyone we’re cousins.” 

“Everyone who will be there has known us both since 3rd grade.” 

“Okay, so I’ll tell them that you invited yourself along and I couldn’t ditch you.” She stood, stretching her arms overhead. Her crop top rode up, revealing a sliver of stomach—pale, soft, dotted with the same freckles she’d had at twelve. I focused on the zit near her hairline instead. 

“Wear your cool hoodie,” she said, gathering her stuff. “The one that makes your eyes less… sad puppy.” 

“They’re not sad. They’re deep.” 

“They’re leaking existential dread.” She slung her bag over her shoulder, pausing in the doorway. “Meet at my house at eight. And Jake?” 

“Yeah?” 

“Don’t forget deodorant.” 

The door slammed. I waited until her footsteps faded down the porch stairs before rifling through my closet for the damn shirt. 

--- 

I knocked on her bedroom door, the sound swallowed by the bass of her playlist. “Come in or don’t, I’m not your mom,” she called. 

Erin stood in front of her vanity, back to me, wrestling with the zipper of a dress that looked like it had been attacked by hedge clippers—straps frayed, hem slashed diagonally across her thighs. The mirror caught her scowl as she twisted, the pendant pulsing in time with her frustrated breaths. 

“Need help?” I said, hovering in the doorway. 

She glanced over her shoulder. “Does this make me look like a deranged fairy or a glamorous hobo?” 

“Yes.” 

“Honest opinion, Jake.” 

The zipper stopped midway up her spine, exposing the lace edge of a black bra and a constellation of freckles I’d memorized against my will. My throat went dry. “It’s… bold.” 

“Bold.” She turned, arms crossed. The neckline plunged dangerously, held together by what looked like sheer will and a safety pin. “You’re useless. Give me your hoodie.” 

“Why?” 

“I’ll be cold.” 

“It’s seventy degrees.” 

She snapped her fingers. “Hoodie. Now.” 

I tossed it over, and she caught it one-handed. “Turn around.” 

“What?” 

“Unless you want a show.” Her smirk dared me to say yes. 

I spun, facing the wall of punk band posters. The rustle of fabric behind me crinkled in my ears—the whisper of the dress hitting the floor, the snick of her bra clasp, the choked sound I made and hoped she didn’t hear. 

“Don’t peek,” she sing-songed. 

I stared at a flyer for a show we’d snuck into at fourteen, back when mosh pits felt like the most dangerous thing we’d ever do. My jeans tightened, traitorous, as I imagined her bare shoulders, the curve of her— 

“Done.” 

She stood in my oversized hoodie, the hem grazing mid-thigh, paired with crisp white sneakers. No bra. Nothing underneath, her bare hips peeking out dangerously. 

“You can’t go out like that,” I said, too fast. 

She cocked her hip. “Why? It covers as much as a skirt.” 

“It’s a hoodie.” 

“And you’re a prude.” She tossed her crimped hair, the neon gloss on her lips catching the light. “Let’s go.” 

I blocked the door. “Put on shorts. Or leggings. Or duct tape.” 

She rolled her eyes but rummaged through her drawer, pulling out lace-trimmed underwear. “Happy?” 

“Not even a little.” 

She shimmied into them deliberately slow, never breaking eye contact, then shouldered past me. “Relax. It’s just skin.” 

The hallway air felt cooler, safer. She paused, glancing back. “You coming?” 

I followed, aching, knowing that I would be tortured with the mental image of those panties slowly moving up her thighs for years and never get the chance to do anything about it.
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The streetlights hummed, their glow pooling on the cracked sidewalk as Erin darted across the road without looking. Her sneakers were new—bright white high-tops she’d bought last month, laced with neon pink strings that clashed violently with my battered gray hoodie.

She didn’t look back, just crooked a finger over her shoulder—keep up. I trailed her, hands jammed in my pockets, eyes fixed on the sway of my hoodie around her thighs.

“So,” she said, slowing until we were side by side, “Minda’s gonna be there.”

I tripped over a crack. “And?”

“And she likes you.” Her smirk glinted in the sodium glow. “Like, triple heart-emoji likes you.”

“She does not.”

“You’re literally her Lock Screen.”

“That was a group photo!”

“Sure. And I’m the Queen of England.” She hip-checked me into a stop sign. “Just talk to her. She’s into your whole… schlubby Golden Retriever thing.”

I steadied myself, glaring. “I’m not schlubby.”

“Your t-shirt’s inside out.”

I glanced down. It was.

She sighed, dramatic. “Look, just grow a cock and some balls tonight, okay? Even half a cock. I’ll settle.”

The irony hung between us, thick as the weed smoke wafting from the party house ahead. I bit back the retort—you’d know about missing parts, wouldn’t you?—and kicked a pebble. “Minda’s not my type.”

Erin stopped, turning so suddenly I nearly plowed into her. “You’re not into pretty girls, is that it? Her boobs are just too big for you?”

“No! I just—”

“—have the self-esteem of a soggy waffle? Yeah, I know.” She flicked my forehead. “Relax. She’s not gonna bite. Unless you’re into that.”

I swatted her hand away, my fingers grazing hers. For a heartbeat, I imagined lacing them together, pulling her close, tasting the neon gloss on her lips—

She snorted. “You’re blushing.”

“Allergies.”

“To women?”

The party’s bass shook the sidewalk. Erin looped her arm through mine, her skin warm against my sleeve. “Stick with me, champ. I’ll wingman your pathetic ass.”

The party’s bass throbbed ahead. Erin walked beside me, silent, the hoodie’s pockets bulging with gum wrappers. By the time we reached the porch, her sneakers were scuffed, the laces frayed. Some habits died harder than others.

The keg sat in a kiddie pool filled with beery ice, surrounded by a herd of freshmen pretending they’d been here before. Erin snagged two cups, foam slopping over her fingers. “Beer pong,” she declared. “You’re on trash duty.”

“What’s trash duty?”

“Catching the cups I miss.” She leaned into me, her shoulder a warm line against mine. The hoodie smelled like me but with an additional scent of her vanilla chapstick. “One game of beer pong,” she said. “Maybe three. Then we bail.”

Before I could answer, Lindsay descended, all glitter and dilated pupils. “Erin!” She tackle-hugged her, spilling beer down the back of my hoodie. “You have to come see Casey’s new tattoo! It’s, like, so tribal!” 

Erin shot me an apologetic grimace. “Two minutes,” she mouthed, letting Lindsay drag her into the pulsing living room crowd. 

I nursed my beer, leaning against a wall papered in the 1990s. That’s when Minda appeared, her sequined top reflecting disco-ball fragments across my face. “Jake,” she drawled, sidling closer. “You look… thirsty.” 

“I’ve got a drink.” I raised my cup. 

She giggled, too high-pitched. “Not for that.” Her hand landed on my forearm, her grip sticky. “You’re, like, mysterious. I dig it.” 

“I’m not—” 

“Shh.” She pressed a finger to my lips. “Wanna see the backyard? Casey’s got a hot tub.” 

The word Casey triggered a cascade in my stomach. But it was Minda who lurched, her face blanching. 

“Oh god—” 

Then she vomited. 

Straight down my shirt. 

The crowd scattered, whooping “Gross!” as Minda collapsed onto a beanbag, moaning. I stood frozen, beer and bile soaking into my jeans. 

Erin was nowhere. 

Minda flopped onto her side, mascara bleeding down her cheeks. "Jaaaaake," she slurred, pawing at my shoelaces. "Don't leave me."

Minda retched again, dry-heaving over the beanbag. "S'your fault," she moaned. "Shouldn't... shouldn't be so hot."

"Deep breaths." I crouched, avoiding the puddle.

"Jake..." Minda's fingers closed around my wrist, clammy and desperate. "Tell me I'm pretty."

"You're wasted."

"Tell me." Her grip tightened. "Casey says I look like a swamp rat."

I jerked free. Minda blinked, confused. "Wha—?"

I stripped off my shirt, using it to scrub my chest, and bolted for the hallway. The bathroom was occupied, so I ducked into the kitchen, grabbing a dish towel to wipe my face. 

"Check out the six-pack crisis!" someone jeered. A Dorito hit my shoulder.

"Put a shirt on, Chernobyl!" shouted a lacrosse bro by the fridge, holding his hand over his heart. "You're melting my face off!"

I yanked open the sink cabinet—no clean cups. I snatched a half-empty Smartwater bottle off the counter.

Minda had migrated to the staircase, head lolling against the banister. Some dude in a trucker hat was trying to feed her a jelly shot.

"Open up, princess," he crooned, thumb on her lower lip.

I knocked the jelly cup sideways. It splattered against a NO PARKING sign someone had stolen. "She needs electrolytes, not more poison."

Minda blinked up at me. "My knight in…" She squinted at my bare torso. "In no armor."

The water bottle trembled in her grip. She managed two sips before gagging.

"Bathroom," she gasped.

We didn’t make it past the foyer. She hurled again, this time into a potted fern. The room erupted in cheers.

"Classy!" someone shouted.

"Ten points for distance!"

I hauled Minda upright as she started crying about ruining the plant. Her sequined top scratched my chest.

"Deep breaths, Mind."

"Deep breaths," she echoed, then passed out cold. I held Minda’s dead weight, her sequins cutting into my ribs. The crowd parted like we were contagious.

A senior in a Stanford hoodie materialized, holding a gallon of chocolate milk. "Here." She shoved it at me. "She’s in my bio lab. I’ll Uber her."

"Bless you," I said, transferring Minda onto the girl’s shoulder.

"Don’t bless me." She adjusted Minda’s sagging head. "Just Venmo me $23 later."

Minda stirred, slurring, "Jaaaaake…?"

"Sleep it off," I said.

Her fingers brushed my wrist. "You’re… kinda decent."

The crowd whooped. I bolted before the chant started—Jake’s decent! Jake’s decent!

I pushed through bodies, checking every room. The garage reeked of weed, strangers grinding to a bass-heavy remix. No Erin. Upstairs, a line snaked out of the bathroom. Backyard, the hot tub bubbled with drunk freshmen. 

Nothing. 

I finally texted her: Where’d you go? 

Three dots appeared. Vanished. 

The party raged on. I leaned against the fridge, the stench of sour milk mixing with the puke on my skin. My phone buzzed. 

Casey’s car. Don’t wait up. 

I stared at the screen, the words blurring. Somewhere, a glass shattered. Someone screamed-laughed. 

I left carrying my puke-stained shirt.


9.

The walk home reeked—literally. My puke-crusted shirt dangled from two fingers, the October wind doing nothing to mask the stench of stomach acid. Casey’s car. The words looped in my head, each syllable a hammer to the ribs. Of course she’d bail with him. Of course she’d leave me stewing in Minda’s digestive aftermath.

I scaled the side of my house like a fugitive, toeholds memorized from years of sneaking out. My window creaked open, the sound loud enough to wake the dead—or Mom, if her Ambien had worn off. I froze, listening, then belly-crawled inside.

The shower ran scalding, steam fogging the mirror until my reflection vanished. I scrubbed until my skin burned, but the humiliation lingered. Casey’s car. His vape-pen laugh, his gym-bro biceps, his fucking Jeep with its stupid bumper stickers.

I paced my room in boxers, damp hair dripping onto carpet older than Erin’s transformation. 12:47 a.m. No texts. No sorry. Just the buzz of the streetlight outside and the phantom itch of vomit in my nostrils.

The tap came at 1:03—three quick raps on the glass.

Erin crouched on the roof, backlit by the moon, balancing a greasy fast-food bag in one hand.

I hesitated. Let her shiver. Let her explain. Let Casey honk his horn from the curb for all I cared.

Another tap. Insistent.

I yanked the window open. “What?”

She vaulted inside. “Peace offering.” She tossed the bag onto my desk. “Cheese fries. Extra bacon.”

“You left.”

“You were busy getting baptized in vomit.” She kicked off her sneakers, collapsing onto my bed.

“You heard about that?” I said.

“Everyone did. Poor Mind.”

“Why the hell did you disappear? We were supposed to play beer pong. You said we would play and then leave.”  

“Lindsay wanted tacos. Casey drove. Everyone was there.”

“You could have come to find me,” I said.

“But I did,” she said. “It just took a while since you changed locations.”

She held out the bag of fries.

“Generous.”

She shrugged. “You’re still breathing, aren’t you?”

I glared at the fries. They did smell good. “Why’d you go with those jerks?”

“Because Casey’s Jeep fits six idiots and Lindsay dragged me.” She lobbed a fry at me. It stuck to my chest. “Relax. Casey’s ‘tribal tattoo’ is a stick-and-poke his cousin did.”

A laugh escaped before I could smother it. “You’re lying.”

“Swear.” She crossed her heart, grease stains and all. “Now eat before I do.”

I caved, grabbing a handful. They were warm, saltier than the ocean, and perfect. “You’re still a traitor.”

“And you’re still a drama queen.” She stole a fry from my pile. “For the record, I voted to stay. Lindsay out-shrieked me.”

I chewed a few. “These’re fresh.”

“So?”

“So you left three hours ago.”

She shrugged, picking at a loose thread on my comforter. “Maybe I reheated them.”

“In what? Your bra?” I shook the bag, oil spotting the sheets. “They’re still fucking crispy, Erin.”

Her jaw tightened. “Why’s it matter?”

“Because you’re lying.” The words hung, sharp as the fry I snapped between my fingers. “Again.”

She stood, pacing past posters of bands we’d outgrown. “God, you’re paranoid. I swung by Burger Den on the way back. Happy?”

“Burger Den’s closed on Sundays.”

Silence.

Her sneakers squeaked as she pivoted. “Fine. Casey drove me.”

The streetlight flickered outside, casting her face in shadow.

“Why do you do this?”

“Do what?” She plucked at the hoodie’s strings. “Wear your clothes? Bring you fries? Exist?”

“Playact.” The word came out harsher than I meant. “The flirting, the outfits, the… performance. You don’t even like guys. So why bother with Casey? Why dress like—” I gestured at her exposed legs, the lace peeking beneath the hem. “Like you’re trying to prove something?”

Her smirk faltered. “Who says I’m trying to prove anything?”

“You’re not subtle. You parade around in skirts, giggle at their dumb jokes, let them stare—”

“Because it’s fun.” She sat up sharply, knees drawn to her chest. “You think I asked for this? To spend every day in a living prank someone forgot to undo?”

The raw edge in her voice startled me. For a second, I saw it—the flicker of the boy she’d been, buried under polish and lace.

“You don’t have to pretend,” I muttered.

Erin stood frozen after my accusation, her chest rising and falling too fast. For a heartbeat, I thought she’d bolt. Then her fingers hooked under the hem of the hoodie—my hoodie—and yanked it over her head in one violent motion.

The fabric caught on her earrings, tearing one out. She barely flinched, tossing the hoodie at my feet. “You want real? Here.”

She stood in a lace bralette and those black lace panties, her skin pebbled in the cold. The pendant glowed fiercely between her breasts, its chain digging into her skin.

“I always stop at flirting with Casey,” she said, voice shaking. “I don’t like Casey. I don’t like any of them.”

My throat closed. “Then why—”

“Because it’s easier than this!” She gestured between us, her eyes wild. “Than wanting something I can’t have!”

The words hung, raw and electric.

I stepped closer. “What can’t you have?”

She didn’t retreat. “You’re really going to make me say it?”

“Say it,” I whispered.

Her breath hitched. “You.”

The room tilted. She reached for the pendant, her fingers brushing mine. “I didn’t choose this. But I choose you. I’ve always—”

I kissed her.

She froze, then melted into it, her hands fisting my shirt. The taste of salt—tears, hers or mine—and lip gloss. The pendant burned between us, its magic humming like a live wire.

She kissed me again, desperate, like she could fuse us into a single unbroken thing. The hoodie lay forgotten on the floor, the fries cold, the world outside reduced to static.


10.

The moonlight spilled across the floor, painting Erin’s skin in silver as she leaned back on the bed, her breath unsteady. My hands trembled as I traced the slope of her shoulder, the curve of her waist, every inch of her suddenly sacred. She shivered under my touch, not from cold but from the weight of years collapsing between us.

“Jake,” she whispered, her voice fraying at the edges.

I kissed her again, slow and deep, my fingers threading through her hair. She arched against me, her nails scoring my back, pulling me closer as if to erase the space where our bodies ended and began.

My clothes fell away in clumsy tugs—buttons misaligned, fabric catching, laughter muffled against lips. It was awkward. My elbow jabbed her ribs; but then her hands found mine, stilling them. “Look at me,” she said, and I did.

Her eyes were wide, unguarded, the same ones that had glared at me from Aaron’s face a lifetime ago. Now they were hers.

“I’m here,” she breathed. “I’m real.”

I didn’t answer. Let my teeth graze her earlobe instead, relishing the way her thighs clamped reflexively around my hip. Her fingernails bit crescents into my shoulders, urgent, but when I reached for the button of her jeans, she caught my wrist.

“Wait.”

“You started this.” My voice came ragged, foreign.

Her laugh was a shaky thing. “Started what, exactly? You’re the one who—”

I kissed her quiet, swallowing the rest. She nipped my lower lip, triumphant. “You’re easy.”

“Fuck you.”

“Promises, promises.”

Then she froze, her breath hitching as I traced the lace edge of her panties. The room tilted—her back hit the mattress, my knee slotting between hers. For a heartbeat, we stared.

“Jake.” Her voice cracked.

I pressed my forehead to hers, our noses brushing. “Still real?”

She didn’t answer. Moonlight caught the tremor in my fingers as they hooked into the lace waistband of her panties. Erin lifted her hips—a small, deliberate motion—but I hesitated, the fabric stretched taut between us.

I peeled the fabric down slowly, watching goosebumps rise in its wake. "Still cold?"

"Shut up." Her thighs clenched as I exposed her, the damp curls glistening in the half-light. When my thumb brushed lower, she jolted like I'd pressed a live wire to her skin. "Jake—fuck—"

"Real enough for you?"

I pushed inside with a ragged groan. Too fast. Too much. Her walls clenched, the sudden tightness making us both gasp.

"Slow," she panted against my mouth, "you gigantic asshole, slow—"

We moved like that—stuttering, overeager. She gasped, her forehead pressed to mine, and I froze. “Wait—are you—”

“Don’t stop,” she pleaded, her voice breaking.

So I didn’t. Her nails carved half-moons into my shoulders as I slowed, grinding deep. “There,” she hissed, her legs locking behind my back. “Right fucking there—”

I obeyed, chasing the hitch in her breath with each thrust. Her hips stuttered, out of rhythm, and for a heartbeat I worried I’d hurt her—until her hand slid between us, fingers working in frantic circles.

“Watch,” she demanded, dragging my gaze down.

Her clit glistened under my stare, swollen and flushed. I memorized the way her thighs trembled, the way her stomach quivered.

“Jake—” Her voice splintered.

I swallowed her cry with a kiss, tasting the metallic tang of her lip where she’d bitten it raw. Her hips snapped upward, desperate, and I pinned her wrists again—the same way I’d held her steady at the edge of the quarry cliffs sophomore year, both of us shaking as she dared me to push her.

“Let go,” I growled against her mouth.

She shook her head, stubborn to the end, but her body betrayed her. The orgasm ripped through her like a seizure—back arched, teeth sinking into my forearm to mute the scream. I fucked her through it, ruthless, until her thrashing stilled and her tears smeared hot against my cheek.

Only then did I let myself come, forehead pressed to the headboard. Her name lodged in my throat, a swallowed bullet.

We collapsed sideways, limbs tangled. After, she clung to me, her face buried in the hollow of my neck. Our sweat cooled in the silence, her pendant a faint pulse against my chest.

“Say it,” she murmured.

“I love you.”

“You love me like this?”

I tilted her chin up. Her mascara smudged, hair a riot of crimped waves, lips still gloss-sticky. The most beautiful mess I’d ever seen.

“Especially like this.”

She kissed me, softer now, lingering. When she pulled back, her smirk flickered—the old Erin, the new, both mine. “Good. Because you’re stuck with me.”

The room was quiet except for our mingled breaths, the air thick with the scent of sweat and her strawberry shampoo. Erin’s fingertips traced idle patterns across my chest, her leg hooked over mine as if anchoring herself to this moment.

“Jake?”

“Yeah?”

Her fingers laced through mine. “Don’t make me regret this.”

I tightened my grip. “Never.”


11.

Sunlight sliced through the blinds, striping Erin’s back as she stirred. Her hair was a tangled halo on my pillow, her cheek creased from the seams of the sheets. She blinked awake, disoriented, before her gaze found mine. A slow, disbelieving smile spread.

“You’re still here,” she said, voice scratchy with sleep.

“Where else would I be?”

She traced my jaw, her touch featherlight. “Dreams, usually.”

I kissed her—dry lips, morning breath, all of it—and she laughed into my mouth, the sound drowsy and warm. Her legs tangled with mine under the sheets, and for a moment, the world narrowed to the heat of her skin, the weight of her thigh over my hip.

Downstairs, the garage door groaned open. We froze.

“Mom’s yoga class,” I whispered.

“Dad?”

“Golfing. Sundays.”

The engine sputtered to life, tires crunching gravel. Silence settled again, thick and honeyed.

Erin propped herself up, the sheet pooling at her waist. The pendant glinted, catching a sunbeam. “So,” she said, mischief glinting in her eyes. “Wanna take a shower?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Is that code for something?”

“Code for we reek like fries.” She sniffed her shoulder and gagged. “Jesus. I thought girls didn’t stink.”

The shower ran hot, steam fogging the mirror. Erin stepped in first, her back to me. I stared at her a moment, not believing this was real.

“You okay?”

“Yeah?” I said, surprised that the word came out as a question.

“Then do my back.”

We navigated the awkward ballet of shared space—elbows bumping, soap slipping, laughter echoing off the tiles. I reached for the shampoo, working it through her crimped waves. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

She leaned into my hands, her sigh barely audible over the spray. “This is weird, right?”

I rinsed her hair, fingertips grazing her scalp. “Weird’s underrated.”

She turned, her palms flat on my chest. Water dripped from her lashes as she rose on tiptoe, her mouth finding mine. The kiss tasted like steam and bliss.

We stayed until the water ran cold, until our pruned fingers and the growl of Erin’s stomach forced us out. She toweled off with my towel and stole my last clean pair of boxers.

“They’re mine now,” she said, modeling them with a pirouette.

“You’re a thief.”

“You’re an enabler.”

The fabric hung low on her waist, revealing the sharp lines of her hip bones—newly familiar territory. She turned sideways, smirking at her reflection. “Do I pull off the ‘tragic tomboy’ vibe, or is it more ‘delusional thrift shopper’?” 

I lay on the bed, sheet draped over my waist, concealing the erection that was quickly growing again. “Come here.” 

She raised an eyebrow. “Why? You look… excited.” 

“Just come here.” 

She flopped beside me, her damp hair soaking the pillow. The shorts rode up, and I forced my gaze to stay on her face. 

“I’ve wanted this for so long,” I said, the words slipping out before I could armor them in sarcasm. 

She stilled. “Why didn’t you say anything?” 

“You were my best friend. And, y’know…” 

“And I was a boy.” 

“Yeah.” The admission hung like a blade. “But it wasn’t… It wasn’t like that. I just… couldn’t tell you. After you changed, you were so scared. I couldn’t let you think that I liked the new you if you didn’t.”

“It was a long time before I understood what I wanted,” she said. “I couldn’t admit to you that I was starting to like being a girl.” 

The confession punched through me. “When did your feelings change?” 

She picked at the sheet. “When I caught you staring at me during chem lab last year. Not at my chest or whatever. At my hands.” 

I remembered. 

“You blushed,” she said. 

“I did not.” 

“You did. And I realized… I wanted you to keep looking.” 

We lapsed into silence, the kind that’s heavy but not uncomfortable. The garage door rumbled below us—Mom returning. Erin tensed, then relaxed when the footsteps retreated to the kitchen. 

“I’m sorry,” I said. “For that day. For making you—” 

The memory clawed up, sour and sharp. Thirteen years old, her bedroom door slamming shut behind me. Her face streaked with tears, screaming “Happy now?!” My stomach churning with guilt, with something else I couldn’t name.

“Stop.” She pressed her palm to my chest. “You think I’d be here if I hadn’t forgiven you?” 

I covered her hand with mine. The pendant hummed, its light muted, almost gentle. 

“We’re both idiots,” she said. 

“But we’re here.” 

She leaned in, her breath warm. “Yeah. We’re here.” 

We didn’t kiss. Didn’t need to. Her forehead rested against mine, our fingers tangled in the space between past and whatever came next. 

Erin lay beside me, her head propped on one hand, the morning light gilding the curve of her shoulder. My boxer shorts hung low on her hips.

“I used to think about that day. About you,” she said suddenly, her voice steady but her thumb worrying the sheet. “Laters later. When I was fourteen.”

I turned to face her, pulse quickening. “Yeah?”

She smirked, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Had this fantasy where I’d corner you, make you show me your dick. Like payback for you demanding to see me.”

“And?”

“And I touched myself imagining you.” Her laugh was brittle. “Thought I was going insane. Wanting someone who still thought of me as a dude.”

I caught her hand, stilling it. “I never saw you that way.”

“For years, I thought wanting you meant I was still… still him somehow. That the real me wouldn’t crave my best friend’s approval. Or his hands.”

The confession hung raw, years of ache laid bare.

“I didn’t imagine you as Aaron,” I said carefully. “Not like that. After the change, I just… saw you. The way you laughed. The way your eyes got sharper. How you’d bite your lip when you lied.”

She stared at me. “But you never—”

“I was scared too. Scared if I admitted it, you’d think I was a freak. I couldn’t admit how much I thought about you because I was sure we wouldn’t even be friends.”

We sat in silence, the gap closing with each shared breath.

“After it happened, all I wanted was to change back,” she said finally, fingers brushing the pendant. “But I’m not not him anymore. And eventually I stopped fighting to get back to something I could never have again.”

I cupped her face, thumb tracing her chin. “You’re you. And I couldn’t be more obsessed with you.”

She leaned into my touch, eyes glinting. “Even when I stole your hoodies and bailed on you?”

“Even then.”

The kiss was soft, a promise. When she pulled back, her smirk returned—lighter now, unburdened.

“So,” she said, fingers walking up my chest. “Wanna make up for lost time?”

I grinned, tugging her closer. “Thought you’d never ask.”

Erin’s smirk turned wicked as her fingers trailed down my chest, nails scraping lightly. “Let’s see it,” she demanded, her voice low and teasing. “Show me.” 

I stiffened, half-laughing, half-stunned. “You’re serious?” 

She hooked her thumbs under the sheet, her eyes never leaving mine. “Payback’s a bitch.” 

Before I could reply, she yanked the sheet away. Cool air hit my skin, followed by the heat of her gaze. She hovered over me, the pendant swinging lazily around her neck, its gem flickering like a smirk. 

Her hand closed around me, making my cock jump. Her touch was firm, deliberate, a contrast to the nervous flutter in her throat. “Relax,” she murmured, though her own breath hitched. “I’ve literally dreamed about this.” 

I hissed as she stroked, her thumb swiping over the tip. “Erin—” 

“Shh.” She leaned down, her hair curtaining our faces. “Let me savor this.” 

Her mouth was warm, hesitant at first, then hungry. She took her time, learning rhythms, testing reactions, her free hand pinning my hip to the bed. Every flick of her tongue, every hum of approval, unraveled me. 

“Fuck,” I gritted out, fists tangled in the sheets. 

She pulled back, lips glistening. “Language, Jacob.” 

“You’re—God—” 

“Better.” She grinned, all teeth, and dove back in. 

It wasn’t polished. Her teeth grazed once, drawing a sharp breath, and she paused, meeting my gaze. “Okay?” 

“Don’t stop.” 

Her laugh vibrated against me, wicked and warm. “Wasn’t planning to.” 

When I finally came, it was with her name on my lips. She swallowed, slow and deliberate, then crawled up my body, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. 

“So?” she said, chin propped on my chest. “How’d I do?” 

I stared at her—gloss smeared, hair wild, eyes blazing with triumph—and pulled her into a bruising kiss.  

“Erin,” I breathed. 

“Jake,” she mocked, but her voice cracked. 

We lay tangled, the afternoon sun painting her skin gold. The pendant hummed faintly, its light softer now, almost content. 


12.

The aluminum bleachers vibrated under me as the crowd roared, front-row seats offering a perfect view of Erin slicing through defenders. Her blue skirt swished, cleats tearing divots in the turf as she pivoted.

Casey’s voice cut through the din from two seats over: “C’mon Hart, show us that ass-ist!” His lacrosse posse guffawed like a pack of hyenas. I kept my eyes on the handwritten poster in my lap—ERIN #13 bleeding glitter glue onto my jeans.

“Who’s the clown with the arts-and-crafts project?” Casey stage-whispered.

“Hart’s emotional support puppy,” his buddy snorted. “Dude’s been drooling over her since middle school.”

Heat crawled up my neck. On the field, Erin stole the ball with a shoulder-check that sent Central High’s captain sprawling. The stands erupted—boys whistling, freshmen shrieking, moms fanning themselves with programs. She surged toward the goal, braid whipping like a pennant in a storm.

The ball arced high, a lazy pass any decent keeper would’ve swatted away. But Erin was already airborne, hips twisting, the pendant’s chain flashing under her jersey as she bicycle-kicked it into the top corner. The net thwapped.

Silence. Then—

“HOLY SHIT!”

The bleachers shook as fans surged forward. Erin landed hard, rolling twice before springing up with a grin—not the pageant smile she gave scouts, but the feral, gap-toothed snarl I hadn’t seen since we’d dared each to lick the frozen monkey bars in seventh grade.

Her teammates mobbed her, but she broke free, cleats spraying turf as she sprinted—not to the bench, not to the howling student section—straight toward the bleachers. Toward me.

Casey’s jaw dropped.

Erin vaulted the barrier, sweat-damp knees hitting the aluminum bench between my legs. “Hey, cheerleader.”

“Hey, show-off.”

Her mouth crashed into mine, all salt and Gatorade. The poster board crumpled under her cleat as she fisted my shirt.

The crowd whooped. I stared at the smudge of her lip gloss on my collar, my pulse roaring louder than the pep band.

Coach’s whistle shrieked. “Hart! Trophy photos!”

She winked—a slow, deliberate fuck-you to every guy watching—and swung her legs off me. “Don’t miss me too much, Jake.”

I sank back against the cold bleacher, the scoreboard flickering through the gaps in the crowd: HOME 3, VISITORS 2.

“Dude.” A freshman gaped at my glitter-streaked jeans. “You’re dating Erin Hart?”

–

The trophy’s plastic gilt reflected stadium lights into my eyes as Erin thrust it into my arms. “Hold this.” 

The team’s chants of CHAMP-I-ONS thrummed through the bleachers as she dragged me past the snack stand, her grip vise-tight on my wrist. 

“Your public needs you,” I said, nodding toward the mascot hoisting a foam finger. 

“Fuck my public.” She kicked open the gate to the maintenance trail, her cleats leaving fresh divots in the manicured lawn. “On second thought, fuck me publicly.”

The woods loomed ahead—a dark maw swallowing the path where we’d once raced stolen bikes. 

I stumbled over a sprinkler head. “Erin—” 

“Shut up and hurry.” 

Her jersey hit the dirt first, the number 13 face-down in mud. The pendant swung wild as she wrestled with her sports bra, fingers snagging in the sweat-stiff fabric. 

“Let me—” 

“I’ve got it.” The bra joined the jersey. Moonlight pooled in the hollow of her throat, the chain’s silver links catching every ragged breath. 

I reached for her, but she stepped back, hips shimmying out of her skirt. 

“Tell me you want this.” Her voice cracked. 

“You know I do.” 

“Say it.” 

The woods tilted. Six years of stolen glances and locker room whispers collapsed into this moment. I kissed her like dismantling a bomb, all trembling hands and split-second choices.

She laughed against my mouth, wild and unhinged. The condom wrapper glinted in the dirt, torn open with her teeth. 

“Wait,” I breathed, fingers skimming the pendant. “What if it—?” 

“Don’t care.” She straddled me, all heat and hunger, her braid unraveling like a snapped leash. “Need you to see me. All of me.” 

The world narrowed to the catch in her breath as we joined, to the way her nails dug into my shoulders. Somewhere beyond the pines, the crowd still chanted her name. But here, she was just Erin—the girl who cheated at Mario Kart, who fake-swore in Latin when nervous, who’d always been mine even before I knew it. 

She rolled the latex on with military precision, her nails grazing sensitive flesh. I hissed.

“Ticklish?” She smirked, all teeth.

Her hips canted upward, bare legs bracketing mine. The world narrowed to the crush of her breasts against my chest.

“Wait—” I braced on my elbows. “Your back, the grass—”

“Fuck the grass.” Her heel hooked behind my knee, yanking. “Fuck everything that’s not you right now.”

We moved like that—all elbows and bitten-off curses, her braid snarling around my forearm. The condom threatened to slip. She didn’t care.

“Deeper,” she demanded, nails scoring my shoulders. “I’m not glass, Jake.”

I knew that bone-deep. Still, I hesitated.

Her teeth found my earlobe. “Please.”

The word undid me.

Her hips stuttered. “Look at me.” 

I did. 

The orgasm ripped through her like a seizure, back arched so sharply I feared the pendant’s chain might snap.

“Your mom’s gonna kill you,” I said, picking pine needles from her hair. 

She nuzzled my collarbone. “Worth it.” 


13.

The grass prickled my bare back, still damp from where we’d flattened it. Erin’s breath warmed my collarbone, her leg hooked over mine like she was anchoring us both to the earth. Somewhere beyond the trees, car doors slammed and engines coughed to life—the last stragglers leaving the stadium. But here, the world had narrowed to the thrum of crickets and the slow return of our sanity.

Above us, the sky yawned wide, bruised purple at the edges where the stadium lights didn’t reach. I counted the constellations she’d taught me years ago: Orion’s wonky belt, Ursa Major’s lopsided ladle. All the stories felt smaller tonight.

“Look—” She stiffened, finger jabbing upward. “Shooting star.”

A silver streak split the heavens, here then gone, like the afterimage of a camera flash.

“Make a wish,” she said, softer than I’d ever heard her.

“That’s for birthdays.”

“Jake.” Her nails dug into my hip, blunt and urgent. “Just fucking wish.”

I closed my eyes. The words coiled in my throat, six years of watching her play pretend with the world, six years of loving the girl behind the smirk. Let me stay like this, I begged whatever cosmic joke had brought us here. However she changes, however I fuck up—let me still be the one who loves her right.

When I opened my eyes, the pendant glowed faintly against her chest, its green heart pulsing in time with our breathing.

“Well?” She propped herself on an elbow, braid fraying into a dark halo. “What’d you ask for? World peace? A Tesla?”

“Told you—it’s private.”

But then the pendant flared, its green light staining the grass like cheap stage fog. 

“Jake.” Her voice frayed at the edges. 

I sat up, her jersey slipping from my shoulders. “What’s wrong?” 

She stared at her legs splayed in the grass, knees trembling. “It’s… moving.” 

“What’s moving?” 

“Something inside me.” Her laugh sounded panicked, unhinged. “Like… like worms under my skin—” 

The chain around her neck pulsed, each heartbeat thrumming through the stone. I reached for it, but she slapped my hand away. 

“Don’t!” She scrambled backward, crab-walking through dirt. “It’s hot—fuck, why is it hot—” 

Her hands flew to her waistband, clawing at the elastic. The pendant’s glow intensified, sickly and electric, as she yanked her shorts down. 

“Oh, fuck!” 

She froze. 

Moonlight pooled in her lap. Where softness should’ve been, a shadow curved upward—sleek and unfamiliar, glistening with the same unnatural sheen as the pendant. A cock. Her cock.

“No.” Her whisper sliced the silence. “No, no, no—” 

I forced myself to look. To see. The shape was undeniably male, though alien in its perfection. My stomach lurched. 

“Does it hurt?” 

She laughed, high and shrill. “It tickles. Like there’s… ants in the veins. Or—or static.” Her hand closed around it, experimentally. A strangled noise escaped her throat. “Oh God. It feels.” 

I gripped her wrist. “Stop poking it.” 

“Stop parenting me!” She shook free, her other hand already exploring the length. “It’s mine, isn’t it? Just like the fucking—” 

Her breath hitched. The new flesh twitched in her grip, responsive and eager. She made a sound between a sob and a snort. 

Finally, she reached for my hand. Guided it downward. 

“Wait—” 

“Feel,” she insisted, pressing my palm against the heated flesh. 

It throbbed under my touch, alive. I pulled my hand away. Erin’s breath stuttered. 

“I have a cock,” she said. “Like a huge cock.”  

The admission hung between us. I stared down at it, amazed by its girth. 

“Okay,” I breathed. 

“Okay?” 

“Okay.” 


14.

“Erin.” I cupped her face, forcing her wild gaze to mine. “Look at me. However this goes, we’re—” 

“Don’t.” Her tears glinted in the pendant’s dying light. “Don’t say ‘we’ll figure it out.’ This isn’t… this isn’t a zit, Jake. It’s a dick.” 

The word hung between us, absurd and terrifying. Somewhere beyond the trees, an owl shrieked. 

She sagged against me, her forehead slick against my shoulder. “I can’t do this again. The hiding, the lying… the bathrooms—” 

The truth of it curdled in my gut. We sat there, half-dressed and trembling. 

“Christ, it looks like a fucking Renaissance painting,” she croaked, exploring it in her hand. “All… veiny and heroic.” 

“Heroic?” 

“Shut up.” She tossed the phone aside, hugging her knees. “What do we tell people? My parents? The team?” 

The wind riffled through the trees, carrying the distant clang of a trash can being emptied at the stadium. I draped my hoodie over her shoulders. “We don’t tell anyone. Not yet.” 

“Easy for you to say.” She yanked the sleeves down to her fingertips. “You’re not the one who’ll have to explain why you’re packing in the girls’ locker room.” 

I reached for her hand. She let me take it, her calloused palm grinding against mine. 

“We’ll figure it out,” I said. 

“How?” She gestured wildly at herself. “Google ‘sudden penis syndrome’? Call a priest?” 

A beetle trundled over her discarded skirt. She watched it, eerily calm. “What if it’s permanent this time?” 

“Then we buy bigger pants.” 

She barked a laugh, sharp and sudden, then clapped a hand over her mouth. Her shoulders shook—with sobs or giggles, I couldn’t tell. 

“Jake?” 

“Yeah?” 

“Does it… disgust you?” 

The question hung between us, weighted with six years of shared secrets. I studied the grass stains on my shoes, the half-moon marks her nails had left on my palm. 

“You’re still you,” I said. 

“That’s not an answer.” 

“Yes it is.” 

She leaned into me, her temple resting against my shoulder. The new flesh pressed against my thigh, warm and improbably soft. I forced myself not to stiffen. 

“What if I… want to try?” she whispered. 

“Try what?” 

Her fingers brushed mine, guiding them downward. “See if it works.” 

I caught her wrist. “Not here. Not like this.” 

“Why?” Her smile turned brittle. “Scared I’ll outdo you?” 

“Let’s take some time first,” I said. “Ya know. Adjust.”  

The challenge in her eyes faltered. She slumped against me, exhaustion leaching the tension from her limbs. “I’m so tired, Jake.” 

“I know.” 

Erin’s breath evened out, her head lolling against my collarbone. 

“Hey,” I murmured. 

“Mmf?” 

“Whatever comes next… we’re a team, right?” 

She nuzzled closer, her words slurred with sleep. “’S why I keep you around. For the group projects.” 

The first birdsong trilled through the trees. Erin’s new anatomy had softened in sleep. I pressed a kiss to her tangled hair. 

Somewhere beyond the woods, the world was waking. We stayed stubbornly still—two friends with yet another impossible transformation to redefine us.

“This kinda sucks, well, ya know,” she said.

“Yep,” I said. “Big time.”
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Incel to Girl

James is an angry loner who spends his time measuring his wrists and his own sense of inadequacy. Alone on his computer, he stumbles down a rabbit hole that gives him a whole new perspective. If he has no chance of getting the girl of his dreams, maybe he can become her?

Resistant at first, James feels the urge to crossdress grow. As he does, strange changes begin to take over his body. His hips widen, chest expands, and soon he's fully female and totally fertile. From an unwanted incel, James transforms into Jasmine. Suddenly guys named Chad are begging for a taste of her.

But unwanted revelations send Jasmine spiraling. When she finally comes down from her meteoric rise, she finds a down-to-earth guy who isn't comparing her to some better version of herself. This angry loner comes full circle, experiencing the miracle of childbirth and a happy home.

Author's Note: This one starts out rough but ends with the MC HEA. Enjoy!

Checked Out

Let me tell you about me and Lena. We met at the library, of all places—me, a grease-stained mechanic with a knack for fixing everything but myself, and her, a sharp-tongued librarian with a love for dusty old books and a secret that could blow it all to hell. From the first time we locked eyes, there was this electric spark, like two live wires touching, and the whole damn room could’ve gone up in flames.

But here’s the thing—Lena’s hiding something big between her legs. She thinks it will ruin everything. Instead, it sets off a passionate affair that kindles feelings in me I've never had.

Our thing? It’s messy. It’s raw. It’s the kind of passion that leaves you breathless. When we’re alone, stealing moments between the stacks, it’s perfect. But the second we try to be a couple, things get weird. She’s convinced she’s not good enough, and I’ve never been the relationship type. But here we are, stuck in this gravitational pull neither of us can escape.

I've never been good about reading between the lines. But if she's a mystery, I want to curl up and figure her out.

If you’re into stories where the guy falls for a girl with a little something extra, and where two people figure out what they’re made of together—then this is your story. And if you’re a fan of transgender romance, you’ll see yourself in Lena’s strength, her vulnerability, and her unapologetic journey to be seen.

Curl up. Get comfortable. And let’s dive into the mess that is us.

Girl Jeans

When 18-year-old Lincoln is handed a mysterious pair of jeans by his stepdad, Carl, he has no idea how much his world is about to shift. The jeans, seemingly ordinary, except that they were designed for a girl, become the catalyst for a transformation Lincoln never saw coming. At first, he dismisses the strange fit and the faint whispers of change in his body, but as the days pass, the jeans mold to him in ways he can’t explain. His hips flare, his waist narrows, and his mind begins to wander into uncharted territory.

As Lincoln struggles to make sense of the subtle but undeniable changes, he finds himself drawn to Carl in ways he can’t ignore. The line between resentment and attraction blurs, and Lincoln is forced to confront a new version of himself—one that challenges everything he thought he knew about his identity.

Soon he is prancing around in a frilly skirt and high heels, reluctantly, or is that just what he tells himself? Is it the jeans, or is it something deeper? As Lincoln’s transformation progresses, he embarks on a sizzling journey of self-discovery, one that leaves him questioning whether the changes are physical, mental, or something far more mysterious.

Enjoy this latest gender bender by Lexi Twist!

Spring Break

Bro, get ready for the wildest gender-bender party animals you've ever met! Spring Break by Lexi Twist is all about embracing your feminine side with zero apologies.

It's spring break in Miami and Brody and Zeke are ready to rage. But after one insane night, they wake up having swapped bodies with a pair of smokin' hot babes - Kylie and Chelsey. Crazy, right?

Instead of freaking out, these two dudes go with the flow in the most epic way. They dive head-first into exploring their new curves, getting dolled up and hitting the clubs. Suddenly they're the ones turning every head and calling all the shots. Zeke and Brody go from dweebs to dream girls living it up with no limits.

The party scenes are off the chain, with the guys happily indulging in all the feminine delights their new bods offer. We're talking endless flirting and hookups as they thirst-trap any dude who catches their eye. Things keep escalating to even wilder places as they fully embrace their powerful, seductive, take-no-prisoners personas.

By the end, you'll be cheering for these two bombshells to stay living their best lives forever! Spring Break is a nonstop thrill ride into gender-swapping debauchery. It's an unapologetic romp and gives you an intimate look at awakening your inner Queen that you won't be able to put down.

If you're looking for your next great body-swap adventure with no holding back, Spring Break has to be on your reading list! Lexi Twist brings all the over-the-top fun that fans of feminization stories live for. Don't sleep on this one, bro!

His Plus One

Jake Sterling demands only the best in life. Fine Italian suits, the richest Scotch, and women whenever he wants them. That's why when he learns that his friend Marshall needs a date to a wedding, Jake decides to help him out by turning to Elite Companions, a service that specializes in providing beautiful women on command.

There's one hitch, though. Jake wakes up in the body the woman he hired. Now attending the wedding as Lindsay, Jake gets a whole new perspective on life in a new body that has strong urges that this former badboy has trouble resisting.

Will "Lindsay" be able to pull off her epic transformation and become the girl Marshall needs to make everyone at the wedding jealous? Find out in this latest magical transgender, gender swap romance by Lexi Twist!

Twinning

Brandon would do anything to save his twin sister, Lily. Lily needs a transplant, and Brandon isn't a match. That is, until he is offered the chance to become a donor. The catch? He's got to become a girl.

Brandon didn't expect that the gender-swap procedure meant to save his sister's life would open up a whole new chapter of his own, and he definitely didn't expect to be falling for sister's boyfriend. But now that Brandon has become Lily's perfect double, she finds that with her gender change her attraction is changing too. Learning to walk and talk like a girl, trying on frilly underwear, being a girl is complicated. But it's a lot more complicated when you're hiding an elicit affair.

Can this newly-minted female keep her secret, or will it wreck her relationship with the sister she gave up everything to save? Find out in this steamy transgender romance by Lexi Twist!
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