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Chapter 1: Half-Drunk and Looking for Trouble


[image: ]


My name is Ryan Mitchell, and at twenty-one I was the kind of guy who could walk into any party on campus and leave with a girl on his arm if he wanted to. Not because I was the richest or the tallest or the best-looking—though the mirror never made me flinch—but because I knew how to talk, how to laugh at the right moments, and how to make people feel like the night was already better just because I showed up. Junior year at State. Business major, mostly because it was the path of least resistance. Fraternity brother. Decent grades when I felt like trying. And right now, half a bottle of cheap vodka and three beers deep, I was wandering the edge of campus looking for a costume that would make me the undisputed king of next weekend’s massive frat party.

The theme was “Childhood Nightmares,” which was frat-speak for “wear something fucked-up and sexy and hope someone loses their clothes by midnight.” Most of the guys were already planning the usual—creepy clowns, evil Santa, that one dude who always showed up as a giant baby in a diaper. I wanted something better. Something that would make every girl in the room look twice and every guy jealous as hell.

The night air was cool against my flushed skin. My hoodie felt too warm. The sidewalk tilted a little under my feet, but I was still functional—just loose enough that bad ideas felt like good ones. I cut through the narrow alley behind the old science building, the one that usually led toward the late-night pizza place, and that was when I saw it.

A shop that had no business being there.

The alley had always been brick and dumpsters and the faint smell of weed. Tonight it opened into a little courtyard lit by old-fashioned iron lamps that glowed soft purple and gold. At the far end sat a storefront that looked like it had been pulled straight out of a fairy tale and dropped into the middle of campus. The windows shimmered. The sign above the door read The Bewitching Boutique in looping, elegant letters that seemed to shift color when I wasn’t looking directly at them. Warm light spilled out onto the cobblestones. The door was open just a crack, and something that smelled like vanilla and expensive perfume and pure sex drifted out on the night air.

I should have kept walking. I had a perfectly good Amazon cart full of costume options waiting back at the dorm. Instead I pushed the door open.

A soft chime sounded, somewhere between a bell and a quiet sigh.

The inside was bigger than the outside had any right to be. Plush rugs under my sneakers. Crystal lights hanging from a ceiling that looked like it went up forever. Shelves lined with clothes that shimmered, jewelry that pulsed with soft inner light, and mannequins posed in outfits that made my half-drunk brain immediately start calculating how fast I could get a girl out of them. Soft music played from somewhere—slow, sensual, the kind of beat that made you want to move your hips without realizing it.

Behind the polished wooden counter stood a woman who looked like she belonged in a place like this.

She was a little shorter than me, maybe five-six, with dark hair pulled back into a neat, thick braid that still managed to look elegant. Pale skin, sharp cheekbones, and a quiet, assessing gaze that made me feel like she had already catalogued every detail about me in the three seconds since I walked in. She wore a simple black dress that hugged a very nice figure—full breasts, narrow waist, hips that promised trouble—without the over-the-top flash I might have expected. A small silver name tag on her chest read Maxine.

She didn’t bounce or squeal or clap her hands. She simply set down the crystal she had been polishing, rested her hands lightly on the counter, and gave me a small, knowing smile.

“Evening,” she said. Her voice was low, smooth, and just a little amused. “Looking for something special?”

I cleared my throat, suddenly aware of how warm the shop felt. “Costume. For a party next week. Theme’s childhood nightmares. I need something that’ll actually stand out.”

Maxine’s eyes flicked over me once, slow and deliberate. “We can do better than stand out.” She stepped out from behind the counter and walked toward a curtained alcove, hips swaying just enough to keep my attention. “Wait here.”

She disappeared for maybe twenty seconds and came back carrying a single hanger. When she held it up under the soft crystal lights, I actually laughed out loud.

It was a girl-scout uniform.

Sort of.

The khaki shirt was cut low enough and tight enough that it would have been indecent on anyone with real curves. The green sash was short and sparkled with tiny embroidered badges that looked almost wet under the light. The skirt was a tiny green pleated thing that would barely cover the bottom of someone’s ass. There were knee-high white socks with little green bows and a pair of shiny black shoes that looked like they belonged on a porn set rather than a cookie sale.

“Yeah, no,” I said, still grinning. “I’m not a girl. That thing wouldn’t fit me in a million years.”

Maxine didn’t laugh with me. She just tilted her head slightly, studying the costume, then me.

“That’s the point,” she said calmly. “This one doesn’t care what you look like when you put it on. The magic makes your body fit the clothes. Perfectly. For as long as you’re wearing it.” She ran one finger slowly along the hem of the tiny skirt. “And whatever shape it turns you into, you stay that way for the same amount of time after you take it off. Wear it for an hour, you get an hour of leftover curves. Wear it all night... you get the idea.”

I stared at her. The alcohol in my blood made the whole thing feel simultaneously ridiculous and completely plausible.

“You’re serious.”

“Completely.” She held the hanger out a little farther. “If it doesn’t work, full refund. No questions. But it will work.”

I reached out and touched the fabric. It felt expensive. Soft. Almost warm under my fingers, like it was already alive.

“How much?”

Maxine named a price that should have made me turn around and leave. Instead I pulled out my wallet. The combination of cheap vodka, the heavy perfume in the air, and the quiet certainty in her voice made the number feel abstract.

As she rang me up at the counter, she looked up at me with those dark, steady eyes.

“One rule,” she said. Her voice stayed even, but there was an edge underneath it now. “And I need you to hear it clearly. Do not have sex while you’re wearing it. Nothing that ends with someone coming inside of you while the costume is still on that new body. The magic gets... complicated when that happens. Things can change in ways you can’t reverse. Understand?”

I snorted, the sound a little too loud in the quiet shop. “Yeah. Sure. No sex in the magic girl-scout outfit. Got it.”

Maxine’s mouth curved in the smallest, driest smile. “Good.”

She carefully folded the costume into a shiny black bag with the boutique’s logo embossed in gold, then slid it across the counter to me. For just a second her fingers brushed mine—cool, deliberate—and a little spark of heat shot up my arm.

“Have fun at the party,” she said. “And remember the rule.”

I took the bag, nodded like I was taking her seriously, and headed for the door. The soft chime sounded again as I stepped back out into the cool night air.

When I glanced over my shoulder, Maxine was already back to polishing the crystal on the counter, looking like nothing unusual had happened at all. Behind her, through the half-open curtain, I thought I caught a flash of long, fiery red hair and the curve of an extremely generous cleavage—but when I blinked it was gone.

The courtyard and the shop were already starting to look hazy, like heat rising off summer pavement. By the time I reached the end of the alley, the whole place might as well have been a drunk hallucination.

Except the black bag in my hand was solid. Real. And still faintly warm.

I walked back toward the dorms with the bag swinging at my side, the alcohol still buzzing pleasantly through my veins and a low, unfamiliar heat starting to pool in my gut. Next week’s party was going to be interesting as hell.

I just didn’t know yet how interesting.
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