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Brian Caldwell strode across the quad like he owned it, because most days he felt like he did.

Six-foot-two, broad-shouldered, quarterback build that hadn’t quite gone soft yet despite senior-year beer and late-night wings. Messy brown hair that perpetually looked like he’d just rolled out of bed—or someone else’s—and a crooked grin that usually got him out of anything short of felony charges. The kind of guy who could walk into a party, say “what’s good?” and suddenly the energy shifted toward him without him ever having to try.

Tonight he wasn’t smiling.

He shoved open the door to Ashley’s off-campus apartment without knocking. The faint smell of her vanilla candle and the sharper bite of whatever floral perfume she was obsessed with hit him immediately. She was curled on the couch in yoga pants and an oversized Maryland hoodie—his hoodie, he noted with a fresh stab of irritation—scrolling on her phone.

“Hey,” she said without looking up. Calm. Too calm.

Brian dropped his backpack by the door with more force than necessary. “You gonna keep pretending this is normal?”

Ashley finally met his eyes. Her expression was soft, almost pitying. That made it worse.

“I’m not pretending anything, Brian. I told you last week I wanted to see other people. I meant it.”

He laughed once, short and bitter. “See other people. Right. While we’re still—what? Casually fucking? Doing group projects like nothing’s changed?”

She set her phone down. “We haven’t fucked in three weeks. And yeah, we’re still doing the project because it’s thirty percent of our grade and I’m not tanking my GPA because you’re mad.”

He paced to the kitchenette, opened the fridge like he lived there, grabbed one of her sparkling waters and cracked it open. The hiss sounded too loud in the quiet room.

“You’re really doing this,” he said. Not a question.

“I already did it.” She stood, smoothing her hands down the front of the hoodie. “I’m sorry it hurts. I am. But I’ve been unhappy for months and pretending otherwise wasn’t fair to either of us.”

Brian took a long swallow, throat working. “Unhappy,” he repeated. The word tasted like metal. “Funny. I thought we were good. I thought we were great.”

“We were good for a while. Then we weren’t.” She crossed her arms. “You’re never here. When you are, you’re half-checked-out. You flirt with every girl who looks at you twice. And when I bring it up you act like I’m crazy.”

“I flirt because it’s harmless. You used to laugh about it.”

“I stopped laughing when I realized you liked the attention more than you liked me.”

Silence stretched between them, taut and ugly.

Brian set the can down hard enough that water sloshed onto the counter. “So that’s it? We’re done?”

“Yeah. We’re done.”

He stared at her for a long beat. Then he nodded once, like he was agreeing to something trivial. “Cool. Guess I’ll grab my shit and go.”

He moved toward the small dining table where their shared marketing project materials were spread out—printouts, sticky notes, Ashley’s neat handwriting in the margins of everything. He started gathering his things with exaggerated slowness, waiting for her to stop him, to say she’d changed her mind, to cry or yell or something.

She didn’t.

Instead she disappeared into the bathroom. The door clicked shut. Water started running.

Brian froze.

On the narrow entry table by the door sat the thing she’d been bragging about for weeks: a faceted crystal bottle no bigger than a lighter, stoppered with a heavy gold cap. The label was in elegant French script he couldn’t read. Parfum d’Obsession Noire. She’d dropped almost eight hundred dollars on it during a girls’ trip to New York—limited edition, only a few hundred made, blah blah blah. She sprayed it like it was holy water, always tilting her head back with this little satisfied sigh that used to turn him on and now just annoyed him.

He glanced toward the bathroom. Still running.

His pulse kicked up.

It was petty. Childish. Pointless.

Perfect.

He stepped over, lifted the bottle—surprisingly heavy—and slipped it into the kangaroo pocket of his hoodie. The crystal clinked softly against his keys. He zipped the pocket halfway, just enough to keep it secure.

The faucet cut off.

Brian grabbed the last of his notebooks, slung his backpack over one shoulder, and called toward the bathroom door, “I’m out. See you in class, I guess.”

No answer.

He let himself out.

The walk back to his dorm felt shorter than usual, fueled by a dark, buzzing satisfaction. He pictured her coming out, noticing the empty spot on the table, that little confused frown she got when something didn’t make sense. Maybe she’d text him. Maybe she’d accuse him. Either way, she’d know he wasn’t just going to slink away and take it.

He climbed the three flights to his room, kicked the door shut behind him, and locked it.

The single bulb overhead buzzed faintly. Dirty laundry in the corner. Half-empty Monster cans on the desk. Same mess he’d left six hours ago.

Brian dropped his backpack and fished the perfume bottle out of his hoodie.

Up close it was even prettier—deep midnight glass that caught the light and threw violet-black prisms across his knuckles. He turned it over, admiring the weight, the way the liquid inside moved slow and syrupy.

“Eight hundred bucks,” he muttered, smirking. “Hope it was worth it, Ash.”

He carried it toward his dresser, intending to shove it behind the stack of folded T-shirts no one ever touched. Halfway there his sneakered foot caught on a loose floorboard.

He stumbled.

The bottle slipped from his fingers.

It hit the hardwood with a crystalline crack—sharp, final.

For one stupid second Brian just stared as golden liquid bloomed outward across the floorboards in a glistening pool.

Then the stopper popped free.

A thick, shimmering mist erupted upward like smoke from dry ice. It billowed straight into his face, his chest, his open mouth. The scent slammed into him—jasmine, amber, something darker and muskier underneath, like skin after sex and expensive leather and forbidden fruit all at once. It coated his tongue, sank into his pores, filled his lungs until he couldn’t breathe anything else.

He coughed violently, waved both hands to clear the cloud.

The mist kept rising, clinging to his sweatshirt, soaking into the fabric of his sweatpants, misting his hair, his face, his neck.

Brian staggered backward until his calves hit the bed. He sat down hard.

The room tilted.

A deep, liquid heat bloomed low in his belly—slow at first, then spreading outward like warm oil poured under his skin. His nipples tightened painfully against the cotton of his shirt. His scalp prickled. Between his legs, his cock gave one confused, heavy throb... and then another.

He looked down.

The front of his hoodie was darkening, wet with perfume. The fabric looked strange—almost liquid itself, rippling in a way cotton shouldn’t.

“What the fuck,” he whispered.

Then the heat surged.

And everything started to change.

Brian sat heavily on the edge of the mattress, knees splayed, hands braced on his thighs as though he could physically hold himself together. The room still smelled overwhelmingly of the perfume—thick, heady, almost chewable. Every breath pulled more of it into his lungs, and every exhale seemed to make the heat inside him pulse harder.

He stared at his hands.

They looked... wrong.

Not deformed, exactly. Just smaller. The knuckles were smoothing out before his eyes, the calluses from years of gripping footballs and barbells fading like pencil marks under an eraser. His fingers lengthened slightly, then tapered to delicate points. The veins that used to stand out when he made a fist retreated under newly silken skin.

“What the actual fuck,” he rasped.

The voice cracked on the last word—higher, softer, fraying at the edges like someone had turned up the pitch on a recording.

He lurched to his feet and staggered the three steps to the full-length mirror propped against the wall (a relic from a former roommate who’d cared about “aesthetic”). The reflection that met him wasn’t Brian Caldwell. Not anymore.

He watched, frozen, as the changes accelerated.

His shoulders—broad, linebacker-wide—began to narrow with an audible pop of shifting bone. The trapezius muscles that had taken three years of dedicated lifting melted inward, leaving a graceful slope. At the same time his ribcage compressed, pulling tight like a corset being laced by invisible hands. He gasped as the air was squeezed out of him; his hoodie, soaked dark with perfume across the chest, began
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