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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Dr. Ingrid Harris peeked out from behind the curtain, observing the auditorium’s occupants.  It was full, each seat occupied by one of the foremost medical minds in the country.   Behind the podium, a short, bald weasel of a man was introducing her.  She hadn’t bothered to learn his name – it was unimportant.  He was unimportant.
 
   She turned to her husband, saying, “He certainly is milking this attention for all it is worth.”
 
   “Let the poor man have his moment in the spotlight, Ingrid,” Dr. Hector Samuels responded.  He was taller than Ingrid, but not by much, and had jet black hair streaked with gray.  His jawline sported a closely cropped beard, and above his lip was a neatly trimmed mustache.  A pair of round spectacles rested on the bridge of his nose.  In short, he looked every inch the brilliant doctor he was.  But the eyes behind the lenses of his glasses held a coldness which unnerved some people.  Ingrid considered it one of his most attractive qualities – second only to his enigmatic mind.
 
   “Of course, you all know her reputation,” the man said.  “Dr. Harris is widely considered the leading mind in…”  Ingrid quit listening.  She needn’t hear her own accomplishments.  
 
   “The third-rate hack shouldn’t even be at the conference, much less introducing me,” she spat.  “The most noteworthy thing he’ll ever do is my introduction.”
 
   “All the more reason to let him enjoy it,” was Hector’s retort.  
 
   Ingrid sighed.  “Have you made any progress in selecting proper candidates?”
 
   Hector nodded, “I have, but there’s something missing, I think.  These people, they’re not normal.  They can’t be – not with what they’re agreeing to do.  I fear that the experiment will be tainted, that it’s validity would be questioned if we chose any of the volunteers.”
 
   Ingrid agreed, of course.  As so often was the case, Hector’s logic was unassailable.   The man was nearing the end of his speech, so Ingrid said, “It’s almost time.  We’ll discuss it on the way back to New Mexico.
 
   “So without further ado,” the bald man said with a greasy smile.  “I give you Dr. Ingrid Harris.”  He stepped away with a flourish, and Ingrid stepped onto the stage.  Instantly she felt the heat of the spotlight shining upon her.  She forced a smile, and waved as the gathered doctors gave her a round of applause.
 
   When she reached the podium, she shook the man’s hand, leaned in and whispered, “Get off of the fucking stage, you pompous ass.”
 
   Ingrid ignored the shocked look on the weasel’s face as she pulled away, and squared herself with the podium.  Adjusting the microphone, she said, “Thank you for that wonderful welcome, doctor.”  She turned, giving him an icy smile. He scurried away.
 
   “Now,” Dr. Harris said.  “Let’s talk a little bit about gender.”
 
   Harris barely paid attention to her own words, she’d recited them so often.  They weren’t important anyway.  None of it was.  They were just empty sounds, meant to placate small-minded people whose most revolutionary thought about gender was that women were just as capable as men.  They didn’t advocate change – how could they?  The very notion was beyond them because they refused to accept that equality of ability was a fundamentally flawed idea.
 
   People, whether they were individuals or groups, were different.  Some were good at certain tasks while others were suited for completely different activities.  And some were good for nothing.  There were exceptional people, and there were those who were so thoroughly average that, to Ingrid, equating the two, was offensive.  And the genders were no different.
 
   She wanted to scream into the microphone, “Women and men are different, people.  Physically, mentally, emotionally – they are almost different species.  To deny it is scientific malpractice.”
 
   Instead, she talked about how gender roles are learned via childhood socialization, and that in a vacuum, everyone would be the same.  There would be no gender roles.  It was complete and utter shit, Ingrid knew, but they ate it eagerly.  It was exactly what they wanted to hear, because it implied that they could place blame for their failures on something external rather than looking inwardly at themselves.  It was societal pressure which forced her to become a housewife, not the fact that women had developed a keen maternal instinct.  He was violent because he learned it from playing with toy guns as a child.  If he’d been given a doll instead, he would have grown up to be a passive, productive member of society.  No – he was violent because over the eons of human evolution, the trait which controlled aggression was rewarded with survival.  It was that simple.
 
   Slowly, Dr. Harris worked her way through the speech, and the audience clapped when she expected them to clap, and thought deeply when she wanted them to ponder a certain topic.  They were so easily manipulated, the crowd.  She held them in her hands – and all she wanted to do was crush their false ideas.  Instead, though, she told them what they wanted to hear.  After all, many of them controlled whether or not she received grants to continue her real research.  So she played the role.  She gave the speeches.  To all outward appearances, she truly believed the crap she espoused.  The only one who knew differently was her husband.  
 
   She glanced to her left, her shoulder-length brown hair swinging briefly into her field of vision.  Hector stood there stoically, watching her without emotion, those cold, blue eyes glinting in the darkness.  She cleared her throat, and finished her speech, all the while bemoaning the necessity of the act.  It wouldn’t be long, though, until she could be back in the comfort of her own facility.  She took comfort in that.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   People streamed out of the stadium in droves, hurrying to beat the traffic.  Some wore their feelings about the game on their faces while others staggered about drunkenly, oblivious to the fact that the home team had lost.  The vast majority of the team wore red jerseys or tee-shirts decorated with the team’s logo – a cardinal.  Interspersed throughout the crowd, though, were a few fans of the visiting team.  They wore the blue and orange of the Chicago Bears.
 
   Casey Matheson was walking on air.  His team, his beloved Chicago Bears, had just clinched a spot in the playoffs via their victory over the Arizona Cardinals.  He couldn’t remove the grin from his face, even if he wanted to.  
 
   “Can’t believe it.  I just can’t believe it,” he said, not for the first time.  “What a game.  What did I tell you?  If we could run the ball, we were going to win.”  He turned to his wife, Alexis, and said, “I told you it would be worth coming out here.”
 
   Alexis shrugged.  “We could have watched them from home.”  
 
   “From home?” Casey asked.  “And miss all this?”  He swept his arm, gesturing to the crowd and smiling.  “Or the twenty-four hour drive?”  Casey laughed, grabbing Alexis’ hand.  “No, but seriously, it was fun, right?  I know you’re not really much of a football fan, but you have to admit that it was a great game.”
 
   Alexis responded, “I like football just fine.  Not as much you, maybe, but it’s fun to watch sometimes.  And yes,” she said.  “I had fun.  Even if we would have been better off flying instead of driving that ancient R.V.”
 
   “It was free, though,” Casey said.  “And it got here okay, didn’t it?”
 
   “I guess,” Alexis allowed, grabbing Casey’s hand as they dodged slower moving people.  
 
   Casey glanced at Alexis, “You guess?”  As he asked the question, he collided with another person.  He barely had time to register what had happened before he found himself in a tangled heap on the ground.    Casey struggled to extricate himself as the other figure tried to do the same.  When he finally broke free, Casey felt a hard shove, and he was sent sprawling back to the ground.
 
   “Watch where you’re goin’, douche bag,” came a slurred voice.  Casey pushed himself up to all fours, and looked back at the man.  He stood a few inches taller than Casey, but he was quite a bit thinner.  His bald head glistened in the moonlight, and he wore a Cardinals jersey. Casey stood, facing the man.
 
   He asked, “You really want to do this, man?” He knew he should apologize.  There was a part of him that wanted to diffuse the situation.  But he couldn’t.  
 
   “C’mon Casey,” Alexis said, grabbing his arm.  “Let’s go.”  And to the drunken man, she said, “Honest mistake.  He’s sorry.”
 
   “He don’t look sorry,” said the man.  Alexis pulled Casey’s arm.
 
   “It’s not worth it,” she said.  “Let’s just go, okay?”
 
   It made sense, Casey knew.  The man was flanked by a few of his friends, after all.  It certainly wouldn’t be a fair fight.  Nor was the man completely out of line for being angry.  Casey let Alexis pull him a few inches.
 
   “Yeah,” said the man.  “Listen to your bitch.”
 
   Something in Casey snapped, and in the space of a few seconds, he had snatched his arm away from Alexis.  He took a crow hop, and landed a haymaker squarely on the man’s jaw.  Pain erupted in Casey’s hand as the drunken man collapsed in an instant, out cold.  
 
   Ignoring the pain, Casey threw his arms out, pushing his chest forward.  To the man’s friends, he growled, “You want some too?”  Alexis grabbed his arm, and pulled him away.  
 
   A small crowd gathered around the unconscious man as Casey backed away.
 
   “We should probably get out of here before they realize there are a lot more of them than us,” Casey said out of the corner of his mouth, his heart still pounding.  They turned, and hurried away, almost running.  Within a few minutes, they were well clear of the crowd.
 
   “I think I might have broken my hand,” Casey said, trying to flex his fingers.  
 
   “Here,” Alexis said, stopping under a street light.  “Let me look at it.”  She took his hand gingerly.  It was already turning purple and swelling.  “Does it hurt much?”   Casey shrugged, unwilling to let her see how much excruciating it was.  She leaned down, and kissed it gently.  “Does that help?”
 
   What was she doing?  Casey nodded, staring at his wife.    
 
   A lock of her dark hair fell across her right eye, obscuring her face.  The tight Bears jersey she wore could barely contain her heaving breasts.  With a wicked grin, she looked up, saying, “Maybe a distraction will help, then?”
 
   She dropped to her knees, and began unbuttoning Casey’s pants.  He grabbed her hand.  “Are you crazy?  What if someone sees?”
 
   Alexis laughed, gesturing toward the empty parking lot.  “Who’s going to see?  Besides, that’s what makes it fun, right?”
 
   Casey looked around.  No one.  
 
   “Just relax,” Alexis prodded as Casey felt her hand grasp his ever-hardening penis.  “Let me take care of you.”  Her hand began moving up and down the shaft, and Casey let out a deep breath.  He hadn’t even realized he’d been holding it in.  Alexis’ lips brushed against it with a gentle kiss.  
 
   He tilted his head back as Alexis ran her tongue from the base to tip, licking along the entirety of the shaft.  “Do you like that, baby?” she asked, not waiting for an answer.  Casey’s penis swelled to near-bursting.  
 
   Alexis took his turgid member into her mouth, bobbing her head up and down.  Maybe it was the fact that they were out in the open, where anyone could see.  Or perhaps the adrenaline was still flowing from the fight.  Or maybe Alexis was just on top of her game.  Regardless of the reason, it was the best blowjob Casey had ever received.  In moments, he was about to explode.  
 
   Casey reached down, and stopped her with a touch.  He wanted more.  He needed it.  “Get up,” he said breathlessly.  “And follow me.”
 
   His good hand holding his pants up, Casey led her to a nearby alley.  His erection didn’t lessen.  If anything, he became harder – something he wouldn’t have thought possible.  
 
   “Take off your shorts,” he ordered when they were safely within the shadows.  Alexis obeyed, first unbuttoning her criminally short shorts, then unzipping the fly, revealing the pink panties beneath.  Slowly, she slid them down her smooth, tan legs.  Once she stepped out of the shorts, she threw them at Casey, who let them hit him in the chest.  
 
   She was so sexy, standing there in her midriff-baring jersey and skimpy thong.  Casey had always loved her figure; she had curves in all the right places without being fat.  
 
   Alexis hooked her fingers underneath the waist of the panties, and stretched them tight.  Casey grabbed his wife, and pulled her close.  She let out a small gasp as his good hand squeezed her perfect ass.  They were so close that Alexis could feel his breath on her cheek.  He leaned in, kissing her deeply, passionately, forcing his tongue into her mouth.
 
   The kiss may have lasted seconds or hours, the two lovers were so lost in one another that they couldn’t have told one way or the other.  Casey pulled away, and Alexis playfully bit his lip, stretching it taut before letting it go.  She smiled seductively as her hand found its way back to Casey’s rock-hard cock.
 
   Casey pulled Alexis’ leg up by the knee, spreading her legs.  She leaned close to his ear, and whispered, “Fuck me.  Right here.  Right now.”
 
   Casey spun her around, and pushed her panties down to her thighs.  Alexis bent at the waist, and rested her arms against the wall.  She arched her back.  
 
   She ached for him, and he knew it.  
 
   Alexis felt the tip of his cock brush against her lips, teasing her.  Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, he pushed inside of her slowly.  And then out.  In again, a little faster.  Then out.  In.  Faster.  Out.  Faster.  In.  Before she knew it, he was hammering in and out of her like a jackhammer, each thrust pushing her harder against the wall.
 
   Alexis bit her lip, and let out a long, low moan.  She wanted to scream, to yell at him to fuck her harder, faster.  But she was afraid that some passerby might hear.  Casey grabbed her long, black hair and pulled.  
 
   “Yes!  Oh, God, yes!” she breathed as he gave her every inch of his cock.  It kept building and building, the pleasure, starting in her midsection, and slowly spreading across her entire body.  From the tips of her toes to the top of her head, the ecstasy cascading, pushing her ever closer to the edge.  And then, finally, she went over.  Her every muscle tensed as she came.  
 
   The entire act didn’t last long – maybe a few minutes at most – but it left Alexis exhausted and glowing.  Casey came soon after Alexis, and practically collapsed against her.  The warmth of his body felt comforting and oppressive at the same time.  His hand crept around, playing with Alexis’ clit as they both caught their breath.  
 
   After a few moments, Alexis said, “That was…fun.”
 
   As if a weight had been lifted, they both laughed.  
 
   “Um…can you hand me my shorts?” Alexis asked.  
 
   Casey pulled away from Alexis, who turned to face him.  She adjusted her panties while Casey bent down to retrieve her shorts.  He tossed them to her, and as she pulled them on, Alexis asked, “Do you remember where we parked the R.V.?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   The dry night air of the desert flowed through the open window, causing Casey’s hair to flutter.  A broad smile decorated his face at the memory of what had happened in the alley.  That was why he loved Alexis.  She was so daring, so dangerous – the prospect of spending the rest of his life with her was like walking a tightrope.  One wrong step in any direction would be a long, disastrous fall.  
 
   “What’re you smiling about?” Alexis asked, pulling Casey from his reverie.  He saw her staring at him out of the corner of his eye.  
 
   Casey answered, “Nothing, really.  Just trying to wrap my head around how lucky I am to have you.”
 
   “Have me?” Alexis asked, amusement in her voice.  “I guess I’m just a possession, huh?  Like this piece of shit R.V.”
 
   “I told you,” Casey said.  “It’s not a piece of shit.  It’s lucky, and it was my dad’s.”  The mention of his father immediately darkened his mood.  “This is the sort of thing he would have done, you know.  Going across the country to watch the Bears – just dropping everything.”  Casey’s voice dropped.  “He would have loved to have seen them clinch.”
 
   “You miss him, don’t you?”  Alexis asked.  “I mean, really miss him.  You act like it’s not a big deal, but it’s just an act.  I know you well enough to know that much.  You two might not have been that close over the past few years, but it’s okay to admit that you miss him.”
 
   “Of course I miss him,” Casey responded, feeling his eyes start to water.  “He was my dad.  Yeah, he was a piece of shit who ran out on my mom and me.  And he refused to pay child support.  But when I think about him being…dead, I don’t think about any of the bad stuff.  You know what I remember?  More than anything, do you know what I can’t stop thinking about?”
 
   Alexis asked, “What?”
 
   “The stupid fucking Chicago Bears,” Casey answered.  “Growing up, I remember him taking me and my older brother to the games and tailgating.  It wasn’t like anything else you can imagine.  I mean, now I know it’s just a bunch of guys getting drunk and eating barbecue.  But back then, it was…it was such a big deal.  Everyone was so happy.  And Dad was just…he was just like the other Dads.  On Sundays, in that parking lot outside of Soldier Field, he cared about us.  He paid attention to us.  He taught us about the game.  He…he…”
 
   Casey couldn’t force the words out.  Instead, he felt a tear roll down his cheek.
 
   “And now he’s gone,” Casey continued.  “The fucker just up and has a heart attack.  I always thought we’d have time to reconnect.  I mean, he was only forty-five.  Who has a heart attack at forty-five?  I know it’s stupid.  I know that he didn’t want to die, but it doesn’t matter. He’s gone, now.  And I can’t do any of the things I imagined we would do.  We were supposed to go to this game, you know.  Me and him and Donny.  I can practically hear him going over next week’s game, and talking about getting home-field advantage.”
 
   “I remember when I first met him,” Alexis offered.  “You probably never knew, but it was back in high school.  You remember the game against Williamson in our senior year?  It was a few weeks before we started dating.”  Alexis took a breath, and continued, “Anyway, after the games, I sort of just hung around in the parking lot, hoping you would notice me.  I mean, me and the other girls.”
 
   “You did?” Casey asked.
 
   “Didn’t you think it was weird that you always ran into me after the games?” Alexis responded.  “It wasn’t a coincidence.  Anyway, I was standing there, watching the gate and waiting for you to come out…and your dad was standing there, talking to one of the other fathers.  He was going on and on about how his son was the star running back, and how you were getting tons of offers from colleges.  So I sort of, you know, introduced myself.  I don’t know what I was thinking.  I guess I thought that if I met him, maybe he’d mention me to you or something.  It was stupid.  But that’s when I met him.  He called me ‘sweetheart’.”
 
   “He called all women that, I think,” Casey said.  “Guess he thought it was cute.”  Casey shrugged as he watched the dotted line in the middle of the road blur together.  “That was one of the few times in my life when he was actually around.  Being the star running back made it worth his time, I guess.  But when I hurt my knee, he just disappeared.”
 
   “I’m not making excuses for him, but maybe he just had a hard time seeing you like that,” Alexis offered.  “You remember how you were, right?  I’m not blaming you, but you weren’t a whole lot of fun to be around.”
 
   “I know,” Casey allowed.  “And maybe that’s it.  But —”
 
   A loud bang interrupted Casey, and he immediately felt the R.V. losing power.  
 
   “No.  No.  No,” he said, banging the steering wheel.  “This can’t be happening.  Fuck!”
 
   As the R.V. coasted to a stop, Casey pulled it to the side of the road.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   “We should have flown,” Alexis stated.  
 
   Casey stood on the side of the road with his hands on his hips, staring at the R.V.  “You’ve said that like a dozen times.  Please, if you don’t have any constructive to add, just shut up, okay?”
 
   “I’m just saying,” Alexis said.  “You knew this thing was on its last leg, right?  I mean, look at it.  We could have just flown, and we would be back in Chicago by now.”
 
   “I realize that, Alexis.  But what do you want me to do about it now?  We’re here, not in a fucking plane.  What do you suggest we do now?” Casey asked irritably.  “Maybe we could call for help?  Yeah – no signal.  Do you know how to fix a fucking R.V.?  Because I don’t.”
 
   “I mean, we could wait, right?  Somebody is bound to come by,” Alexis suggested.
 
   “Great idea,” Casey said sarcastically.  “Did we pass a single person in the past two hours on the road?  Oh, you weren’t paying attention?  Cause I was.  And the answer is no.  We didn’t pass anyone.  So do you really think someone is just going to happen past?  And if they do, they’ll definitely stop, right?  Because you would pick up a pair of hitchhikers, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “You don’t have to be mean about it, Casey,” Alexis said. “I’m not responsible for this situation.  You are.  You had to drive out here.  You decided to take your stupid short cut, not me.  You remember what I said when we left the main road?  Yeah – I told you not to.  But did you listen to me?  Of course not!”
 
   “I don’t want to hear this right now, Alexis.  I really don’t,” Casey said.  “How the hell was I supposed to know that the R.V. was going to break down?”
 
   “This piece of crap?” Alexis asked, kicking the tire.  “How could you not know it was going to break down?”
 
   Casey began a retort, but stopped and took a deep breath.  “Look, I don’t want to argue, okay?  We’re both tired and frustrated.  Neither of us wanted to be stranded on the side of the road in the middle of nowhere in bumfuck New Mexico.  But we’re here, okay?  We can’t change that right now.  Let’s just gather whatever food and water we can, and start walking.  We’re bound to find something eventually, right?  A house, a gas station…something.”
 
   “I say we stay, and hope someone stops – at least until the morning,” Alexis said.  
 
   “How about this,” Casey asked.  “You stay here, and I’ll start walking.  We can do both at the same time.”
 
   “I’m not staying here by myself,” Alexis said, the darkness of the desert suddenly feeling very oppressive.  “I think we have a few bottles of water in the R.V.  And those power bars you’re always eating – there are a few of those in there too.”
 
   “So you’re okay with this?” Casey asked.  
 
   “If you think it’s best, I trust you,” Alexis responded.  “Like you said, we’ll run into someone eventually.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   The dawn light gave the desert an eerie glow as Casey and Alexis walked along the side of the road.   Casey stopped, and dropped his backpack to the ground.  Bending down, he opened it, retrieving a water bottle.  
 
   “Two left,” he said, tossing it to Alexis who caught it.  “We might want to start trying to conserve water.  I don’t know how much longer we’re going to be walking.”
 
   “Probably a good idea,” Alexis agreed, taking a swig from the bottle.  “Probably going to get worse when the sun comes up, too.  It’s already starting to warm up.”
 
   The night air in the desert had been cold.  A warming trend would be welcome, at least at first.  But they both knew it would be sweltering in a few hours.  “Hopefully somebody will find us before it gets too hot.  Or we might find a gas station or something.”
 
   “I still can’t believe that woman just passed us by,” Alexis said.  “I mean, who does that?  And I know she saw us.  She slowed down.”
 
   Casey squatted next to the bag, rummaging through it.  “Would you have stopped?  She doesn’t know who we are.  We might have been a pair of ax murderers or something.  How many hitchhikers have you passed by without thinking twice?  These days, you can’t be too careful, especially as a woman.”
 
   “I know,” Alexis said.  “It’s just – I don’t know – it’s just frustrating is all.  If we would have flown, we’d be back at the apartment right now, snuggled up in our bed.”
 
   “For the last time, Alexis,” Casey responded, rising.   He threw the pack over his shoulder, continuing, “Flying wasn’t an option, okay?  For one, we couldn’t afford it.  Two, this whole thing was about more than just getting here as comfortably as possible.  I thought you understood that.”
 
   “I do,” Alexis replied.  “We’re stuck in the middle of nowhere, probably going to be out of water in a few hours – all because you’ve got some really conflicted daddy issues.  No, I get it, Casey.  You wanted to take this trip because you’re trying to hang onto some idea of a father than never really existed.  He doesn’t deserve any of this.  He never —”
 
   Casey interrupted her.  “Look – I know he was a bastard.  But you don’t get it.  You probably never will.”
 
   “But I want to!” Alexis exclaimed.  “Just talk to me.  Back in the R.V., that was the first time you’ve ever said more than two or three sentences about him.  You have to talk about it.  You need to get it off of your chest.”
 
   “What do you want me to say, Alexis?” Casey asked.  “What the hell do you want from me?  Do you want me to say that I wish he had been there?  Do you want me to say that I wanted to impress him so bad, that when I hurt my knee and lost all of those scholarship offers, that he just sort of disappeared again?  When he died, I hadn’t seen him for almost a year.  And before that, I hadn’t seen him since just after my surgery.  And now he’s dead, and I’ll never…”
 
   Alexis put her hand on Casey’s shoulder.  “It’s okay.”  She didn’t know what else to say.
 
   Casey pulled away.  “No, it’s not.  Because I’ll never show him that I was more than just a football player.  I’ll never be able to rub my success in his face.”  The last words were almost a whisper.  He turned, walking away.  “Come on.  We need to get moving.”
 
   Alexis followed, wondering how to respond to Casey’s outburst.
 
   It all happened so quickly.  One second, Casey was striding along ahead of her, and the next, he was in a crumpled heap, clutching his left leg.  In an instant, Alexis was beside him.  
 
   “What happened?” she asked.
 
   “My ankle!” Casey said through gritted teeth.  “I’ll be fine.  Just give me a second.”
 
   “Let me look at it,” Alexis said, grabbing his leg.  She pulled his pants up, exposing his ankle.   She pressed on his ankle.  It was already swelling.  “Does that hurt?”
 
   Casey flinched, “What do you think?”
 
   “Can you move it?” she asked.  Casey pointed his toes.  He nodded.  “I don’t think it’s broken, but —”
 
   “I’m fine,” Casey said, pushing himself up.  “Let’s just…let’s just get moving, okay?  At the least, we’ll get to an area with some cell coverage.”  He began to limp away.  
 
   “You don’t think I should go ahead, and —” Alexis began, but was quickly.
 
   “I said I’m fine,” Casey said.  
 
   “But…” Alexis started, but quickly realized that he was beyond reason.  “Here,” she said, catching up to him.  She ducked under his arm to support some of his weight.  As she did, Alexis noticed that his hand had turned black and blue.  It was probably broken.  
 
   “I’m sorry,” Casey said after a few steps.  “For snapping at you.  It’s just…”  He grimaced with each step.  “It’s just that my Dad – you know, all of that - it’s kind of a touchy subject, you know?”
 
   “It’s okay,” Alexis muttered.  “I get it.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Pain shot up Casey’s leg with each step, and his hand throbbed incessantly.  The unforgiving desert sun only made matters worse, quickly sapping him of what little strength he had left.  They had been walking for hours.  Casey looked up – the sun was near its zenith, and they still hadn’t seen another car.  Not since the woman in the night.  And they certainly hadn’t found any signs of civilization.  No, they were well and truly lost in the middle of nowhere.
 
   “Do you need to stop for a minute?” Alexis asked, noticing that Casey’s limp had gotten worse.
 
   Casey replied, “No.  Let’s just keep going.  If I stop, it’s just going to stiffen up.”
 
   “I know you don’t want to hear this, but I think I should go ahead,” Alexis suggested. “And before you say no again, think about it.  With your leg like that, we’re going what?  Maybe half speed.  If I went ahead, I could cover a lot more ground.  And hopefully —”
 
   “I said no,” Casey interrupted.  “Just like the last time you suggested it.  We need to stick together.  If we just stay on the road, we’re bound to find something eventually.  A gas station, a house, something.”
 
   “And what if we die of dehydration first?  Your leg isn’t getting any better,” Alexis said.  “I can do it.  I can find help.”
 
   “And what if some lonely trucker finds you?” Casey asked.  “All alone, out in the desert.  What if he decides that nobody would know, that he could do whatever he wanted to you?”
 
   “But —” Alexis began, but was quickly cut off.
 
   “I said no, Alexis,” Casey said.  “Please, just no.  Let’s focus on covering as much ground as we can, okay?  Let’s just keep going.  It’s better that way.  Just trust me, okay?”
 
   “Fine,” Alexis grudgingly agreed.  “Whatever you say.”
 
   Casey pushed himself forward, one step at a time.  He couldn’t think about anything else; it was all he could do to keep himself moving.  Alexis tried to distract him with idle concentration, but he couldn’t concentrate on it well enough to reliably respond.  After a while, she gave up trying to engage him.  Instead, the two continued on in silence.  
 
   As the hours passed, their supplies slowly dwindled.  Two remaining bottles of water became one, and then, by the end of the day, the bottles were empty.  As night fell, Casey silently rejoiced, thankful for the respite from the sun’s infernal heat.   It didn’t last long, though.  The misery of the desert heat was soon replaced by the hopelessness of the cold night air.  
 
   Finally, a few hours after the sun had set, Casey collapsed in a heap.  He simply couldn’t go any further.  He had long since forgotten what the lack of pain felt like.  He lay there, drawing deep breaths, drifting into that gray area between consciousness and the blessed blackness of unconsciousness.  
 
   “Casey!” Alexis shouted, kneeling beside him.  The words sounded like a mere whisper, lost in the fog.  “Casey!” Alexis screamed again, slapping his face.  
 
   Why was she so insistent?  Why wouldn’t she just let him rest?
 
   “What?” Casey muttered through cracked lips.  “I…I just need a break.”
 
   She cradled his head in her hands.  “Here,” she said, bringing their last water bottle to his lips.  “Drink.”  A few drops of water slid into Casey’s mouth.  He wanted to protest, to tell her to save it for herself.  But he drank the meager amount of liquid greedily.
 
   Darkness beckoned.  It was within reach; he need only reach out and touch it.  The promise of its warm embrace was so tempting.  He needed it.   
 
   Vaguely, he was aware that someone was saying his name, but it sounded so far away, like a dream half remembered.  It couldn’t be real.  No – only the darkness was real.  He embraced it, pulling it closer until it enveloped him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   “Casey!” Alexis said, pushing against his arm.  “Wake up!  There’s someone coming!”  In the distance, a pair of headlights stood out in the sandy sea of darkness that was the surrounding desert.  How long had they been sitting on the side of the road?  Surely, it had been hours, but Alexis couldn’t be certain.  The battery on her phone had long since died, and she never wore a watch.  She pushed Casey, and shouted his name again.  
 
   Finally, he opened his eyes, and said, “W-what’s going on?”  
 
   “There’s a car coming,” Alexis said, rising.  “I’m going to try to flag them down.”
 
   She was desperate.  Casey certainly wasn’t getting any better; his hand had turned a nasty shade of blue.  If she dared to take off his shoe, she was sure that she’d see the same thing on his ankle.  Their water was gone.  They had no food.  And they were in no fit state to traverse the desert.  In short, she didn’t have a choice.
 
   Not for the first time, she chastised herself for not leaving Casey behind.  Alexis was sure that she would have found help by now.  She stepped onto the road where they would be sure to see her.
 
   The car was a hundred yards away when Alexis began jumping up and down, waving her arms.  Fifty yards, and it hadn’t slowed.  Twenty-five.  Ten.  At the last second, Alexis dove to the side, barely dodging the car.  It swerved slightly, but otherwise showed no signs of slowing or stopping.  Alexis’ heart sank.  
 
   “What the fuck are you doing?!” Casey yelled.  “You almost got killed!”  He was trying unsuccessfully to stand.  When he put weight on his foot, he collapsed.  He used his injured hand to break his fall, screaming in pain.  Alexis rushed to his side.
 
   “Are you okay?” she asked.  Immediately, Alexis regretted the question.
 
   “Okay?” Casey asked.  “Do I look like I’m okay?  My hand’s probably broken, and I can barely walk.  We’re stuck in the middle of the god damned desert, and my wife almost just got run over by a car.  What the hell were you thinking?”
 
   “I-I was just…we don’t have a choice.  Look at us.  That’s only the second car that’s passed us in two days.  Who knows how far it is to help?  Even if it was five miles, ten or a hundred, we can’t get there.  It may as well be on the other side of the moon for all it matters,” Alexis explained, her words dripping with frustration.  “What else do you want me to do?  Do you think they’d see us just sitting on the side of the road?”
 
   “I don’t know, but —” Casey stopped in mid-sentence.  His stern face became a broad smile, and he said excitedly, “They’re coming back!  They’re coming back!”
 
   Alexis turned, seeing that the car had indeed been thrown into reverse, and was coming their way.  For the first time in nearly two days, she dared to hope.   As the car pulled closer, Alexis could see that it was a fairly new Mercedes Benz sedan.  It stopped only a few feet away, the door flew open, and a woman burst from the cabin.
 
   She was tall – taller than either Casey or Alexis – and thin.  Her black hair was pulled into a tight bun, and she wore khaki slacks a white blouse.  In the dark, Alexis couldn’t tell her age.  Nor could she really see much of the woman’s appearance beyond her attire.  But none of that mattered.  She was their savior.
 
   “What are you two doing here?” she demanded, her voice stern.  Her British accent served to accentuate the harshness of her tone.  “We almost ran you down!”
 
   “I-I’m sorry,” Alexis stammered as the woman approached.  “We’re not…we haven’t…we broke down a couple of days ago, and we haven’t…we don’t have…please…help us.”  Alexis could barely get the words out.  
 
   The woman’s face matched her voice – stern and unforgiving, angles and sharp edges.  A hawk-like nose jutted from above a frowning mouth.  As she saw Alexis’ and Casey’s condition, though, her face softened.  She knelt beside Casey, “How long have you been out here?”  She turned, and shouted, “Hector!  Get some water!”
 
   “T-two days,” Casey said.  “I…I twisted my ankle a little while back.  And…and…”
 
   A man merged from the driver’s side of the car carrying two bottles of water.  He was a little shorter than the woman, but no less severe.  His beard was immaculately shaped, and his eyes were sunk deep into his face, giving him a skeletal appearance, especially in the sparse light.  He wore a dark pair of slacks and a white polo style shirt.  His dark hair was streaked with gray.  He crossed the distance from the car to Casey quickly.  He handed Casey and Alexis bottles of water, from which both drank greedily.  
 
   Casey coughed, sputtering.  
 
   “Can you walk?” the woman asked Casey.
 
   He nodded.  “Not far, though.”
 
   She helped him up.  “Our home is only a few kilometers away.  Get in the car.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Casey felt Alexis’ hand close around his as the two sat in the back seat of the Mercedes.  They had been riding along the desert road for only a few minutes, but it seemed like hours.  And it seemed like an eternity since they had left the football game.  So much had happened over such a short period of time.  He didn’t want to think about how close they had come to never leaving that desert.
 
   Neither of their rescuers had spoken since they’d gotten into the car.  In fact, it was like Casey and Alexis weren’t even there; they were being totally ignored.  Casey decided to break the silence.  “I-I’m Casey,” he said, his voice weaker than he’d intended.  “And this is Alexis.”
 
   The woman turned in her seat, fixing Casey with an intense glare.  “I am Dr. Harris.  My husband’s name is Dr. Samuels.”  Without another word, she returned her gaze to the road ahead.  The man, Dr. Samuels, didn’t even acknowledge the introduction.
 
   “Um,” Casey said.  Alexis squeezed his hand.  “We, uh, just wanted to thank you for your help.  I don’t think we would have lasted much longer.”  When neither doctor responded, he said, “So, um…thanks.  You saved our lives.”
 
   “We will be at the house soon,” Dr. Samuels said, his eyes never leaving the road.  “There, we will tend to your injuries, and arrange transportation.  I’m afraid it will take some time as we live quite a distance from the nearest town.”
 
   “Where are we?” Casey asked.  “I mean, I know we’re in New Mexico, but —”  
 
   Dr. Harris interrupted.  “We are here.”
 
   Casey leaned forward, and saw a looming iron gate flanked by a brick wall.  It must have been ten feet high.   Samuels rolled down his window, and punched in a code on a keypad.  The gate swung open.
 
   The car accelerated through the entrance, and up a winding driveway which culminated in a Spanish style mansion.  The grounds were immaculately manicured, with palm trees lining the driveway.  Casey turned to Alexis.  The expression of awe on her face told him that she was just as impressed as he was.  
 
   They finally reached the house – it must have been two or three hundred yards from the road – where a muscular man in a tight, black tee-shirt waited.  Dr. Samuels put the car in park, and the muscular man opened the back door.  Alexis climbed out, and Casey followed, stepping gingerly.  
 
   “Phillips,” Dr. Harris said as she got out of the car.  “Help our guests to the medical facility.  Dr. Samuels and I will be there shortly.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” he answered in a gruff voice.  Without warning, he scooped Casey into his arms.
 
   “I-I can walk!”  Casey said, surprised.  
 
   “Faster if I carry you,” was Phillips’ only answer.  Casey struggled unsuccessfully to free himself.  The man ignored him, and began walking toward the house.  Alexis followed.
 
   Casey felt so humiliated, being carried like some damsel in distress, but he had to admit that he was grateful for the fact that he didn’t have to put weight on his ankle.  Even hanging there, it throbbed.  He shuddered to think what it would feel like if he tried to walk on it.
 
   The journey through the house was a bit of a blur for Casey.  Dehydration and fatigue had taken their toll, and he felt himself drifting into unconsciousness.  He fought it, of course, but while he was able to keep from passing out, Casey was unable to prevent his mind from drifting.  They weren’t coherent thoughts, but rather notions and feelings.
 
   So he was a bit surprised when he was dumped unceremoniously onto a hospital bed.  He looked around.  Bathed in florescent light, it looked like a typical hospital room.  He leaned back, pondering the fact that the Doctors Harris and Samuels had a fully functional infirmary in their home.  Within moments, he lost the battle with unconsciousness, and drifted off.  The last thing he saw before the blackness overtook him was Alexis lying on a similar bed.  She smiled.
 
   Finally, he thought, some good luck.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Casey’s eyes fluttered open as he slowly regained consciousness.  Briefly confused, he scanned the room, trying to remember what had happened.  Within a few moments, though, it came back to him – the broken down R.V., the trek through the desert, their rescue…
 
   His eyes settled on Alexis, who lay on a bed nearby; an I.V. sprouted from her arm while she slept.  He shifted, feeling an identical I.V. in his own arm.   
 
   “W-wha…” he croaked.  His mouth was dry, and he felt extremely weak.  Still, he tried to get up, swinging his legs over the bed.  With a wince, he pulled the I.V. needle from his arm.  He wasn’t thinking straight; panic overwhelmed him.  He only knew that he needed to leave, to get Alexis and escape…from his rescuers.  It was a completely irrational thought, but he wasn’t in his right mind.  
 
   Casey pushed himself off of the bed, but as soon as his feet hit the floor, he realized his mistake.  He let out a pained scream as his ankle gave way; agonizing pain shot through his entire leg as he fell, hitting the ground with a thud.  
 
   Within moments, three pairs of feet filled his vision.  The two doctors and their servant rushed into the infirmary.  
 
   “Alexis…”  Casey managed.  “L-let me go…”
 
   “Be calm,” Dr. Samuels said, grabbing him by the arm.  “Give me a hand, Phillips.”  Immediately, Casey felt the man’s meaty hand clamp down on his other arm.  They helped Casey to a standing position, where he was careful to keep the weight off of his injured leg.
 
   “Should I give him a sedative?” asked Phillips.  
 
   “No, no,” Samuels responded.  “Not yet.  In fact, wake the other one.  I’d like to go over their diagnoses.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Casey said, embarrassed.  “I didn’t mean…I just…panicked, I guess.”
 
   “Quite alright,” Samuels said as the other man gently shook Alexis, waking her.  “The combination of the dehydration and pain medication can produce surprising states of mind.”
 
   Alexis slowly woke.  For a moment, she looked nearly as confused as Casey had been.  
 
   Dr. Harris finally spoke, “You were both quite dehydrated.  Another few hours, and you would have been beyond our help.  That is why we had you on an I.V.”  It made sense.  They had been in the desert for quite a while.  “And your ankle is broken.  We were waiting on the swelling to go down before we put the cast on it.”  
 
   “It’s really fortuitous that we found you,” Dr. Samuels said, smiling.  The smile softened his features quite a bit.  “A few days, and you’ll be up and about.  On crutches, mind you, but mobile nonetheless.”
 
   “Wait…a few days?  Can’t you just…um…can’t we just go to a hospital or something?” Alexis blurted.
 
   “Alexis!” Casey exclaimed.  “These people saved our lives!”
 
   “I…I know, but…we…um…don’t want to put you out,” Alexis explained.
 
   “Oh, it is no trouble,” Harris said, little kindness in her tone.  “You will receive far better care here than you ever would at a hospital.”
 
   “It’s true,” Dr. Samuels stated.  “Our clients pay us quite handsomely for the -”
 
   “Perhaps we should let them rest,” Dr. Harris interrupted pointedly.  “They are no doubt exhausted from their ordeal.  Phillips, see that the I.V. Is replaced in Mr….I’m sorry, I did not get your surname.”
 
   “Matheson,” Casey said.  “Casey Matheson.  And that’s my wife, Alexis.”
 
   “Fantastic!” Samuels said excitedly as Phillips maneuvered Casey back into the bed.  Within moments, he had expertly replaced the I.V.  
 
   “In addition to the fluids, we are administering an anti-inflammatory as well as something for the pain,” Dr. Harris stated.  “There is also something to help you relax, which is why you no doubt feel groggy.  Your bodies need to rest.”
 
   “Indeed,” Samuels agreed.  “Rest.  We’ll check on you both in a few hours.”
 
   And with that, the three of them left the room.  Alexis and Casey looked at one another.
 
   “We need to get out of here,” Alexis said.
 
   “What?  Why?” Casey asked dumbly.  He was already feeling groggy.
 
   Alexis looked thoughtful before she said, “I don’t know.  It’s just I get a bad feeling with them.  There’s something off about them.”
 
   “They’re a little weird, that’s all,” Casey insisted.  “Besides, they saved our lives.”
 
   “I know,” Alexis said.  “But…I don’t know.  I just don’t think…”
 
   Casey never heard what Alexis thought because he drifted off to a drug induced sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   The two doctors stared at the monitor, observing their patients.  Both Alexis and Casey slept soundly, the result of the drugs flowing through their individual systems.  
 
   Dr. Samuels sat in a leather desk chair, excitement clearly etched on his face as he watched.  Meanwhile, Dr. Harris was a stark contrast to her husband.  Where he was eager and excited, she was clinical and objective.  At least, that was the outward appearance for which she strove.  However, she couldn’t keep her own anticipation from showing via a slight, almost imperceptible smile.
 
   “They’re perfect,” her husband stated.  “Just perfect.  Physically speaking, I mean.  The male’s slightly below average height while the female’s slightly taller.  Their body types are workable as well.  Facial bone structure is unobtrusive, and musculature can be manipulated.  No anomalies in the cardiovascular or endocrine systems.  I think they’re about as close to perfect as we’re ever going to find, especially in a married couple.”
 
   Harris clicked her tongue.  She stood with her arms behind her rigid back.  From what little interaction she’d had with the two subjects, she had determined that they were indeed nearly perfect candidates for the experiment.  And what didn’t fit, she could change.  
 
   “It seems so,” she admitted.  “Based on cursory examinations, their personalities are manageable, and there are no abnormalities in their nervous systems.”
 
   “What about family?  Friends?” Samuels asked, spinning in his chair to face his wife.  “Will they be missed?”
 
   Dr. Harris shook her head.  “No,” she said.  “Not soon, at least.  And if they are, no one will look for them here.  Phillips is already disposing of their vehicle.  The male’s family is nearly nonexistent.  His father is recently deceased.  His mother is estranged.  His brother is deployed in Afghanistan.”
 
   “And the girl?” Samuels queried.
 
   “Not much better,” Harris replied.  “Both parents are dead.  She has a grandmother in a nursing home, but she has dementia.  No siblings.  An Aunt.  A few cousins, but no one close.”
 
   “Good,” Dr. Samuels stated.  “Then we’re good to go?  Any objections?  You know I want this, but just say the word, and we’ll send them on their way.”
 
   “No,” Harris insisted.  “They are perfect candidates.  You’ve pointed out the issues with using volunteers, and I agree.  We can’t afford for the experiment to fail.  You know what’s at stake.”
 
   Samuels nodded.  “Phillips and I will get them ready.  How long will it take you to prepare the medication?”
 
   “I already have genetic samples,” Harris answered.  “Two days.  No more.”
 
   “We can keep them sedated until then,” Samuels stated as he rose from his chair.  He locked eyes with his wife.  “Are you ready to make history?”
 
   “I am,” was Ingrid Harris’ simple answer, and she meant it.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Alexis’ eyes fluttered open lazily, feeling the effects of the sedatives.  Within moments, she noticed two very disturbing things.  First, she was restrained; when she tried to move her arms or legs, she felt the bite of leather cuffs restricting her movement.  In addition, she felt a rough strap across her torso.  It wasn’t uncomfortable.  Rather, it was there simply to keep her from moving overmuch.  A few quick pulls on the cuffs, and she knew that she had no hope of escape.  Second, she was completely naked.  
 
   Turning her head, Alexis soon realized that her husband was in the same position, though he had yet to wake.   Lying there he seemed so helpless – a descriptor that seemed so alien when applied to her husband.
 
   As if on cue, Casey began to wake - slowly at first, then all at once, and with a start.  She knew what was going through his mind.  Why am I restrained?  Why am I naked?  Panic.  Fear.  Suddenly, remembering that he wasn’t alone, he turned and locked eyes with Alexis.  
 
   “What’s going on?” he asked, his voice cracking.  It was simple question, but it had no easy answer.
 
   “I don’t know,” Alexis responded.  “I just woke up.  The last thing I remember is -”
 
   “The doctors drugging us,” Casey supplied.  “Those sick fuckers are -”
 
   “Now, now,” came a cold, clinical voice which Alexis recognized.  Alexis fixed her attention upon its origination, and saw Dr. Harris strolling through the door.  “We are not sick.  We are researchers, and -”
 
   “You fucking bitch!  You’d better let us go, or -” Casey screamed, straining against his restraints.
 
   Harris interrupted, “Quiet yourself, or I will gag you.  I have some information to convey, and I cannot do so with you screaming obscenities.”
 
   Her threat had no effect, and Casey continued his tirade, calling her all manner of names while demanding his release.  Calmly, Harris called through the door, “Phillips!  Bring the gag.”
 
   A moment later, the huge man – he had to be six and a half feet tall – was pushing through the door with a pair of ball gags clutched in his meaty fist.  He grabbed Casey by the hair, steadying him, leaned in close, and whispered, “If you struggle, I will beat you.  Then I will beat your wife.”  Casey’s rant ceased as soon as he registered the threat, and Phillips strapped the gag around Casey’s head, affixing the ball to his mouth.  
 
   After that, he did the same to Alexis.  She knew better than to fight him.  It would do no good, and she knew that Phillips was the type of man who would make good on his threats.  She tasted its smooth surface – was it rubber?  Plastic?  She couldn’t tell.  
 
   “Now that I have your undivided attention,” Harris said, stepping further into the room.  Behind her, Dr. Samuels strode in, an excited grin on his face.
 
   “Did you tell them?” he asked.  
 
   “I was about to,” Harris answered.  “Did you finish the preparations?”
 
   Samuels nodded.  “Everything is ready.”
 
   “Good,” Harris stated.  “You two are no doubt wondering why you are here and what we are planning to do with you.  It is a wondrous thing of which you have the opportunity to be a part.  It will change the world, this experiment.  But it will not be easy.  By design, it will test you, body and mind.  There will be pain.  There will be frustration.  You will feel despair.  However, you will also experience pleasure.  That is also by design.  But for now, introductions are long overdue.”
 
   Experiment?  What were they planning to do?  Alexis was close to panic.
 
   “I am Dr. Ingrid Harris,” the woman said.  “And I can say that without ego, I am one of the world’s leading neurobiologists.  I have been published countless times, and have been nominated for the Nobel Prize in medicine three times.  I do not tell you this to brag; I simply want you to know the gravity of this experiment.  I do not embark on this undertaking lightly; I expect results.  In addition to neurobiology, I am also a licensed psychologist, which goes hand in hand with what we have planned for you.”
 
   The other doctor picked up right where Harris left off.  “My wife is one of the most brilliant minds in all of medicine, it’s no exaggeration.  As you know, my name is Hector Samuels, and I am also a medical doctor, but my field is endocrinology – the study of the body’s endocrine system – hormones.  These chemicals govern everything about our bodies, and I’ve spent my life learning to control them.  The things I can do…well, I won’t spoil it, but they’re quite impressive, let me tell you.”
 
   Samuels gestured to the big man standing in the corner.  “And of course you’ve met Phillips.  Between you and me, you don’t want to mess with him.  There are three other members of our team, but you will only meet two of them.  But that’s later.  For now, this is all we need.”
 
   Alexis’ mind ran wild – these were the leaders in their respective fields.  That they were going to perform an experiment on Casey and her was disturbing.  The fact that they had had to kidnap their participants didn’t bode well.  The experiment was obviously illegal, and probably for good reason.
 
   “Without further ado,” Samuels said, a grin splitting his face.  “I’ll let Ingrid…erm…Dr. Harris explain the parameters of the experiment.  There’s no point in keeping you in the dark any longer.”
 
   Harris cleared her throat.  “Men and women are different.  It is a fundamental fact of biology.  It is more than that, though, is it not?  We accept it as natural that men are bigger, stronger, and more aggressive.  Women are smaller, softer, and docile.  Certainly, there are exceptions, but the stereotypes exist because they are based in truth.  In fact, they are so universal that nearly every culture in the world promotes the extremes of these stereotypes as the ideal, calling them femininity and masculinity.  The goal of this experiment is to see if we can change that.”
 
   She shifted her weight before she continued, “But what does that mean?  To you, it means that we are going to change you, completely and irreversibly, physically and mentally.”
 
   Samuels stepped toward Casey’s bed, and sat on the edge.  Casey flinched as the doctor patted his lower leg.  “That means that from this point on, you will cease to be the man in your relationship with your wife.  You will still be male, obviously.  Changing your sex proves nothing.  We are taking a normal, heterosexual couple, and switching your gender roles.  You’re going to be the wife.”  He turned to Alexis, and said, “And you’re going to be the husband.”
 
   Harris cut in, “Of course it is far more complicated than that implies, but essentially, that is the idea.  We debated about whether to tell you, but in the end, it does not matter if you know.  There is no civilization within two hundred miles of open desert.  If you escape, you will die of thirst before you reach help.  If you try to escape and fail, you will be punished severely.  There are layers upon layers of security in this facility; it is unlikely that you will succeed in any escape attempt.”
 
   Alexis’ mind was reeling.  What did any of it even mean?
 
   “Phillips,” Harris said.  The big man stepped forward.  “Please remove their restraints.  They are our guests, not our prisoners.”  
 
   Phillips removed Alexis’ straps first, then the ball gag.  She rubbed her wrists where she had been cuffed to the bed.   As soon as Phillips removed Casey’s gag, he screamed, “You’re not going to get away with this, you fucking psychos!  I’m going to -”
 
   A sharp slap silenced Casey.  He rubbed his jaw as Samuels said, “We’ve already gotten away with it.  You have to understand that you have no choice but to cooperate.”
 
   “Cooperation is irrelevant,” Harris said.  “It will make it easy on you, but it is far from necessary.”  As soon as Phillips had removed the final restraint from Casey’s injured ankle, the three of them left the room.  
 
   Just before he exited, though, Samuels turned, and said, “Get some rest.  It starts tomorrow.”
 
   And with that, he was gone, leaving Alexis and Casey to ponder their fates.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   “But what do they even mean?” Casey asked for what seemed like the hundredth time.  
 
   Alexis shook her head, and replied, “I know as much as you do, Casey.  It’s not like I have some magic insight into what they’re going to do to us.”
 
   Casey looked around the room, searching for a way out.  There were no windows, and the only door was locked.  And that wasn’t even considering the security cameras which would no doubt capture their every move.  No – any escape attempt would be over before it even started.  That’s why the doctors had removed the restraints.  They were well and truly trapped.
 
   “They can’t do it,” he said after a few minutes of silence.  “They can’t make us act a certain way, no matter if they make me wear a dress or something.  I’ll still be me.  No matter what they do, we’ll still be the same people.”
 
   “It’s crazy,” Alexis muttered.  It was clear that she wasn’t nearly as convinced that the doctors were incapable of enacting their plan.  “What are we going to do?” she asked, her face painted with concern.  
 
   “Escape,” Casey said with false confidence.  He knew it wasn’t likely they could make it, but he had to stay positive.  He wouldn’t give in, no matter how desperate the situation got.  For Alexis’ sake, he had to do something, anything – even if the extent of his action was a positive attitude.  “We could jump them the next time they come in the room,” he suggested.
 
   “Do you really think we could take that Phillips guy?” Alexis asked.  “He’s what?  Six and a half feet tall, and well over two-hundred and fifty pounds?  And I’ll bet he knows how to handle himself.  He wouldn’t be here otherwise.”
 
   “Then we wait.  As soon as I can walk, we’re gone.  I say we play along until then.  Let them think we’re cooperative.  Let them believe we’ve given up hope.  And then, when they least expect it, we make our move on the doctors.  When Phillips isn’t around,” Casey suggested.  “And if he is, I think…I think I can take him.  Just because he’s big doesn’t mean he’d win.”
 
   Casey couldn’t even really convince himself.  He knew that if it came down to it, he didn’t have a chance against what was obviously a trained soldier who had eighty pounds on him.  
 
   “The cops are going to be looking for us, though,” Alexis stated hopefully.  “It’s not like we don’t have friends.  Someone is going to notice we’re missing.  And they’ll find us.  They’ll find the R.V.  It won’t take them long before they track us to here.”  After a moment, she repeated, “They’re going to find us.”
 
   Casey wanted to tell her that it was all going to be okay, that the cops would find them, that they would escape.  But he could hardly muster the thoughts, much less the words.   He needed to protect her.  That was his job.  That’s what it meant to be a man.  Then and there, he decided that if it came down to it, he would sacrifice himself so she could escape.   
 
   The decision gave him some strength, but in the face of such long odds, Casey wondered if simple strength would be enough.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Casey sat on the examination table, anxious and afraid.  He wore a simple hospital gown, open at the back, but he was grateful for that much modesty.  It was certainly better than being naked.  He looked around the room, but was unsurprised to see that it was devoid of decoration.  Utterly utilitarian, it gave him no clues as to that day’s plans.  
 
   The door swung open, admitting Dr. Harris who promptly grabbed a nearby stool, pulled it close to Casey, and sat down.  “How did you sleep?” she asked without preamble.
 
   “Sleep?” he asked. “How the hell do you think I slept?”
 
   She made a mark on her clipboard, after which she said, “Remove your gown.”  When Casey hesitated, she said, “Or I could have Phillips remove it for you.”  Casey complied.  
 
   Once Casey had disrobed, the doctor performed a series of typical medical tests.  She took his blood pressure, listened to his heart, and measured his body temperature.  After each test, she made notes on her clipboard.  Finally, she said, “Stand.”
 
   Casey once again complied, and Harris produced a tape measure which she used to measure his dimensions – hip, waist, shoulders, legs, and nearly every other part of his body.  She even measured the length and girth of his penis.  After she had finished taking his measurements, Dr. Harris retrieved a pair of calipers from a nearby drawer, and began pinching various parts of hid body.  Casey recognized it as a body fat test.  
 
   Finally, she said, “Stand with your shoulders against the wall.”  Casey did as he was told, and Dr. Harris pulled a small camera from her lab coat, and took a picture.  She had Casey pose in a variety of different positions – touching his toes, in profile, from the back, etc. - before she was satisfied that every inch of his body had been captured on film.
 
   All the while, Casey was silent.  He refused to give her the satisfaction of begging.  
 
   Harris gestured to a chair near the examination table, and said, “Have a seat.”   When Casey complied, she said, “I realize that you have no intention of cooperating with us, but I want you to know that we have no wish to harm you.  In any case, your cooperation is irrelevant.  We will complete our experiment. However, your death would be quite a setback.  So I ask that you be as honest as possible with your answers to the following questions.  Do you understand?”
 
   Casey nodded, and Harris said, “Good.”  She flipped the page on her clipboard, cleared her throat, and asked, “Are you to your knowledge allergic to any medications?”
 
   Casey let out a deep breath that he didn’t realize he’d been holding.  He had been expecting something quite a bit more sinister than a simple medical history questionnaire.  He shook his head, and Harris continued asking questions about his and his family’s medical history.  After a few minutes (and dozens of questions), she had finished.
 
   “Good,” Harris said, marking the final answer.  After she was satisfied that his medical history had been plumbed to its fullest, she stood. “Follow me,”  she said.
 
   Harris didn’t bother checking to see if Casey followed as she pushed through the door, and walked through the hallway.  She turned into another room after a dozen or so feet.  Casey had no choice but to follow, as Phillips stood guard at the end of the hall.
 
   The room itself was only slightly different from the last, the main difference being that it was equipped with a series of computers.  In addition, what looked like a dentist’s chair dominated the room.  Harris gestured to it, and said, “Sit.”
 
   Once Casey was seated, Harris approached him with what looked like a nylon shower cap which had wires sprouting from its apex.  Upon closer inspection, Casey realized that it had small, circular disks every couple of inches.  Harris placed it on Casey’s head, and buckled a strap under his chin.  She also placed about a dozen diodes on his body in various places.
 
   As if sensing his discomfort, she said, “Relax.  They are merely sensors designed to measure your brain and nerve impulses. You will not be harmed.”
 
   Coming from a woman who had kidnapped him, the words did little to soothe Casey’s anxiety.
 
   Once all of the sensors were in place, Dr. Harris said, “I am going to ask you a series of questions.  Answer them as truthfully as you can.”
 
   Immediately, she launched into the questions.  Some were benign – like asking about his favorite color.  Others dealt with gender roles.  Still others sounded like they were ripped off of an internet personality test.  The questions lasted for nearly an hour until, finally, Harris said, “That concludes the questions.  Disrobe, and then sit back down.”  When Casey did as she asked, Harris said, “Remain seated until I return.”
 
   She left the room for a few moments, only to return carrying a syringe.  Before Casey could react, she’d jabbed it in his arm, and depressed the plunger.  “Wha-” he began, but was immediately overcome by an overpowering drowsiness.  
 
   “I do apologize,” Harris said.  “But it is unlikely that you would have remained still for this next part.”  
 
   Casey tried to move, but was completely immobile.  It was like he was paralyzed.  
 
   Harris reached under the chair, and Casey heard a few metallic clicks.  The doctor grabbed his ankle, and pulled his right leg up into a stirrup.  His left leg soon followed.  Only then did he realize that he was sitting in a gynecological examination chair.  His legs spread and unable to move, Casey had never felt more vulnerable in his entire life.
 
   “This will tingle a little,” Harris stated as she retrieved a tube from a cabinet on the other side of the room.  “But it will not harm you.”  She squeezed the tube, and squirted a green substance onto the palm of her hand, which she then applied to his genitals.  It did, in fact, tingle.  Once she was satisfied that his penis and testicles were sufficiently covered by the green goo, Harris retreated back to the cabinet where she removed her latex glove.  As she pulled a fresh glove onto her hand, she said, “You may find the next part temporarily uncomfortable, however.”
 
   The doctor opened the cabinet once again, and replaced the tube, only to retrieve a different one.  In addition, she gathered a long, cylindrical object.  
 
   Stepping between Casey’s legs, Harris set the cylinder aside – it was curiously shaped like a missile – she squirted a blue substance onto her hand, which she then applied to the missile-shaped object.  Without preamble, she shoved it into his anus.  
 
   Casey wanted to cry out, but his body simply wouldn’t cooperate.  
 
   “There,” Harris said, rising from between Casey’s legs.  A few seconds later, she was beside Casey, and placing a pair of earphones over his ears.  The noise coming from the speakers wasn’t unpleasant, but Casey couldn’t place it.  In fact, it just seemed like meaningless noise.
 
   Finally, the doctor covered his eyes with a sleeping mask, leaving Casey in darkness.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it,” Casey stated bluntly.  “They examined me, okay?  That’s it.  Probably the same thing they did to you.”
 
   Alexis knew there was more to it than what Casey was letting on, but she couldn’t get him to open up.  He had arrived back in their shared room nearly an hour after Alexis, a haunted look on his face.  
 
   The examination had unnerved Alexis as well, but it wasn’t nearly enough to affect her like she knew it had affected Casey.  No – there was more to it than a mere examination for him.  Had they revealed more plans?  Dr. Samuels had conducted her examination; he seemed warmer and more approachable than the cold Dr. Harris.  He had even told Alexis that she would likely enjoy her transformation.  
 
   “Did you get a look outside?” asked Alexis, changing the subject.  “Any chance of…you know…getting out of here?”
 
   Casey shrugged.  “Phillips was at the end of the hall when I was moved to the other room.  I guess if we both jumped him, we might be able to overpower him.”  He didn’t sound convinced.  Alexis understood – Phillips was a mountain of a man who had the bearing of a man who knew his way around a fistfight.
 
   “He has to sleep, right?” Alexis suggested.  “We could -”
 
   She cut herself off when the door began to open, admitting the two doctors.  Samuels spoke first, “Good news – the two of you are as perfect for the experiment as we could have hoped.”  He grinned.  “Body types, psychological profiles, everything is perfect.”
 
   “It will still be difficult,” Harris stated.  “But he is right.  You are the perfect candidates.  So we will commence with the experiment in the morning.”
 
   “It’s an exciting time!” Samuels blurted.  “Very exciting.  You don’t know how long we’ve waited for candidates as -”
 
   “They do not need to know our failures, Hector,” Dr. Harris interrupted.  “They will not be repeated.”
 
   “Right,” Samuels said, fidgeting nervously.  “Well, we shall start you both with a shot tonight to prepare you for the beginning of your transitions.”  He looked at Casey.  “Of course you’ve already begun your transition, haven’t you?  Tell me – how does it feel?  More sensitive?  Or less?  I have my -”
 
   “Hector!” Harris interrupted forcefully.  “Give them the injections, and leave them until tomorrow.”
 
   “Right,” Samuels replied, absently pulling what looked like a small gun from the pocket of his lab coat.  Before she realized what was happening, he had put the muzzle against her neck, and pulled the trigger.  She felt a slight sting.  Harris did the same thing with Casey, who tried unsuccessfully to resist.
 
   “What the hell?!” Alexis screamed, her voice coming out in a raspy screech.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Samuels said.  “It’s necessary.”  
 
   “Necessary?” Alexis asked.  “None of this is necessary, you sick bastard!  Let us go!  Let us go!”
 
   Alexis lost control.  Days of pent-up frustration bubbled to the surface, and she launched herself at Samuels, knocking him to the ground.  She punched him as hard as she could.  Once.  Twice.  Three times.  And then Phillips burst into the room, and pulled her away.  He threw her against the wall where she collapsed.
 
   After a moment, she looked up to see that Casey had shrunk against the wall.  He looked so small, so afraid.  Why hadn’t he done something?  Why hadn’t he helped her?
 
   “Another outburst like that,” Harris said, helping her husband to his feet.  “And you will regret it.”
 
   With that, the two doctors and Phillips left the room.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   “We have to get out of here,” Casey whispered – the first words he’d uttered in hours.  “Tonight.”
 
   Casey didn’t know what had come over him, why he hadn’t gone to Alexis’ defense.  There was something inside of him that simply wouldn’t let him act.  Instead, his mind dwelt on how much bigger, how much more powerful Phillips was.  It was frustrating and frightening; he had never felt so small, so impotent in his entire life.  As time had passed, though, the feeling had faded until only an echo remained.  Still, his declaration of his intention to escape hadn’t come easily; he’d had to force the words out.
 
   Casey looked at Alexis, and asked, “Are you with me?”
 
   Shame threatened to choke him as he noticed the fresh bruises on Alexis’ arms.  He was supposed to protect her; that’s what a man did.  But when she needed him, he had shrunk from the fight.  Rationally, he knew it was all artificial.  Whatever the injection had in it, whatever came out of those damned headphones, his various injuries – they’d all conspired to render him helpless.  He knew those things, and yet, he still felt humiliated at his inaction.  
 
   Alexis had tried to engage him, but Casey had been far too wrapped up in his own pain and humiliation.  He couldn’t help what had been done to him.  He had been drugged, and wasn’t able to move.  But that didn’t soothe his wounded masculinity – far from it.  He had been well and truly violated, and the memory would not soon fade.  
 
   “Alexis,” he said, more urgently this time.  It came out in a hiss.  She jerked back to reality.  “Are you with me?”  She nodded.
 
   Casey knew that their relationship would never be the same.  Even if Alexis could forgive him, the guilt would haunt Casey.  He had failed her, and they both knew it.  Still, Alexis had not mentioned it; nor would she, Casey was sure.  But he could see it in her eyes.  To her, he was less of a man than he had been before their kidnapping.  And she didn’t even know about what had happened during his examination.
 
   “They don’t lock the doors,” Casey said.  “As long as we’re quiet, we can –”
 
   “Don’t you think they’re watching us?” Alexis interrupted.  “We won’t get ten feet before they catch us.”
 
   “Maybe,” Casey admitted.  He knew that escape was a long shot.  “But we have to try, don’t we?  I don’t know what they did to me, but…I…um…” he struggled to find the words.  “If we don’t get out soon, I don’t know if we’ll ever escape.  I’m not myself, and…”
 
   “I know,” Alexis stated.  “It’s hard for both of us, but you have to pull through it.  Don’t let them break you.”
 
   She didn’t understand.  They weren’t breaking him.  They had changed him somehow.  He felt like a stranger in his own mind.  Insecurities he’d never had dominated his every thought.  
 
   “I think we should wait.  Play along until their guard is down, and then, we can get away a lot easier,” Alexis suggested.  “I know you’re scared, but – “
 
   “Damned right I’m scared!” Casey exclaimed, nearly shouting.  “You don’t know what it’s like, what’s going on up here!” he pointed to his head.  “T-they did something…I don’t know…I just…we have to leave now.  Right now.”  Casey struggled to convey the urgency he felt, but Alexis seemed to understand anyway.
 
   “So we just make a run for it?” she asked.
 
   Casey shrugged.  He didn’t know anything beyond the fact that he needed to escape.  “I think I remember the way to the garage.  We can get their car, and just drive until we find some sort of civilization.”  He remembered no such thing, but he didn’t care; he was practically hysterical in his need to escape.
 
   Surprisingly, Alexis said, “Okay.  When?”
 
   “Now,” Casey said.  It was the only thing he felt sure about.
 
   He crossed the room to the door, twisted the knob, and eased the door open.  Taking a deep breath, he peered through the crack.  The hall was empty.  He let out his breath; Casey hadn’t even realized that he’d been holding it in.  
 
   “It’s clear,” he whispered to Alexis, who stood directly behind him.  She seemed far more confident than he did.  
 
   Casey opened the door, stepping out.  Pain shot through his wounded ankle. Gritting his teeth, he ignored it as he limped through the hall, peering this way and that, checking each room as he went.  He shuddered slightly when he saw the room containing the gynecological chair.  At the end of the hall, they reached a set of stairs.  There was no other way to go, so he mounted them.  Alexis followed close behind.  
 
   At the top of the stairs was a metal door which Casey was convinced would lead to the house proper.  Cautiously, he turned the handle, cracked the door, and peered into the room beyond.  It was empty, so he hesitated only slightly before opening it, stepping through.
 
   “Creepy,” Casey whispered in spite of himself.  He knew he should have been quiet, but the sterility of the place overwhelmed him.  It was a tastefully appointed study, but it felt deserted, inhuman.  
 
   Pushing the strange feeling from his mind, Casey led Alexis through the study and into the hall beyond.  Slowly, they explored the house, looking for the garage.  It seemed enormous, though that might have been due to Casey’s lack of mobility; the pain was beginning to mount, and he knew it wouldn’t be long before it became unbearable.  He gritted his teeth, and pushed on.  They had to escape.  There was no choice.
 
   Going room to room, Casey was terrified that they would run into one of the doctors - or worse, the huge thug named Phillips.  The prospect of meeting him in a dark hallway was not an attractive one.  Casey had once thought himself afraid of no man, but the big man sent shivers down his spine.  It wasn’t just his size - no, Casey had fought bigger, and come out on top.  There was something else, though.  There was an indefinable aura about the man that told anyone with half a brain that Phillips was a killer, cold and efficient.  No morals.  No hesitation.  A machine.  A soldier.
 
   Casey forced himself to focus, if not for his own sake, for Alexis’.  She bore their predicament admirably, though each time Casey saw his wife’s face, a wave of embarrassment washed over him.  It wasn’t easy to push it away, but he managed to sequester the humiliation in the back of his mind.  Still, it drove him forward.  He was determined not to fail so completely again.  
 
   Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, they found the garage.  Opening the door, Casey gasped.  On the polished concrete floors were no less than fifteen cars, each more exotic than the next. He was never much of a car guy, but he recognized a Ferrari, a Lamborghini, and a Rolls Royce.  The others bore logos and badges he didn’t recognize.   Surely they were just as luxurious.
 
   “We need to find the keys,” he muttered.  
 
   “Over there,” Alexis said, pointing to the far corner.  Casey’s eyes followed her outstretched finger, and he saw a series of hooks embedded in the wall, from which hung an array of keys.  Without hesitation, Casey took off.  Alexis followed close behind.
 
   Freedom was only inches away when Casey felt a vice-like grip on his shoulder.  It yanked, and sent him spinning to the gleaming floor.  He looked up to see Alexis take a thunderous punch from Phillips.  Casey pushed himself up.  Fear mounted in his chest as he looked upon Phillips; it threatened to choke him.  To his credit, though, Casey stood his ground.  
 
   Pulling his fists up, and crouching in a fighter’s stance, Casey waited.  He knew how to handle himself, and he kept telling himself that the bigger man was still just that - a man.  He was the only obstacle between Casey and freedom.
 
   And then Phillips laughed - a low, guttural sound that held little mirth.  “C’mon, hon.  You don’t wanna do this, do you?” he said.  His gravelly voice was like sandpaper.  “Just go back to your room, and I won’t tell the doc.  Or we could do it the hard way.  You won’t like that.”
 
   Casey didn’t answer.  He couldn’t muster the words.  Instead, he took a crow hop, and swung his fist with all his might.  For a moment, he thought it might land.  Phillips looked slightly surprised.  And then reality came crashing down.  
 
   Phillips caught Casey’s wrist, and sidestepped, letting the smaller man’s momentum carry him past.  He twisted, pinning Casey’s hand behind his back.  He yanked it up, sending an explosion of pain arcing through Casey’s shoulder.  
 
   Casey screamed, certain that his shoulder was being dislocated.  And then he heard a whisper.  
 
   “You shouldn’t have done that, bitch,” Phillips said.  Casey felt the man’s moist breath on his ear.  Casey felt a sharp pain in his other arm that barely registered as a needle’s pinprick.  A scarce moment later, unconsciousness overtook him.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Alexis watched through the two-way mirror as Casey was shoved into the sparse, concrete room.  He fell to the floor, clutching his ruined shoulder.  She could see the tears running down his face; it was the first time she had ever seen him cry.  Even when his father had died, Casey hadn’t wept.  It was disconcerting to see him so broken.
 
   The room, lit by a single fluorescent light, contained a single chair which was bolted to the ground.  It was intimidating in its utilitarian design.
 
   Alexis was flanked by the two doctors, Samuels on her right and Dr. Harris on her left.  Oppressive silence filled the air as they watched Casey suffer.  Alexis dared not speak for fear that she would worsen the situation.  So she watched, impotent and afraid.
 
   Finally, Harris broke the silence.  “Escape, as you’ve seen, is impossible,” she said.  Her voice was cold and monotonous.  “While we can thwart each attempt, we prefer that you accept your time here as an inevitable fact of life.  The sooner the experiment is complete, the sooner you will be freed.  However, we are students of human nature, are we not?”
 
   “Indeed we are,” Samuels interjected.
 
   “We know that without consequences, you will continue your ill-fated attempts at escape,” Harris explained.  “So we must show you that the consequences are not worth the trouble.  Phillips.  Take our guest into the room.”
 
   Alexis jumped when she felt a meaty hand on her shoulder.  She hadn’t even heard the big man enter the room.  “Come with me,” he said.  His gravelly voice was like sandpaper on her ears.
 
   Alexis knew she had little choice in the matter, so she let herself be guided out of the room, into a hallway, and down a flight of stairs.  At the bottom of the stairs was a metal door, which Phillips opened, revealing her husband.
 
   Casey had curled up into a ball, but he still wept.  Alexis didn’t know what to do.  Should she comfort him?  How?  Tell him that it was all going to be okay?  Lie?  Phillips shoved her into the room, and followed, shutting the door with a metallic clang.
 
   Before Alexis could rise, an intercom sparked to life with Harris’ voice.  “As the dominant partner in your relationship, it is your job to keep your spouse in line.  To that end, it is also your responsibility to dole out punishment.  Simply put, you will punish your husband for his…indiscretions.”
 
   Taken aback, Alexis did not react.
 
   “I see you are confused,” Harris said.  “You will bend your husband over your knee, and you will spank him.  You will not hold back.  You will not refuse.  If you do, you will be forced to watch us remove his teeth, one by one until you agree to do your duty.”
 
   When Alexis hesitated, Samuels insisted, “Do it!” 
 
   Alexis looked around.  What choice did she have?  Surely Casey would prefer a spanking to having his teeth ripped out.  
 
   Phillips hooked a hand under her shoulder, and pulled her up.  Roughly, he led her to the chair in the middle of the room, and forced her to sit.  Within moments, he was looming over Casey, who tried to back away. He was quickly corralled.  When he threw Casey over her knee, Alexis still hadn’t quite decided what to do.
 
   “Do it!” came another raspy plea from the intercom. 
 
   As if of its own accord, Alexis hand rose, then fell sharply, striking Casey’s buttocks with a loud slap.  Again, it went up, and again it fell.  
 
   “Harder!” Samuels said.  Alexis complied.  Each slap was greeted with a cry from Casey.  It wasn’t long before tears streamed down Alexis’ face.  She didn’t want to do what she was doing.  He had to know that.  She loved him, and would never choose to hurt him.
 
   Alexis didn’t know how much time elapsed.  She didn’t count the spankings, but by the time Harris said, “Stop,” over the intercom, her hand and shoulder were sore, and Casey’s rear end was bright red.  
 
   “Pain is the best teacher,” Harris said.  “I trust you have learned your lessons?”  
 
   Alexis wanted to scream.  She wanted to run.  But most of all, she wanted to escape.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   “I can’t, Casey,” Alexis said, desperate to make her husband understand.  “We just can’t.  Not so soon after the last time.  We have no idea what they’re going do to you.”  
 
   Casey fixed her with a cold stare.  “It doesn’t matter.  We have to get out of here.  These sick fucks…I don’t know…I’m just…we have to get out of here, okay?  We have to.  There’s no telling what they’re going to do to us.”
 
   “But you heard them,” Alexis stated.  “You know that the next punishment will be worse.  Are you willing to risk it?  I’m not saying we shouldn’t try to escape.  I’m just saying that we should wait – at least until –“
 
   “Wait?!” Casey exploded.  “You heard what they said they’re going to do.  How far do you think we should let them take it?  They are going to change us, Alexis.  Permanently.  How long should we wait?  How long is too long?”
 
   Alexis took a deep breath.  It was different for her.  She didn’t merely have to think of herself, but rather she had to worry about Casey’s welfare as well.  Clearly, they had surmised that hurting Casey was far more effective a punishment than punishing her.  Consequently, Alexis felt responsible for Casey.  If she went along with the escape attempt, Casey’s inevitable punishment was on her.  
 
   But what was the alternative?  
 
   “You know that if we’re caught –“
 
   Casey interrupted her.  “We won’t be.  I know the way now.  I think we can make it to the garage, and from there, we’re home free.”
 
   Alexis recognized Casey’s false bravado for what it was, but she knew they were backed into a corner.  They didn’t have a choice.  “When?” she asked.
 
   Casey shrugged.  “Soon.  They’ve been gone for a couple of hours.  They won’t expect us to try again so soon.  I’m sure of it.”
 
   Was he trying to convince himself?  Alexis wasn’t sure.  As they waited, Alexis studied her husband.  He looked smaller somehow.  Physically, he was unchanged, but there was something about the slump of his shoulders that made him seem smaller.  More than that, though, Alexis could recognize the panic in his eyes.
 
   The spanking had affected him far more than he let on.  Physically, the pain had been nominal.  Certainly, it had hurt, but surely Casey had endured worse in his life.  But that was only a small part of the punishment.  Shame.  Humiliation.  A sense of impotence.  It had all coalesced into a painfully effective miasma in his mind.  How much more could he take?
 
   Finally, Casey stood.  “It’s time,” he said.  Alexis nodded in response.  “We’re going to move fast.  Are you ready?”  Alexis repeated her nod.  Was she, though?  For the attempt?  Certainly.  For the repercussions of failure?  She was less sure.
 
   In any case, Casey didn’t wait.  He threw open the door, and sprinted down the hall.  For a moment, Alexis was impressed with Casey’s mobility; his ankle hadn’t healed, after all.  How much pain could he endure?
 
   Alexis followed her husband through the twists and turns, up the stairs and through the house.  To his credit, Casey led them straight to the garage without incident.  Within moments, they had found the keys to the Mercedes, and started the vehicle.  
 
   As the garage door opened, Alexis let out a sigh of relief.  “We did it,” she said, beaming.  “We really did it.”
 
   Casey grunted.  “We’re not out yet.”
 
   As soon as there was enough room between the garage door and the paved driveway, Casey floored the accelerator.  The vehicle sprang into motion with a mighty roar.  Within seconds, they were speeding along the winding driveway.  Alexis clenched the armrest, swaying from side to side with each tight turn.
 
   In the distance, the gate loomed.  Neither had to say anything.  They both knew that the only choice they had was to go through the closed gate.  They barreled toward it, gaining speed with each passing foot.  Alexis braced for impact.  
 
   The Mercedes barely skipped a beat as it crashed through the gate, its powerful motor propelling it through the obstacle with ease.  And just like that, they were free.
 
   Alexis glanced at her husband.  Casey wore a resolute expression she’d never seen before.  No relief.  No happiness.  Simple determination.  In that moment, she was as proud of him as she had ever been.
 
   And then everything went horribly, horribly wrong.
 
   The car’s motor died.  There was no sputter.  One moment, it was running strong, and the next, it was as dead as if Casey had turned the key.
 
   “No…no…no…no!”  Casey exclaimed, banging on the steering wheel.  He tried to turn the ignition, but nothing happened.  Without hesitation, he opened the door, and began to run.  Alexis followed.  
 
   Casey limped as he ran; his injuries were catching up to him.  Adrenaline, after all, could only take someone so far.  Within moments, Alexis had pulled even with her husband.  She ducked under his arm, trying to support his weight.  
 
   Without warning, he went completely limp, dragging Alexis to the ground.  As she rose, intending to drag Casey if necessary, she felt a sharp jab in her buttocks.  Within seconds, darkness started to creep into her vision.
 
   As unconsciousness overtook her, she realized that they had barely made it a hundred yards outside of the compound.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Casey awoke to a cacophony of noise.  Deeply unsettling, the sounds were unintelligible, and only lasted a few seconds before going quiet.  Almost immediately, a blinding light flashed for a brief moment, leaving darkness in its wake.  As soon as the light went out, the sound returned.  Then the light.  The sound.  The light.  It went on and on until Casey found himself rocking back and forth, his eyes shut tightly with his hands clamped over his ears.  
 
   It did little good.  Over and over, alternating between the light and sound.  He screamed.  He cried.  He railed against the metal box that was his prison.  Maybe two or three feet in each dimension, Casey couldn’t stand.  He couldn’t stretch.  He could only endure the torturous stream of lights and sounds as best he could.
 
   It went on for what seemed like an eternity.  He convinced himself that he was in hell, that he was being punished for his earthly crimes.  He yelled apologies for things he’d never admitted to anyone.  But it didn’t do any good.  His hell continued until finally, the door opened.
 
   Casey blinked at the soft light pouring through the doorway.  He flinched at the memory of his hellish experience.  A meaty hand grabbed his wrist, and yanked.  Casey didn’t have the strength to resist – physical or otherwise.  He let himself be pulled out of his box, and onto a rough concrete floor, where he sprawled, unable to move.
 
   Within seconds, he was dragged to his feet to face Dr. Harris.  Phillips strong grip was the only thing keeping him upright.
 
   “You were in there for a week,” Harris said simply.  “The next attempt at escape will earn you a month.  I don’t think your sanity can endure such a span.  If this ill-fated escape attempt has taught you anything, let it be this:  you cannot escape.  We see everything.  We know everything.  Remember that, and you may live through this experiment.  Don’t, and we will kill you both.  We don’t want to do that, but we prefer cooperative subjects.  If we have to look elsewhere, we will.  Do you understand?”
 
   Casey nodded.  He had no intention of crossing the doctors again.  He would do anything to avoid that hated box.  
 
   “Say it,” Harris said.
 
   “I…” Casey’s voice cracked.  “I…w-will cooperate.”  The words came out in a barely audible whisper.
 
   “I believe you,” Harris stated after a long moment.  “But you still must be punished.”
 
   At the mention of impending punishment, Casey pulled away.  Lacking the strength to stand on his own, he collapsed in a heap.  “Not the box….not the box!” he screamed.  “Not the box!”
 
   “Pick him up, Phillips,” Harris said.  “And don’t worry.  You’re finished with the box for now.  We have something else in mind.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Alexis was distraught.  Alone, fearful, and worried, her mind kept going over different punishment scenarios.  They wouldn’t punish her – not directly.  But rather, they would focus on her husband.  That was her punishment, to see him suffer.   Alexis wondered what she would find when they were finally reunited.
 
   She hadn’t seen another person for a week, but it seemed like an eternity.  Without anything else to distract her, Alexis dwelt on her situation.  She knew that there was no escape.  They were too well watched, too well guarded.  It was hopeless.  They had no choice but to cooperate.
 
   She was convinced that the doctors had let them get as far as they’d gotten.  There was never any chance of true escape; it was all a mind game, Alexis was sure.  Not only did that mean that they were stuck, but also that the escape attempt was part of the doctors’ plan.  But why let them go through the charade?  Why let them taste freedom only to yank it away?  Wouldn’t it have been just as effective to prevent the attempt altogether?
 
   And then it hit her like a ton of bricks.  It was the punishment they were after.  Just like the spanking, she was sure that it would be designed to emasculate Casey.  After all, they wanted to rob him of his masculinity – every action they took was bent toward that goal.  So why wait?  What were they doing to her husband while she sat idly in her stark cell?
 
   Galled by her own ignorance, Alexis felt like punching something.  She wanted to take out her frustration – physically, and with copious amounts of violence.  She allowed herself a small smile – a simple, almost imperceptible upturn of the corners of her mouth – as she thought about beating Dr. Harris within an inch of her life.  Part of her wanted to go further, to its inevitable conclusion.
 
   And then she came back to herself, momentarily appalled by what she’d been considering.  Alexis had never been a violent person.  Such thoughts had never occupied her mind.  Was it the situation?  Or had they already started their experiment?   Were they already influencing her thoughts?
 
   Before she could ponder the implications of her questions, Alexis was startled by the sudden opening of her cell’s door.  It wasn’t a cell, in truth, but rather resembled a hospital room.  But it amounted to as much, for all the freedom it afforded.
 
   “Get up,” Dr. Samuels ordered as he walked into the room.  “There’s something you need to see.”
 
   His voice was tight.  Gone was any semblance of humanity; he was unhappy with his task, Alexis was sure.  The excitable doctor had been replaced by an emotionless jailer.  Briefly, Alexis imagined what might happen if she attacked him.  She might be able to overpower him, but the consequences would no doubt exceed any benefit.  
 
   “You don’t have to do this,” Alexis said, trying a different tactic.  “I know that whatever you’re about to do…it’s not what you want.  Just let us go.  We won’t go to the police.  We won’t –“
 
   “Don’t mistake my distaste for a lack of nerve,” Samuels stated.  “My commitment to this experiment is unwavering.  Now get up, and come with me.  Or would you rather Phillips persuade you?”
 
   Alexis shook her head, rising.  
 
   “Follow me,” Samuels instructed.
 
   Alexis had no choice but to obey, following the doctor as he navigated the maze of halls.  She looked around as they moved, but each wall was much the same as the last.  The complex resembled nothing so much as a small scale hospital, right down to the tile floors and fluorescent lights.  As they passed open doors, Alexis couldn’t help but see unmistakable operating and examination rooms.  
 
   “It is our private clinic,” Samuels said, noticing Alexis’ curiosity.  “It is a fully functional medical research facility, built beneath my family’s home.  We’re quite proud of it, actually, because it’s the largest private research compound in the country.”
 
   He stopped suddenly, turning to face Alexis.  “You should be proud, really.  All of this was built for you and your husband.  We didn’t know it would be you, specifically, but it was created for the sole purpose of this experiment.  Obviously, we’ve used it for other things up until now, but this was always the goal.”
 
   A bit of the excitable scientist returned as he continued, “This experiment – it’s going to change the world, you know.  That must mean something to you, right?  Distasteful as the road may be, the destination is justification enough.”  A melancholic note touched his voice as he said, “Remember that.”
 
   Without another word, he turned, continuing to lead Alexis through the facility.  His cryptic words dominated Alexis’ mind, and she paid little attention to her surroundings as the journey continued.
 
   Finally, they approached a heavy, metal door at the end of one of the multitude of halls.  Samuels did not hesitate as he quickly punched a few numbers into an adjacent keypad.  The door sprang open with a metallic clank, revealing a steep flight of stairs.  Samuels began his descent.
 
   Alexis almost pushed him.  No, it wouldn’t help them escape.  It wouldn’t do much good at all, aside from assuaging her temper.  She knew it made no sense to lash out, but her frustration had built upon itself until it threatened to boil over.  
 
   And she almost let it.  
 
   That single moment of slight hesitation had robbed her of the chance as Samuels disappeared around a corner.  Alexis had no choice but to follow.
 
   With the descent came a barely perceptible change.  The walls in the stairwell were stark concrete – just like the steps themselves, but the construction had little to do with Alexis’ unease.   No – it was something else, something ephemeral, an uneasy foreboding with little logic behind it.  
 
   The two flights of stairs felt like a hundred as trepidation flooded Alexis’ mind.  She knew what she was walking into; it was easy to recognize the hallmarks of a prison.  Dark and dank, rough and imposing, each step left less and less doubt.  As they reached another metal door, Alexis’ entire body tensed.  
 
   Another set of numbers punched into a different keypad, and the door opened, revealing a small room.  Three walls were solid concrete, but the fourth was a two-way mirror.  On the other side of that mirror was Casey, huddled in a corner of yet another concrete room.
 
   His eyes jumped about, barely stopping for more than a moment, and every few seconds, he flinched.  Alexis rushed toward the mirror.  She wanted to go to him, to comfort him, to throw her arms around his dirty shoulders, and hug him close.  
 
   “Good,” the familiar voice of Dr. Harris said.  Alexis turned suddenly.  “Now that you’re here, we can start.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Casey huddled in the corner, afraid and confused.  He knew they were watching him, but could not discern their purpose.  After the box, he hadn’t been able to focus on anything aside from his absolute certainty that he would do anything at all to keep from being put there again.
 
   The room itself was utilitarian in its design.  The floors and walls were made of smooth, unadorned concrete.  Flickering fluorescent lights provided illumination, and a single door was its only exit.  A metal table, with two matching chairs, stood in the center of the room.  All three pieces of furniture were bolted to the floor.  Casey was reminded of the interrogation rooms he’d seen on detective shows on television.
 
   He glanced at a huge, wall-sized mirror, and saw himself.  He looked defeated.  He looked small.  And he looked every bit as frightened as he felt.  He couldn’t help but think that he had traded one box for a slightly larger one.  When would the noise come?  The flashing lights?  He twitched each time he thought of them.
 
   A heavy, metal door swung open with a loud creak, and Casey pushed himself against the wall.  He curled into a ball, trying to make himself smaller.  Rationally, he knew that doing so wouldn’t keep him from being noticed, but reason was not the impetus for his actions.  Blind fear drove him.
 
   Phillips strode into the room, his stride heavy but graceful.  He was a huge man, made to seem even bigger by his bearing.  He was a warrior, through and through.  His confidence was clear.  In that room, he was in charge.  Casey squeezed himself into a tighter ball; he dared not make eye contact.
 
   The big man looked at the mirror, and said, “You did this.  You didn’t keep your bitch in line, and now he’s gonna pay.  Remember that next time he wants to leave.”  His voice was guttural and harsh.  
 
   He turned to Casey.  “Get up, bitch.”  Casey didn’t have the willpower to disobey.  Even standing, he cowered against the wall, trying to burrow into the corner.  
 
   “C’mere,” was Phillips’ next order.  Casey reluctantly did as he was told, crossing the room in a couple of steps.  Standing in front of Phillips, Casey was struck by how much larger the man seemed.  He appeared insurmountable.  He seemed indomitable.  
 
   Phillips reached out, and stroked Casey’s cheek.  “You’re gonna make a pretty one, aren’t you?”  Casey couldn’t answer, even if he wanted.  The words would have caught in his throat.
 
   Suddenly, Phillips grabbed the back of Casey’s neck, and pulled, sending Casey sprawling against the table.  If it hadn’t been bolted to the floor, it would have been knocked over.  As it stood, though, Casey was bent double, his torso pressing against its cool, metal surface.  He tried to struggle, but Phillips’ grip was too strong.  He grunted with the effort, but it quickly became evident that he had no chance of breaking free.
 
   He let himself relax.
 
   “There, there,” Phillips whispered, his mouth inches from Casey’s ear.  He could feel the heat of the big man’s breath.  “This’ll all be over in a few minutes.”
 
   Casey felt a hand on the waistband of his pants.  Before he could register what was happening, they were sliding down his thighs, exposing his buttocks.  Phillips huge hand squeezed Casey’s right cheek.
 
   “Needs a little more meat, but not bad,” the man said.
 
   Casey braced himself for another spanking, resolving to be stronger, to show less pain.  It never came.  Instead, he felt a finger trace along the crack of his buttocks.  When he felt it pause at his anus, the reality of the situation clicked in his mind.
 
   It entered him, and Casey went crazy.  Kicking and screaming, he yelled, “No!  No!  Not this!”  It did no good.  Phillips easily held him in place as his finger worked in and out of Casey’s anus.
 
   “Go ahead and struggle, slut,” Phillips said.  “It won’t do no good.”  
 
   And then Casey felt it.  Bigger.  Harder.  He knew what it was as soon as it made contact.  Vaguely, Casey heard muffled pounding on the mirror, but he was too focused on what was about to happen to really care.  
 
   It was poised at the opening to Casey’s rectum when Casey came to terms that it was going to happen.  It didn’t matter what he wanted.  It didn’t matter how much he struggled.  He was going to be raped, and there was nothing he could do about it.
 
   The realization brought with it a sense of serenity.  He quit struggling.  He quit resisting.  Instead, he simply tried to endure.  
 
   Pain erupted in Casey’s anus as the big man thrust himself into Casey’s ass.  He felt like he was being ripped in two.  It wasn’t easy.  It wasn’t slow.  Fast and vicious, it wasn’t sex.  It was a crude, inhuman act that parodied sex.  
 
   In and out, each thrust as painful as the last…until it wasn’t.  After a few minutes, the pain subsided into a deep, apathetic throb.  Casey retreated into himself, distancing his mind from the brutality.  It was like he was watching it from afar.  He knew it hurt.  He knew it was devastating his mind and body, but it felt like it was happening to someone else.
 
   Casey couldn’t have said how long it lasted.  It felt like an eternity, but he knew it couldn’t have been more than a few minutes before Phillips released him, and pulled out.  
 
   The huge man flipped Casey over, and forced him to his knees.  It was all Casey could do not to collapse as he stood face to face with the cause of his pain.  Thick and veiny, it stared at him with unwavering malice.  It pulsed with need as Phillips wrapped his hand around it, gave it a few quick pumps, and it erupted, shooting a thick stream of semen into Casey’s face.  Some of it went into his open mouth, and he nearly gagged at the salty taste.  Some hit him in the eye.  Still more coated his cheek.
 
   Finally, Phillips finished, and a wave of relief washed over Casey.  It was done.
 
   As Phillips put his penis back into his pants, and zipped them up, Casey felt something wet trickling down the inside of his leg.  He reached down, touched the wetness, and then looked at his finger.  It was red with blood.  
 
   Everything came rushing back in an instant, bombarding his mind with terrible sensations.  Pain, humiliation, and helplessness threatened to overwhelm him.  His anus was on fire; he’d never felt pain like that before.  
 
   Casey fell to the ground in shock, and soon, blackness overtook him.  He welcomed it.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   Only a few hours had passed since Casey’s brutal rape at the hands of Phillips, and Alexis found herself cradling her husband’s head in her lap.  He hadn’t said a word since he’d awoken, but she knew how devastated he must have been.  
 
   They were back in their room, the two beds flanked by medical monitoring equipment.  Blood stained Casey’s pants, but the doctors had not seemed concerned with his well-being.  They had unceremoniously dumped him in his bed, and left without so much as a word.  
 
   Tears rolled freely down Casey’s cheeks, mingling with the semen.  Shortly after his collapse, they had forbidden Alexis from wiping it off.  A reminder, they’d said - like it was something either of them would ever forget.  
 
   Alexis didn’t know what to do, what to say.  She had no frame of reference, and had no idea what might be going through her husband’s mind.  Did he blame himself?  After all, it had been his idea to attempt escape so quickly after their first failed attempt.  Or did he blame Alexis?  The doctors?  Phillips himself?  He was obviously in pain – both mental and physical – and fear seemed to dominate his mind.  Alexis longed to help him, but had no clue as to what might alleviate some of his pain.  So she held him close, hoping that her proximity might, in some small way, help.
 
   They sat like that for almost an hour until without preamble, the door opened, admitting the doctors.  Phillips was nowhere to be seen.
 
   “This is what happens when you disobey,” Dr. Harris said.  Her haughty tone felt like sandpaper in Alexis’ ears.  “Next time, it will be worse.”
 
   Samuels cut in.  “But we have decided that there is no point in letting the temptation run rampant.  You are human, after all.  That you would try to escape is in your nature.  So we will remove the opportunity.”
 
   “Fuck you,” Alexis said with far more courage than she really felt.
 
   “Your reaction is expected,” Harris said.  “If a little crass.  You are angry.  We understand.  But in time, your anger will fade.  We are giving you a gift.  When you finally realize that, you will appreciate it.”
 
   “Fuck.  You,” Alexis repeated, her tone deliberate and dripping with venom.
 
   “Clearly, that day has not come,” Samuels stated.  “Tomorrow morning, both of you will undergo a variety of surgeries.  Fret not, though – the surgeons performing these surgeries are the absolute pinnacle of their fields.  They have been planning the procedures for months, and will no doubt be flawlessly performed.  You have my word on that.”
 
   “W-what kind of s-surgeries?” Casey muttered – the first words he’d uttered since his punishment.
 
   “Oh – this and that,” Harris said.  “We tell you because this is the last you will talk to one another for quite some time.  The recovery will be quite intense and time-consuming.  So given the choice, we assumed you would want to know.”
 
   “So comfort one another,” Samuels stated.  “You will need it.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   Casey lay on the bed, an I.V. protruding from his arm.  A bevy of doctors – most of whom, he’d never met – milled around.  If he hadn’t been given something “to relax him,” he knew he would have panicked.  He was on the brink of the point of no return; after the surgeries, he would be fully committed to the doctors’ experiment.  There would be no going back to his old life.
 
   And it scared him.  Even if he and Alexis made it through the ordeal with their lives, and the doctors kept their word, how could he return to the man he was?  Even without the surgeries, he doubted that was even possible.  
 
   Rationally, Casey wanted to be confident.  He wanted to take charge.  He wanted to be the man he’d been only a few weeks before, but everything had changed.  He’d stared helplessness in the face, and he’d retreated within himself.  Between the imprisonment, the spanking, the box, and the rape, he had been forced to surrender control – completely.  What man could come out of that unscathed?
 
   The rape itself wasn’t the worst of it, but rather the emotions which accompanied the hateful act.  He’d spent hours blaming himself.  He’d insisted on going to the football game.  He had chosen to drive that decrepit R.V.  He had been blind to the doctors’ true intentions.  And he had suggested the escape attempt.  Each decision had inexorably led to the act itself.
 
   What must Alexis think?  Casey knew that she had lost all respect for him.  In her eyes, he’d become a lost little boy.  Not a man.  She wanted to protect him, he knew.  The way she had cradled him in her arms…
 
   Casey knew little about what to expect from his surgeries, save the vague idea that their gender roles would be reversed.  Did that mean they were going to give him breast implants?   Castrate him?  His mind went wild with speculation.  
 
   Fear and unanswerable questions dominated his mind as one of the doctors placed a mask over his face, and said, “I want you to count backwards from ten.”
 
   Casey did as he was told.  “Ten…nine…eight…seven…” 
 
   He never got to six before he passed out.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Alexis struggled with her bonds as a doctor (or nurse – she wasn’t sure which) depressed the plunger on a hypodermic needle, sending a shot of liquid into her I.V. tube.  A few seconds later, her arms began to grow heavier.  Still, she pulled against the straps tying her to the bed, but she could barely pull them taut.  
 
   “W-what did you…g-give me?” she asked, slurring her words. 
 
   “Just something to calm you down,” the man answered.  He was big, but his features were obscured by a green, surgical mask.  
 
   “D-don’t do this,” Alexis managed.  “Y-you don’t have to do this.  I…we…we’re not s-supposed to be here.”
 
   The man ignored her.  Alexis tried to say more, but her words failed her.  Finally, realizing that the struggle was useless, she relaxed.  She had little concept of time; how long had it been since she and Casey had been separated?  An hour?  Two?  Was he already unconscious?  Had his surgery already begun?
 
   Alexis wondered what was in store for her husband.  He wasn’t in the most stable mental state as it was, and she worried that his impending surgery would break him.  She needed to be strong – for him.  Whatever happened, they would make it through the ordeal, and he would need her when they did.  They could do whatever they wanted with her, but Casey had been through enough.  
 
   After a few minutes, the doctor placed a plastic mask over her face.  The gas coming from the attached tube was cold and had a slightly chemical smell.  
 
   “I want you to count down from ten,” the doctor requested.
 
   Alexis refused.  Instead, she repeated the mantra, “Be strong,” over and over until the anesthesia did its work, rendering her unconscious.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   Consciousness returned at a glacial pace.  Alexis became aware of voices.  Her eyes fluttered open, greeted by a blinding fluorescent light.  She tried to move, but her body wouldn’t obey her commands.  She wasn’t paralyzed; she could feel a dull ache throughout her body.  Rather, she was too weak to motivate her limbs.  
 
   Her eyes darted around in panic.  What had they done to her?  Had something gone wrong?  She counted no less than four figures, all dressed in green scrubs, going about their tasks.  One checked a machine which displayed her vitals.  Another disconnected her I.V., removed the bag, and replaced it with another.  Still another seemed to be inspecting something on Alexis’ lower body.  And finally, there was Dr. Harris.  Even in her mask, Alexis could recognize those condescending eyes.  
 
   Alexis tried to speak, but no words came out.  Only a hoarse croak came from her throat.  Still, it got Harris attention.
 
   “Do not try to speak,” Harris said.  “It will do no good, and may irreparably damage your vocal cords.”
 
   She moved from the foot of the bed to Alexis’ side, and continued, “The surgeries were a success.  Everything went perfectly, you will be glad to know.  We’ve kept you in an induced coma for nearly a month while we worked.  It was easier and far less painful that way.  You will no doubt have a long road to recovery, but rest assured that it was necessary.  We predict that you will be quite happy with the results.”
 
   “C-casey,” Alexis tried to whisper.  The word was barely audible.  Alexis had to know how her husband had come through his own surgeries.  Her own well-being was far less important.
 
   Harris removed her mask, revealing a slight smile.  It was the first sign of true human emotion Alexis had seen from the earnest woman.  “If your surgery went perfectly, his far exceeded our expectations.  You would not believe how much we learned.  But you’re not concerned with that, are you?  You want to know how he’s doing, don’t you?”  Alexis wanted to scream at the doctor.  Who cared what they learned?  She needed to know if her husband had come through the surgery intact.  Harris continued, “He is fine.  Different, and with a lengthy recovery of his own ahead of him, but alive and well.  Of course, his program requires that we keep him in an induced coma for a little longer.”
 
   Relief flooded Alexis’ mind.  So long as they were both alive, they would be okay.  Together, they could endure.
 
   “I apologize, but our conversation must be cut short,” Harris stated.  “The recovery process will be much easier on you if you’re unconscious, so we have decided that we will put you into another medically induced coma.  It’s not strictly necessary, but it will allow us to hasten your recovery without putting you through unnecessary pain.”
 
   Alexis was already having difficulty following the doctor’s words.  
 
   “We’ll see you in another month,” the doctor said.  “And then, the work will begin.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   Alexis grunted in pain as her trainer yelled, “You’ve got this!”  Alexis doubted his inspirational words, but she kept pushing.  In a gargantuan effort, she picked up her foot.  Nearly losing her balance despite clutching the balancing bar like her life depended on it, she shuffled the foot forward.  Six inches, and it took nearly all of her strength.  She risked a glance forward, trying to gauge how far she had yet to go, and nearly collapsed at the realization that she’d only covered about half of the prescribed distance.
 
   Pain arced up and down her legs.  Her muscles burned.  Tears rolled down her cheeks.  But still, she pushed.  One foot in front of the other.  Left.  Then right.  And back again, over and over.  Each shuffling step took whole minutes until, finally, drenched in sweat, she reached the end.
 
   Her willpower completely depleted, Alexis’ hands slipped off of the bars, and she collapsed.  She didn’t even have the strength to react, but rather, she went limp.  Luckily, Adam was there to catch her.  Gently, he lowered her to the ground, where she lay, resting.
 
   “You did well today,” Adam said.  “Much further than yesterday.”
 
   Alexis could only manage a hoarse, “Thanks.”
 
   The various surgeries combined with two months in a medically-induced coma had robbed Alexis of many of her motor skills.  She was mostly healed, they said, but they hadn’t given her any opportunity to explore the results of the surgeries.  
 
   She was only aware of her surroundings for brief stretches, and those were spent in physical therapy.  The rest of the time, she was heavily sedated – for her own good, the doctors insisted.  When she was unconscious, the doctors had explained, she underwent electromyostimulation – or the elicitation of muscle contractions using electrical currents.  It was intended to counteract the atrophy caused by months of inactivity.
 
   Alexis had little reason to doubt its effectiveness.  Each time she awoke, she felt a little stronger.  Certainly, she had a long way to go, she knew, but it was an inarguable fact that it was working.  
 
   She still had had no contact with her husband, but the doctors had assured her that Casey was progressing well.  He was still in his coma for another month, but he was healthy and healing. So there was that to comfort her as she struggled through her physical therapy.
 
   “How much longer until they quit drugging me?” Alexis asked.  Though she still wasn’t able to project her voice to its fullest extent, it was clear that it had deepened considerably.  
 
   Adam shrugged.  “A couple of weeks, I’m guessing.”
 
   “And then what?” Alexis asked.  She asked the same questions each day.  “Will all of these bandages come off?”
 
   Adam replied, “You know I don’t know, Alex.  I’m just here to get you back on your feet.  What happens after that is none of my business.”
 
   “You could help us escape,” Alexis stated.  “You’re not one of them.  I can tell.”
 
   The act of speaking was difficult.  It felt like swallowing glass.
 
   “With what they’re paying me?” Adam asked.  “I’m whatever they want me to be.”  He extended his hand.  “Now get up.  We’ve got two more lengths to go before they’re going to put you under again.”
 
   Angrily, Alexis grabbed her trainer’s hand.  He pulled her to her feet, and she grasped the bar.  Driven by the knowledge that recovery was the only avenue to escape, she ignored the pain and fatigue, and took a weary, shuffling step.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   Alexis stared at her reflection grimly.  She’d thought herself prepared for what she’d inevitably find when they took the bandages off, but she hadn’t expected to look so familiar, yet different.  It was uncanny.  
 
   She ran a hand along her jawline, feeling the prickle of stubble.  Her face maintained many of its former features, but everything looked sharper, more angular.  Her cheekbones were slightly higher, and her eyebrows were bushier.  The long, dark hair she’d taken for granted was gone, replaced by a closely-cropped, more masculine style.  
 
   She took a step back, and nearly stumbled.  She was still slightly unsteady, but had made quite a bit of progress.  Catching herself, Alexis took a deep breath, and faced the reality of her modified body. Where her face retained some familiarity, her figure was completely foreign.  
 
   Thin to the point of looking unhealthy, it was clear that her bone structure had changed considerably.  Her shoulders were broader, her hips more narrow, and her muscles more defined.  What’s more, the hair on her legs had grown in thicker, and a few patches of hair had sprouted on her chest.
 
   Alexis’ heart sank as she stared at her torso.  Her breasts were completely gone without a trace.  There was nothing to indicate that they’d ever been there.  Even her nipples were considerably smaller.  
 
   It was difficult to accept, but nearly everything which had identified her as a female was absolutely gone.  It was everything Alexis could do not to cry.  Before the surgery – and even during her brief hours of lucidity during the recovery – she had rationally understood that the doctors would make physical changes.  But knowing it was coming and actually facing the reality that her entire identity had been all but discarded were two very different things.
 
   As she stared at herself, Alexis had to keep reminding herself that she was, in fact, still a woman.  No one could take that from her.  But each time she repeated it in her mind, she was contradicted by what she saw in the mirror.
 
   A man with a vagina – that’s what she saw.  And it nearly broke her.  
 
   Only one thing kept her going.  She had to be there for Casey.  Surely, he would encounter similar changes; she had to be strong.  She had to protect him.  
 
   “Be strong,” she whispered to her reflection.  “He needs you.”
 
   Still, a single tear rolled down her cheek.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   “You have questions,” Samuels said.  “I know you must, but please, allow me to explain the procedures as best I can.  If you still have questions after I’m done, then by all means, ask.”
 
   The doctor sat at a mahogany behemoth of a desk, while Alexis had taken one of the chairs opposite him.  She wore simple, blue hospital scrubs and white tennis shoes.  “Okay,” Alexis said, knowing she had little choice in the matter.  She was a prisoner, after all.  
 
   “I’ll start with your procedures,” he stated.  “The first night you were here, we began a series of treatments which would permanently alter the way your body produces hormones – particularly estrogen and testosterone.  The science behind it is really remarkable, as rather than use traditional hormone replacement therapy in which you would be reliant on a foreign source of hormones, we effectively tricked your body into producing the desired hormones.”
 
   He grinned.  “Of course, that was a temporary solution.  Eventually, your body would have recognized its mistake, and adjusted accordingly.  However, it bought us enough time to extract your stem cells, and enact the next stage of your therapy.”
 
   Alexis wanted to scream at the doctor.  She didn’t care about the science.  All she wanted to know was whether Casey was okay.  He’d been in his coma for nearly five months, and she was beginning to suspect that something had gone wrong, despite their reassurances.  But she knew that she had to listen to Samuels ramble on if she were to get her answers.
 
   “Stem cells really are quite amazing,” Samuels explained.  “Effectively, they’re building blocks which, if controlled properly, can be applied to basically any problem.  We used them extensively during your recovery.  But we’re not there, yet, are we.  Goodness, I do get ahead of myself, don’t I?  You’ll have to pardon my excitement, but the experiment has gone so well so far.”
 
   “I’m so glad,” Alexis growled sarcastically.  She still wasn’t quite used to the lower pitch of her voice, but in that instance, it fit her mood quite well.
 
   “Of course you are,” Samuels said, oblivious to Alexis’ sarcasm.  “Right.  Well, from the stem cells, we grew a modified set of ovaries, which we then used to replace –“
 
   “You took out my ovaries?” Alexis blurted.
 
   “Of course.  But we replaced them!” Samuels said excitedly.  “Truly difficult surgery, to get everything reconnected properly.  Luckily, we had a specialist who…never mind.  These ovaries were special, though.  Rather than produce estrogen, they created testosterone similar to the male testes.  That, coupled with a tweak of your pituitary gland gave you testosterone and estrogen levels similar to that of a healthy male of your age.”
 
   He stood abruptly.  “Can you imagine the implications?  Of course you can!  Quite a breakthrough.  Quite a breakthrough indeed.”
 
   The doctor began to pace as he gestured wildly.  “Hormones can only do so much, though.  To truly change you, we had to…well…change you.  That’s why we called in one of the world’s foremost plastic surgeons.” 
 
   Alexis could see a manic glint in the doctor’s eyes.  If she hadn’t thought him crazy before, she certainly did as she heard him explain the surgeries.
 
   A team of doctors had, of course, performed a double mastectomy, removing both breasts, and reconstructing her chest to look and feel like that of a male.  In addition, the same plastic surgeons had sharpened her features, giving her a more masculine look.  Dr. Samuels assured her, though, that it was simply a means of providing a good base.  The testosterone would do far more than the surgery had.
 
   “And then there’s the matter of your bone structure,” he explained.  “No doubt, you’ve noticed that your shoulders seem wider.  They are.   Often, children are born with disproportionate legs.  Modern medicine has devised a few different techniques to rectify nature’s mistakes, lengthening or shortening the limbs.  We used similar methods to broaden your shoulders and narrow your hips.  And of course we gave you a couple of extra inches in height and wingspan.”
 
   The doctor sat down.  “As I said, none of this would have been possible without the use of stem cells.  They hastened your recovery, and in some cases, eased rejection issues.  That’s why, once you’re completely healed, no one would be able to tell you weren’t born like this.”
 
   “Any questions?” he asked.
 
   Alexis let out a humorless laugh.  “Of course I have questions, but as you explained everything you’ve done to me, I realized that I don’t care about the answers.”  She paused.  “No, wait.  I do have two questions.”
 
   “Ask,” Samuels said.
 
   “First,” Alexis said.  “Where is Casey?”
 
   “He’s still in the compound.  You’ll understand that I can’t tell you exactly where, but rest assured, he is perfectly fine,” Samuels answered.  “In fact, we are bringing him out of his coma in two days.  And your second question?”
 
   “I know you’re conducting some experiment here,” Alexis said.  “What I want to know is – what’s the next step?”
 
   “Oh,” Samuels said, the manic glint returning.  “Next comes the fun part.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   Casey tried to convince himself that he was still dreaming.  Five months had passed?  It all felt so unreal – like something out of a nightmare.  He wished that he could wake up.
 
   “Starting tomorrow, you will undergo a strict recovery program to counteract the effects of the coma,” Dr. Harris said, startling Casey.  He’d found himself drifting off more than once.  “You should be up and about within the next month, and we will be able to begin the next phase of the experiment.”
 
   Casey tried to speak, but was unable to form words.  
 
   Harris noticed, and said, “You will also regain the ability to speak rather quickly.  But for now, you’re going to be bedridden.”
 
   Casey wanted to scream, to demand that the doctor release him.  He wanted to know what had been done to him, and what was planned for the future.  He had so many questions, and absolutely no answers.  His ignorance was frustrating.
 
   “Rest assured, though,” the doctor said.  “Your surgery was a complete success.  In fact, your body responded better to the procedures than even our most optimistic projections.  You will be happy to know that you’re going to make a full recovery.”
 
   Except for whatever you changed, Casey thought.  His mind ran wild with speculation as to what the doctors might have done.  Why had he been kept in a coma?  
 
   The speculation was useless, however, and he knew it.  He’d find out soon enough what had been done to him.  A dark sense of foreboding told him that he might want to delay the acquisition of that knowledge for as long as possible.
 
   Casey knew a little; after all, each time he looked toward the foot of the bed, he could see the slight protrusions of what he knew were breasts.  What he didn’t know scared him, though.  
 
   He drifted off again, thoughts of his mutilated body dancing through his mind.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   Over the next three weeks, Casey underwent intensive physical therapy.  When he wasn’t asleep, his limbs were being stretched or his muscles were being stimulated.  There was little time to consider his situation.  There was only exhaustion and pain.
 
   But he made progress.  Slowly but surely, he gained more mobility until he could sit up on his own.  Sure, it was a small step, but it was progress nonetheless.   More, his energy level began to increase.  So too did the difficulty of his physical therapy.  They pushed him hard, and they got results.
 
   He had his failures, though.  On one of the rare moments he had to himself, Casey tried to stand.  Predictably, it ended with him sprawled across the floor.  Doctor Harris chastised him, “You are getting ahead of yourself.  All in due time.  Do not push.”
 
   Casey didn’t dare inspect himself, aside from ensuring that his parts were still there.  To his relief, they were (if quite a bit smaller).  He knew he had breasts, having felt them tugging at his chest when he sat upright.  
 
   Finally, on the twenty-third day after waking from his coma, Dr. Harris barged into his room.
 
   “It’s time you faced yourself,” she said.  “You’re not going back to the man you were.  I know you’ve been avoiding this, but you need to see.  You need to accept it.”
 
   Casey began to respond, “I’m –“
 
   “No talking,” Harris said.  “Here.”  She held out a hand.  “I know you’ve been trying to stand on your own.  I know you’ve been getting stronger.  You can’t walk yet, I’m sure, but you can stand so long as I support you.”
 
   Casey tentatively took her hand.  Fear threatened to overwhelm him, but with a titanic effort, he managed to push it aside.  Harris pulled him up, and Casey swung his legs over the edge of the bed.  
 
   “Disrobe,” Harris instructed.  Casey did as he was told, slipping the gown over his head.  He was careful not to look down as Harris pulled him to his feet.  Despite Harris’ support, Casey’s legs still shook from the effort.  The floor tiles were cool underfoot.
 
   Harris guided him into the bathroom, his shuffling steps whispering.  It was only a few feet, but it seemed like miles.  Casey was sweating by the time he went through the bathroom door.
 
   The doctor held his arm in an icy grip, making sure Casey didn’t fall.  “Look at yourself,” she said, pointing to a full-length mirror.
 
   Casey didn’t want to, but he couldn’t help it.  What he saw made his legs weak.
 
   He was unrecognizable.  No, he thought.  Not unrecognizable.  He still saw himself, but it was like looking through a funhouse mirror.  Everything was distorted in just such a way to scream femininity.  His face’s contours had softened.  His nose was less prominent.  His lips were fuller.  His dark brown hair had grown down to much narrower shoulders than he remembered.  
 
   Casey’s breath began to come in ragged gasps as his eyes traveled down his torso.
 
   His breasts weren’t big – B Cups, he guessed, but they were full and firm.  The nipples were bigger than Alexis’ had been, and the areolas had darkened considerably.  His hips flared from a much narrower waist, culminating in smooth, slender legs.  
 
   Panic set in.  He didn’t know what to think.  He barely knew how to think.
 
   Casey stared, his mouth agape.  The only remnant of his former masculinity was his penis, which, if he was honest, seemed feminine too.  It was just so small, it was almost cute.
 
   Finally, he fainted.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   Alexis grunted, pushing the barbell from her chest with as much force as she could muster.  When the bar reached its apex, she let it fall again.  “Nine,” Adam said, his voice forceful but reassuring.  “One more.”
 
   Fatigue had long since turned to exhaustion, but Alexis knew she couldn’t afford to let it stop her.  She didn’t care about her rehabilitation for its own sake.  Nor did she care about the doctors’ plan for her body.  No – she only cared about getting stronger so that when the time came, she would be able to take advantage.
 
   Despite the doctors’ assurances, Alexis knew that there was little to no chance of escaping the ordeal alive.  Even if she cooperated fully, they couldn’t afford the loose ends.  That they would get rid of the evidence was a foregone conclusion.
 
   She pushed, but the weight refused to move.  Her muscles burned, but she didn’t let up.  She pushed the breath from her lungs, like Adam had taught her. The bar rose one inch.  Then two.  Three.  Excruciatingly slowly, her arms extended to their full length.  
 
   Adam grabbed the bar, guiding it onto its rack.  “Good,” he said.  “Really good.”
 
   Alexis turned her head, seeing two forty-five pound weights at the end of the bar.  She knew another ninety pounds sat on the other side.  Her strength had grown exponentially with each week, no doubt a result of a combination of the testosterone coursing through her body and the strict weightlifting regimen.  
 
   She sat up, catching her breath.  She didn’t even acknowledge the sweat dripping from her brow.  After a moment, she stood, pacing back and forth.  
 
   Alexis hated the weight room.  Not because she disliked the activities, but rather because the mirrors lining the walls wouldn’t let her forget her transformation.  When she’d first started, Alexis had tried to ignore it, casting her gaze at the ground more often than not.  But over the past two months, she had gotten used to the sight.  
 
   She looked at her reflection unabashedly.  Her shirtless torso rippled with lean muscles; they were clearly defined, but relatively small.  No one would mistake her for a linebacker, but it was clear that she lifted weights.  
 
   Though she still had difficulty coming to terms with her utter lack of femininity, Alexis had begun to take at least some measure of pride in the product of all of her hard work.  
 
   A small patch of hair had sprouted from her navel, and travelled down her stomach.  Though she wore shorts, she knew that the trail led to a wildly unkempt pubic region.  The old Alexis would have been horrified.  Before, she had spent hours (and hundreds of dollars) making sure that she was perfectly groomed.  The most she ever had down there was a thin strip.  But as Alexis stared at herself, she found that she simply did not care about it anymore.  It was just hair, after all.  It was natural.
 
   Natural…the word seemed so ambiguous.  Nothing about her body fit that criteria, but to her mind, it all felt right.  Moreover, she reveled in her ever-increasing strength, and if she was honest, it had little to do with escape.  It was a power she had never experienced.  
 
   “C’mon.  Another set,” Adam said.  His tone left little doubt that it was not a request.  It was an order.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
   Casey delicately picked at his food, pushing the mound of lettuce, tomatoes, and other vegetables around the plate.  He had never been particularly averse to salads, but since he’d awakened from his coma, that seemed to be all he ate.  He could barely remember what meat tasted like.
 
   “Are you ready to listen?” Harris asked.  She sat across from him, studying him like the scientist she was.  “Or do you intend to continue being difficult?”
 
   Casey scoffed.  “Difficult?” he asked.  “After what you’ve done to me, you want to talk about difficult?”
 
   “To some, the future is ephemeral.  It has no shape,” Harris said.  “And thus, it is not real.  The past, to those people, is concrete.  They know what it contains.  They saw it.  They lived it.  Compared to that, the future is mere conjecture.
 
   “But you must know, Casey,” the doctor said.  “This is an illusion.  The past is immaterial.  It is memory.  But the future – you can control that.  Your decisions dictate what will happen.  Do you understand?” 
 
   Casey didn’t answer, instead choosing to stare at his food.  Harris continued, “You have a choice to make.  Either you can continue to live in the past, or you can focus on your future.  Only one of those paths has any chance of ending well for you.”
 
   She let the threat hang in the air.  Cooperate or suffer.  Those were the two choices.  Casey wished he was strong enough to endure the suffering, but he knew that eventually, he’d give in.  Later, he would call it a survival instinct, but in his heart, he knew it was fear.  
 
   “What would you have me do?” he asked, unable to raise his eyes.  
 
   “Look at me,” Harris said.  Casey obeyed.  “For now, listen.  That is all we ask.”
 
   Casey nodded.
 
   “Good,” Harris said.  “You have avoided acknowledging your changes, and in doing so, you have ignored the fact that you are a far from finished product.  Follow me.”
 
   She rose gracefully, and walked toward the bathroom.  Casey followed; he was still unsteady, but each day, his steps grew more confident.  Once they were inside the bathroom, Harris gestured toward the mirror.  “Look,” she said.
 
   Casey did.  He had only rarely glimpsed his form in passing since he had discovered the extent of his feminization.  He had little desire to focus on the changes.
 
   Harris stood beside him.  She brushed his cheek, and said, “The male and female faces are very, very different.  The forehead, the bridge of the nose, the jawline and chin – even the shape of your skull has been altered.  Certainly, your cheeks are hollow now, but as you gain some weight back, we believe you will be quite pretty.”
 
   Casey saw the potential, even through his haggard appearance.  
 
   “Of course,” the doctor continued.  Her hand traced the contour of Casey’s neck.  “We shaved your trachea, getting rid of that troublesome Adam’s apple.  A little vocal cord tightening was necessary.”
 
   She stepped behind Casey, placing her hands on his shoulders.  He felt so small, so vulnerable.
 
   “The shoulders were the most difficult part, even if the procedure was not terribly complicated,” Harris explained.  She explained the method behind the narrowing of his shoulders, but Casey barely heard her.  
 
   The older woman stepped around Casey, cupping his breast.  “Of course, you no doubt noticed these.  Do not worry – they will fill in as you gain weight.  The hormones will see to it that your fat is distributed properly.”
 
   Casey had not noticed it before, but the breasts were clearly implants.  The jutted out from his thin chest abruptly.  Harris ran her finger along the distinct outline of Casey’s ribs.  
 
   “You are on the verge of malnutrition,” she said.  “That was by design.  We gave you only enough protein to survive so that we could alter your musculature.  But now that we have broken you down – I would be surprised if you weighed more than ninety pounds – we can rebuild you.”
 
   She placed her hand on Casey’s prominent hip bone.  “Your skeletal structure is virtually indistinguishable from a woman’s now. Pelvis, shoulders, legs – the foundation is there. Even a few years ago, none of this would have been possibly.  The body simply could not handle such wholesale changes.”  
 
   Harris explained something about stem cells and cellular rejection, but Casey barely heard her.  Even though he knew what to expect, his body still surprised him. 
 
   “Of course, we did not want you to have to spend the rest of your life injecting yourself with hormones,” she said.  “I will not bore you with the details, but rest assured that your body will produce the proper hormones now – meaning that your levels will resemble that of a young girl going through puberty.  Over time, it will level off.”
 
   “W-why are you telling me this?” Casey muttered.
 
   Harris smiled.  “You cannot hide from what you are growing into, Casey.  You must embrace it.”
 
   “Or you’ll punish me,” Casey said.
 
   Harris nodded.  “Despite what you may believe, your time here can be quite pleasant.  We have no wish to make you suffer.  As long as you cooperate, you can find some measure of happiness.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   Alexis gasped for breath as the punch exploded into her stomach, but she maintained her ground.  Phillips wouldn’t let up, she knew.  He would be relentless.  He always was.  Instead, she backed away, trying to catch her wind.
 
   “Don’t be such a little bitch,” Phillips taunted.
 
   “Fuck you,” was Alexis’ gasping response as she retreated, putting a healthy amount of distance between her and her much larger opponent.  She never thought she could hate someone so much as she hated the big man opposite her.  Despite Alexis’ increased size, Phillips still towered over her.  
 
   “And keep your guard up,” he added.  Ostensibly, he was supposed to be teaching Alexis how to fight.  To call what he did teaching, though, would be a stretch.  More often than not, Alexis found herself on the receiving end of a sound beating.  
 
   Still, Alexis was determined to make the most of her situation.  If they wanted her to fight, then she would learn to do it well so that when the time came, she would be ready.  
 
   She raised her fists, and closed the gap.  Phillips launched an attack; he was much quicker than his size would indicate, but Alexis was able to sidestep the blow.  She followed with her own quick jab.  Then a hook.  She completed the three punch combination with an uppercut to the bigger man’s chin.  
 
   It was like punching a granite wall.
 
   Before Alexis could continue her assault, Phillips recovered enough to land a devastating hook to Alexis jaw.  She went down with a thud.
 
   She lay there for a long moment before trying to rise.  Phillips extended a hand.  “Better,” he said.  “That’s enough for today.”
 
   Alexis slapped it away, and picked herself up.  
 
   Phillips shrugged.  “Suit yourself,” he said, pushing past her.  A moment later, he’d disappeared into what Alexis knew was the locker room.  She followed.  By the time she made it into the small room, Phillips had already stripped his shorts off.
 
   Without hesitation, Alexis did the same.  She had been training with Phillips for nearly a month; the sight of his nudity didn’t faze her.  As she undressed, Alexis glanced at herself in the mirror.
 
   The last vestige of her femininity was gone; her muscular frame had filled out nicely.  There were no feminine curves, no softness.  
 
   How long had it been?  Seven months?  It had seemed like an eternity.  Her old identity was gone, and while she mourned the loss, she couldn’t afford to dwell on it.  Nothing would change it.
 
   She quickly stepped into the showers, and turned on the water.  Phillips occupied the shower opposite Alexis, but she paid him no mind, preferring instead to ignore the big man.  
 
   The water felt good.  Each day was filled with physical activity.  Lifting weights, playing sports, boxing – she barely had a moment to herself.  She ran her hand through her short hair, tilting her head back.  
 
   Grabbing the soap, Alexis quickly lathered up a washcloth, and began to clean herself.  She barely stopped to consider the hair covering her chest or stomach; she’d long since gotten used to it.  Nor did she lament the loss of her breasts; she’d long since come to terms with the destruction of her feminine identity.  
 
   Instead, she focused on a singular objective – escape.  They still hadn’t let her see Casey, but she had been told that they were going to be reunited soon.  She spared a moment to wonder if he would be disgusted with her new form.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   “No!” Mistress Simone said.  “Kick out like this,” she instructed, showing Casey the move.  “And then bring your leg back in.  Gracefully!”
 
   Casey wanted to scream.  As a football player, he’d had any number of vocal, critical coaches, but none were nearly as demanding as Mistress Simone.  A thin, severe woman in her early forties, she wore her jet black hair in a tight bun, and a look of disapproval seemed to be permanently etched on her face.
 
   He tried to mimic the woman’s motion, and was mostly successful.  “Better,” she said.  “You’ve still got the grace of an ox, but you’re getting better.”
 
   The ballet lessons had begun nearly a month before, and had gone very, very slowly.  His atrophied muscles made even the simplest maneuvers difficult, and he frequently got very frustrated.  More than once, he’d broken down in tears.  The clothes didn’t help, either.  A tight leotard made it impossible to escape the reality of what he had become.
 
   As Doctor Harris had predicted, his body had begun to fill out, enhancing his curves.  His breasts had gotten bigger, and looked more natural while his hips and buttocks had rounded out considerably.
 
   He wore his long hair in a ponytail, which only accentuated his feminine appearance.  
 
   “Again,” Mistress Simone ordered.  Casey did his best, though the muscles in his legs screamed for him to stop.  He pushed through, determined not to fail again.  
 
   “Again,” the domineering ballet instructor said after Casey completed the motion.  He obeyed.  And again.  And again.  Over and over, he repeated the motion until he felt like collapsing from exhaustion.  
 
   “Good,” Simone allowed.  “You’re getting better.”
 
   “T-thanks,” Casey replied between gasping breaths.  To his surprise, Casey actually felt pretty good.  For a moment, he’d forgotten about what had been done to him.  
 
   “Dr. Harris asked me to inform you that you will be reunited with your wife tomorrow night,” Mistress Simone stated.  “So we will need to prepare you properly.”
 
   “W-what do you mean?” Casey asked, afraid of what preparation might be in store.
 
   Mistress Simone replied, “You must look your best.”  It was simple, but ominous, statement.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Four
 
    
 
   Casey didn’t know what to think.  He’d begun to come to terms with his body.  After all, he knew he couldn’t change it.  There was little point in whining about it.   But as he stared at the clothes laid out for him on the bed, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was on the verge of some sort of crossroads.  
 
   “What’s wrong?” Mistress Simone asked.  “Don’t you think they’re pretty?”
 
   She gestured to the garments on the bed.  Casey picked up the black, lace panties.  
 
   “No,” he said.  “It’s not that.  It’s just…I mean, rationally, I should have known this was coming.  And maybe I did.  But it’s so…it’s such a big step.  I’m n-not sure I can d-do this.  Can’t I just wear something else this time?  So that Alexis doesn’t think…so she…I don’t know.”
 
   “Are you refusing to cooperate?” the older woman asked.
 
   “No!”  Casey answered quickly, remembering his previous punishments.  The rape was still relatively fresh in his mind, even if his body had long since recovered.  “I was just asking…”
 
   “The answer is no,” Simone replied abruptly.  “Now put on your lingerie.”
 
   Casey had no choice, so he bent down, and stepped into the panties.  Pulling the skimpy garment up his smooth legs, he couldn’t help but shiver.  It felt wrong and natural at the same time, like two sides were battling one another.  The feeling didn’t dissipate as he retrieved the bra, and clasped it around his ribcage, and turned it so that his breasts rested in the cups.  He slipped his arms under the straps.  
 
   Taking great pains to avoid the mirror, he asked, “What now?”
 
   Gesturing toward the bathroom, Simone said, “Take a seat at the vanity.”
 
   Casey obeyed.  As he sat, Simeon said, “You will eventually learn to do this yourself.  You will develop your own style.  But tonight is important, and we need you at your best.”
 
   “Why are you doing this?” Casey asked as the woman applied his makeup.
 
   “That is unimportant,” the severe woman answered.  
 
   “But you know I’m here against my will,” Casey said.  “And you know what they did to me, to my wife.  How do you live with yourself?”
 
   Mistress Simone stopped.  “Because this will change the world.  What we’re doing is more than just a sick experiment, no matter what you may think.  This is for the betterment of humankind.  Now, quiet yourself while I do this.  We don’t have time for your inane questions.”
 
   The betterment of humankind?  What good could possibly come of mutilating an innocent couple’s bodies?  Casey felt like he was the only sane person in the entire complex.
 
   After twenty minutes or so, Simone seemed satisfied with her handiwork.  Having finished applying his makeup, she began styling his hair.  “You really should think of changing your color.  Not now, of course,” she said.  “But in the future.  I think you would look absolutely gorgeous as a blonde.”
 
   Gorgeous.  He felt so humiliated, having the word applied to him.  Despite his near acceptance of the changes, Casey still felt embarrassed at his predicament.  What would his father have said, if he were alive?  His friends?  His family?  Would they feel sorry for him?  Would they assume that he was complicit in his transformation, no matter what he said?  Would they think he was gay?
 
   The questions swirled in his mind, but he had no answers.  
 
   “There,” Simone said after what felt like an eternity.  “Have a look.”  She led him to the full-length mirror.  
 
   Casey had little desire to see his reflection, but he knew Mistress Simone wouldn’t take “no” for an answer.  He raised his eyes.  
 
   Mouth agape, Casey was absolutely stunned by his appearance.  Aside from a slight bulge in his panties, Casey looked every bit the beautiful (if quite skinny) woman.  The entire effect – from his long, styled hair to the light (but noticeable) makeup – enhanced his femininity to such a degree that Casey felt like he was looking at a different person.
 
   “I don’t…b-but…w-what…” Casey stammered, unable to form coherent thoughts, much less articulate himself.  
 
   Mistress Simone smiled tightly, and said, “I take it you’re pleased with the result.”
 
   Casey stared at himself, unable to look away.  He barely noticed as Simone retrieved the black dress from the bed, handing it to him without ceremony.  He was still in a daze as he unzipped it, and stepped into the garment.  He pulled it up, and slipped his arms through the straps, barely even noticing as Simone zipped him into it.
 
   She handed him a pair of slippers, and said, “You’re certainly not ready for heels yet.”  Casey slipped them onto his feet.
 
   Once he was dressed, Simone asked, “Are you ready to see your wife?”  Casey nodded dumbly.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Five
 
    
 
   Alexis looked around, once again admiring the décor.  The dining room was richly furnished, and reminded her of a fine restaurant.  Candles lit the table, casting a flickering glow.  Clearly, the doctors intended the evening to be romantic in nature – as if that was even possible.  
 
   She hadn’t seen her husband in nearly nine months; romance was the last thing on her mind.  She wanted to see him, to make sure he was unharmed.  She needed to comfort him, protect him.  Even curiosity trumped romance; she was dying to see if Casey had changed as much as she had.  In the back of her mind, she knew that he must have.  The doctors had made it perfectly clear what they intended.
 
   Shifting uncomfortably, Alexis adjusted her tie.  How men wore the things, she had no idea.  It was so constricting. What would Casey think when he saw her?  Would he even recognize her?  Surely their relationship would never be the same, even if he did.  Could she handle that?
 
   The door opened, admitting an older woman in a dark pantsuit.  Alexis got the impression that she was a hard woman unused to disobedience.  Reflexively, Alexis stood.
 
   Following directly behind the woman was a small, dark-haired, much younger woman.  No…not a woman.  Alexis recognized the eyes.  After a moment’s study, she began to recognize other features.  It was like looking into another dimension, like if Casey had been born a woman.  
 
   “Hi,” he said, his voice soft and high-pitched.
 
   He wore a black dress which hugged his figure, leaving little doubt that Casey had indeed been changed at least as much as his wife.  What struck Alexis the most wasn’t the wide hips or breasts, though.  No – it was the distinct lack of muscle definition.  Casey had been so stout, so strong.  And now?  He was waifish and thin.
 
   Alexis took a shaky step forward, followed by another.  Then another, until she stood in front of her husband.  He had to look up at her.  She could see the tears welling in his eyes; it must have been so difficult for him, losing his masculinity so completely.  Instinctively, Alexis threw her arms around him in a tight embrace.
 
   “It’s okay,” she said.  “It’s going to be okay.”
 
   Casey didn’t respond, so Alexis hugged him tighter.  She felt the distinct outline of a bra beneath his dress.  They stood like that for a long minute, unable to move.  It was unclear how long the embrace lasted, but by the time the couple separated, Alexis looked into her husband’s eyes, and saw a clear connection, the mutual recognition that they still loved one another, regardless of how much they had changed.
 
   “Ahem,” the older woman coughed, grabbing Alexis’ attention.  “I will leave you two alone, then.  Enjoy your meal.”
 
   With that, she left the two alone.
 
   They took seats opposite one another, unable to speak.  What was there to say?  
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Six
 
    
 
   “Tell me,” Dr. Harris said.  “How are you adjusting to your transformation?”
 
   “Adjusting?” Casey asked.  “I’m…it’s difficult to say.  I know I’m not supposed to like any of this, but sometimes, I find myself taking pride in my progress.”
 
   Casey hadn’t intended to say any of that, but the words just tumbled out.  He was nestled in a comfortable leather chair, staring at Dr. Harris across a huge wooden desk.  “For instance, I know that I shouldn’t care about ballet, but I find that I’m enjoying it more and more each time I achieve a new position, each time I master a new technique.  It’s like my mind is trying to cope by finding enjoyment in these feminine activities.  I don’t know.”
 
   “No doubt, you are wondering why you are being so open with me,” Harris said.  Casey nodded.  “You are under the influence of a new drug we developed which ensures truthfulness.”
 
   “A truth serum?” Casey asked.
 
   “No,” Harris said.  “It does not affect your faculties.  Tell me – how was your reunion with your wife?”
 
   Casey didn’t want to answer.  He wanted to scream at the doctor that it was none of her business.  But what came out was a simple, “Awkward.”
 
   “Elaborate,” the doctor instructed.
 
   “I could see she was judging me,” Casey admitted.  “I know she didn’t mean to, but she couldn’t help it.  Neither could I.  I mean, I knew it was her.  I recognized her.  But she was so different.  I don’t know…it’s…everything is so different.”  Casey shook his head.  “What kind of relationship can we have, with me being like this?  We can’t even have sex – not really.”
 
   Casey sighed.  “Not that she would want to – especially after seeing me…with that incident with Phillips.  How could she?”
 
   “Surely she knows that you could not help it,” Harris said.
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” Casey responded.  “None of it does.  She knows I’m not a man anymore.  Hell – she’s more of a man now than I ever was.  She saw that immediately.  I feel so small and powerless.  I feel so vulnerable.  Is that what you wanted?”
 
   Harris ignored the question.  
 
   “Why does it suddenly matter?  You didn’t care about any of this before,” Casey said.
 
   Harris made some notes on her notepad before she looked up.  “Because we are trying to determine if you are ready for the next phase of the experiment.”
 
   “And?” Casey asked.
 
   “Maybe,” Harris said.  “That is still to be determined.  As to your issues, I believe we have a solution.”
 
   “What is it?” Casey asked eagerly.
 
   “You know the goal of this study, do you not?” Harris asked.  Casey nodded.  “Then you realize that a big component of sexual roles is the act of penetration.  It is a powerful thing, being the aggressor.  Do you think you are suited for such a role?”
 
   Casey wanted to say that he was, that he was still as much of a man as he’d always been.  Unable to lie, though, he merely shook his head.
 
   “For what role do you feel you are suited?” asked the doctor.  When Casey didn’t respond, she said, “I will require an answer.”
 
   “The g-girl’s role,” he said.  
 
   “What does that mean?” Harris asked.
 
   “I…I should b-be the one…g-getting p-penetrated,” Casey said, unable to lie.
 
   “Good,” Harris said, clapping her hands together.  “I hoped you would agree.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
    
 
   “They said that we have to,” Alexis said.  “It’s not like I want to.”
 
   Casey felt like he was going crazy.  “But I’m not…this isn’t right!  You know that, don’t you?  We can’t just go along with it.”
 
   “What option do we have?” asked Alexis.  “Seriously – do you have any ideas how we can avoid doing what they want us to do?  Because I’m all ears.  I’d love to be able to refuse, just like I’d love to go back to the way things were before they kidnapped us.  But that’s not going to happen.  For now, the only choice we have is to do what they want us to do.  You heard what they said, right?”  Casey nodded.  “If we cooperate, we’ll get to move into this room together.  And then, when they’re done with us, we’ll be compensated.”
 
   “But what does that mean?” Casey asked.  “So they’re just going to let us go, and then give us money?  They have to realize that we’re not going to just let them get away with it, right?  As soon as they let us go, we’re going to the police.  Do you really believe that they’re stupid enough to think we won’t?”
 
   Alexis shook her head.  “Of course not.  But like I said – what choice do we have?  Refuse to cooperate, and be punished like before?  I won’t let that happen to you again.”  Her voice was rigid and uncompromising.
 
   Casey looked down.  She didn’t understand.  How could she?  It wasn’t as difficult for her, he was sure.  But she was right.  There was no choice.  Refusal wasn’t an option – not really. 
 
   “I guess it would be nice to live here,” he said, raising his eyes.  “Together.”  
 
   The guest wing of the compound was practically a residence in itself.  Comprised of a single, massive bedroom, a den, a huge bathroom, and a fully stocked kitchen, it was nearly three times the size of the apartment they shared back in Chicago.  And it was far more richly furnished.  Casey could imagine being comfortable there, even if he was a prisoner.
 
   “So…um…” Alexis said, gesturing nervously.  “How do we d-do this?  I mean, if you’re comfortable with the idea.”
 
   She was shirtless, and wore only a pair of black boxer briefs, her muscular torso on full display.  It was strangely enticing, though Casey had difficulty admitting it, even to himself.  In truth, he was afraid – of her strong, dominant presence, of his increasingly submissive nature, of the attraction he felt.  But there was nervous excitement, too.  
 
   “I guess we just…do it, right?” Casey said.  “Like always, but…different.”
 
   Alexis stepped closer, and put her arms around her husband, her rough hands at the small of his back.  Casey looked up, and draped his arms around Alexis’ neck.  She leaned in, kissing him forcefully.  Her tongue insistently pushing its way into his mouth.  As their tongues intertwined, Casey closed his eyes, relishing the intimacy.
 
   After a few moments, he pulled away, a trail of saliva connecting their lips.  
 
   Instinctively, he dropped to his knees, letting his slender fingers trace a path along Alexis’ torso.  He hooked his fingers under the waistband of her underwear, and dragged them to her ankles.  She parted her legs slightly, allowing him access to her sex.
 
   Casey stared at it for a moment, marveling at how familiar, yet wholly different it seemed.  Alexis had always kept herself well-groomed; the most hair she ever had down there was a thin strip.  The old Alexis certainly would have never let it grow so wildly.  Hair covered her entire pubic region and thighs.  Instead of disgusting him, as it would have before, Casey was strangely excited.  It fit.  
 
   He felt Alexis’ hand on the back of his head, her fingers twining through his hair.  Slowly, he explored her genitals with his finger, finding her vagina.  He slipped in a finger inside of her, and she moaned.  Casey leaned forward, his mouth open.  
 
   As he buried his face in her pubic region, Casey idly noticed that her smell had changed significantly.  He wrapped his lips around her enlarged clit; it was almost as big as his shrunken penis.  With his finger working itself in and out of her, he licked and sucked on it.  From time to time, she let out a moan or a gasp.  Casey took it to mean that he was doing something right.
 
   Casey was unsure how long he was down there; he only knew that he wanted to please his wife.  After a while, though, he felt a gentle hand on his cheek, prompting him to look up.  He obliged.
 
   “Are you ready?” Alexis asked.  
 
   He didn’t know how to respond.  He wanted it, but he was afraid, and of so many things.  He feared what such submission might mean.  He was frightened by fully committing to his new role.  But most of all, he was afraid of what Alexis would think of him.
 
   Still, Casey nodded, rising.  He wiped his face with his forearm.
 
   “Where?” Casey asked.
 
   Alexis gestured toward the bed.  “It’ll probably be better from behind – at least the first time.  Just…like…on all fours.”
 
   Even if he wanted to, Casey didn’t have it in him to argue; mechanically, he climbed atop the bed while Alexis retrieved the implement from the nightstand.  
 
   “Is it just a strap-on?” asked Casey nervously.
 
   “Sort of,” Alexis responded as she stepped into the harness.  “I mean, it is, but it’s more than that.”  She held out the L-shaped dildo.  “This end goes inside of me.  The other goes through the harness so that it’s held in place while I…um…we…uh…”
 
   “While you fuck me,” Casey supplied.  “If we’re going to do it, you may as well get used to saying it.”
 
   “Right,” Alexis stated.  “But there’s a mechanism inside of it that transfers the motion of…um…it inside of you…to what’s inside of me.  It’s just a ring that moves up and down the cylinder, but according to Dr. Samuels, it’s supposed to –“
 
   “Can we please not talk about them while we do this?” Casey asked.  If he had to do it, he didn’t want to be reminded of his captors.  
 
   “Oh…yeah,” Alexis answered as she slipped the dildo into the harness.  A brief second later, and one end was inside of her while the other jutted from her crotch like a big, black, and very erect penis.  “D-do we need l-lube or something?”
 
   Casey shook his head.  “They said that I should produce my own.  You just have to…get me started, I guess.”
 
   “O-okay,” Alexis replied.  “Just…um…relax.”
 
   As if that was possible.  Still, Casey resolved to do his best.  He buried his head into a pillow, and arched his back, pushing his rear end into the air.  He closed his eyes.
 
   Casey flinched in surprise as he felt Alexis’ tongue probe his anus.  After the initial shock, he realized that it felt quite pleasant.  For a moment, he lost himself in it – at least until he felt a finger slip inside of him.  As she worked her finger in and out of him, Casey couldn’t help but moan.  
 
   The pleasure wasn’t as urgent as when he’d had his penis stimulated, but rather, it was a slow burn.  That didn’t make it any less powerful, though.  She added a finger, slipping it in and out of Casey’s anus.  
 
   Unable to stop himself, he whispered, “Fuck me!”
 
   To his surprise, he actually wanted it.  Before it had all started, Casey had simply been resolved to get it over with, to acquiesce to the doctors’ demands.  But as his wife fingered him, Casey realized that he needed more.  
 
   Alexis didn’t need any prompting.  She climbed onto the bed behind him, and Casey felt the cold tip of her dildo at the entrance to his rectum.  He pushed back, wanting it inside of him.  She got the message, and pushed it into him.
 
   It was so much bigger than Alexis’ fingers, and it felt like it was going to rip Casey in half.  He cried out in pain as Alexis pushed it deeper.  She went slowly, knowing that it was uncomfortable.  
 
   He wanted her to stop, but he needed her to keep going.  
 
   Finally, he felt the tickle of her pubic hair against his skin.  Then, just as slowly as she’d entered him, she retracted.  Once she was almost all the way out, she pushed back in.  Over and over, she repeated the motion, each time a little faster.  With each thrust, the pain gave way to pleasure until it faded into the background.  It was still there, but it was less urgent, and far less prominent.  
 
   That’s when he really started to enjoy it.  
 
   “Fuck me,” he screamed.  “Fuck me harder!”  
 
   Alexis obliged.  She even slapped his buttocks a few times.  
 
   It didn’t take long for the first orgasm to rock Casey’s body.  He gasped as a wave of pleasure rolled through him.  He curled his toes, and bit the pillow.  It was unlike anything Casey had ever felt; the orgasms he’d experienced before paled in comparison.    As he felt it tear through him, he knew that even if it were somehow possible, he would never willingly go back to the way he’d been.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
    
 
   Dr. Samuels removed his glasses, and said, “They have responded far more favorably than we could have hoped.  Mentally and physically.”  He sat at a large, oak desk in a richly furnished study.  
 
   “I agree,” Harris stated.  “The male’s body continues to develop.  The exercise regimen has enhanced the effects of the surgeries, shaping his body in the desired manner.  In addition, as expected, the dance program has promoted more graceful movement.  Coupled with the program’s emphasis on proper posture, movement, and comportment, it has given Casey increasingly feminine mannerisms.”
 
   “Since the initial sexual experience three months ago, has the couple’s relationship changed?” asked Samuels.  
 
   “Of course,” Harris responded.  “Their sex life is extremely active, and the roles in the bedroom have extended to other areas.  The male routinely bows to the female’s wishes.  She is still unsure of herself, though, and seems slightly unsteady in her role.”
 
   “That’s to be expected,” Samuels said.  He made a note on a file on his desk.  Looking up, he asked, “And her physical development?”
 
   “Not as dramatic as the male’s transformation, but still, she is much further along than we anticipated,” Harris answered.  “She has gained nearly sixty pounds, and her body fat percentage has dropped below ten percent.  Coupled with the four inch height increase, and she is much larger.  Like I said, though, she is still a little unsure of her place.  She is hesitant to take control.”
 
   “What do you suggest to remedy that?” asked Dr. Samuels.  “Is it hormonal?  Or psychological?”
 
   “We cannot be certain, of course, but it is quite unlikely that the issue is chemical,” replied Harris.  “No – I think it is safe to say that she is simply taking longer to adjust.”
 
   “Again, we expected that, didn’t we?” Samuels said.  “It is far easier to break someone than to prop them up.”  Harris nodded.  “So continue as planned?  Or do we need to prolong this phase?”
 
   Harris shook her head.  “I think it is safe to move on to the next step.  We are not under a strict deadline, but there is some pressure to move this along.  We will not be allowed to maintain this experiment indefinitely.”
 
   “Has she said anything?” Samuels asked.
 
   “No,” Harris admitted.  “But you know that she is impatient for results.”
 
   Samuels sighed.  “No, I don’t.  I only know what you’ve told me.  She’ll barely speak to me.  Remember?  After the incident in -”
 
   “Then you’ll just have to trust me,” was Harris’ response.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
    
 
   “It feels different, doesn’t it?” Alexis asked.  She paced back and forth across the room as Casey sat on the bed.  “Something is about to change.  I can tell.”
 
   “You say that every day,” Casey responded with a sigh.  He let himself fall back onto the soft bed, and relished the telltale jiggle of his breasts.  It was strange how quickly he had gotten used to them.  He’d spent his entire life without them, but as he lay on the bed, he had difficulty imagining their absence.  
 
   “But –“she began, but was quickly interrupted by the sound of the door opening.
 
   Neither bothered to cover their nudity; what was the point?  They’d grown accustomed to one another’s bodies, after all.    
 
   An unfamiliar figure passed the threshold, and said, “Get up, and follow me.”  He was a few inches taller than Alexis, but quite a bit thinner.  A dusting of short, blonde hair covered his head.
 
   “Or what?” Alexis said, the threat evident in her voice.
 
   Casey recognized the look on her face; she wanted a fight, and this nameless peon was going to be the victim.  Alexis had progressively grown more aggressive – probably because of her frustration at their confinement.  Casey sympathized, but knew that beating up a random pawn would do little good.
 
   He stepped in front of his wife, putting his hand on her muscled torso.  “Let’s just get it over with, Alex.”
 
   After a moment, she grunted, “Fine.  Lead on.”
 
   The man turned without a word, and began to walk down the hall.  Turning this way and that, he made his way through the facility; they’d been held in the same location for quite some time, but neither Casey nor Alexis had managed to memorize the layout of the place.  Part of the difficulty was the sheer size, but the majority of their ignorance was caused by the fact that they were never allowed to take the same route twice.  After a few months, Casey had quit even trying.  Instead, he let his mind wander while he mindlessly followed the nameless man.
 
   A few minutes later, the trio found themselves in front of a pair of familiar doors.  Casey recognized them as the entrances to the examination rooms.  
 
   “You,” he pointed to Casey.  “In there.”  He pointed to the door on the right.  “And you,” he pointed to Alexis.  “That one.”  He pointed to the left-most door.
 
   Casey didn’t hesitate; he’d been through the drill before.  He’d undergone dozens of examinations, and knew that resistance was pointless.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty
 
    
 
   Casey hugged himself, shivering in the cool air of the examination room.  What Alexis had said sprang to mind as the doctor stared at him, her question hanging in the air.  Finally, Casey replied, “Adjusting?  After everything you’ve done, you want to know how I’m adjusting?  What happened to simply telling me how it was going to be, my feelings be damned?”
 
   “That was never our intention,” Dr. Harris said.  “An early method, perhaps, but the experiment is useless if you do not try to come to terms with your new life.  So I ask again, how are you adjusting?”
 
   Casey sighed.  What was the point?  They were going to get what they wanted, regardless of his resistance.  “It’s easier than I could have expected,” he said.  “And that makes it harder.  There are times…when I can’t remember what I used to be like.  I know I’m more submissive, but trying to assert myself takes active concentration.  I don’t know if it’s something you did to me, if it’s the hormones or just…the way I am now, but I just keep falling further and further into this…trap.  I want to resist.  I really do.  But I can’t.  I just can’t.”  
 
   He felt tears gathering, threatening to flow down his cheeks.  How long had he been holding it in?  He hadn’t been able to admit his fears, even to himself.  But once they started, they tumbled out of his mouth. 
 
   “The sex is the worst part,” he said.
 
   “Is it not pleasurable?” Harris asked quickly.
 
   “No,” Casey said.  “It’s not that.  It feels…like nothing I can describe.   But that’s the problem, don’t you see?  I’m not supposed to like that sort of thing.  I’m not supposed to be…I’m supposed to be the man.  She’s not supposed to fuck me!  I’m supposed to fuck her!”
 
   “Hmmm,” Harris said, making a few notes on her clipboard.  “Why do you think that way?”
 
   The question took Casey by surprise.  “Because…I…um…,” he began, stumbling over his words.  “I…I’m…the m-man.”  As he said it, Casey was acutely aware of his diminutive stature, his breasts, his long hair.  “O-or I was.”
 
   “So you equate being a man with dominance?” Harris asked.  “You think that masculinity means you should be the sexual aggressor?  Is that correct?”
 
   “Y-yes,” Casey replied.
 
   “Has it occurred to you that your version of masculinity isn’t the only one?” Harris asked.  When Casey didn’t answer, she continued, “Would it surprise you to know that nearly every study we’ve conducted says that men who are the submissive partners in their relationships are almost ten times more likely to report happiness?  Would you believe the average lifespan of those same men is nearly fifteen years longer than their dominant counterparts?”
 
   The statistics surprised Casey.  
 
   “It’s true,” Harris said.  “Gender roles, we’ve discovered, are dictated completely by learned behavior.  Men and women are neither naturally submissive nor dominant, by nature, but it has become increasingly clear that when men are allowed to assume the submissive role, everyone benefits.”
 
   “Society has gotten it wrong, Casey,” Harris said.  “So very wrong.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-One
 
    
 
   Casey stared at himself in the mirror, scrunching his nose at his reflection.   Three weeks had passed since his last examination, but it may as well have been three years.  On the heels of the doctor’s claims about the nature of gender roles, Casey’s life – such as it was – was turned upside down.  And he still wasn’t sure whether he liked its direction.
 
   His body hadn’t changed very much; he was convinced that his physical transformation was nearly complete.  What changes had occurred, however, were impactful – like the finishing touches on a painting.  The general outline had been there for months.  He’d simply needed refinement.  Softening here and there, an inch gained or lost – he stared at the final product.  
 
   He’d come so far, and against all odds, had come to take pride in his body.  Casey could recognize beauty when he saw it, after all.
 
   With a sigh, he turned from the mirror.  If he didn’t hurry up, he’d be late.  And Mistress Marissa would not tolerate tardiness.  Crossing the room to a large, oaken chest of drawers, he threw open one of the drawers.  In it was an assortment of lingerie in a variety of colors.  Lacey thongs, bikinis, cotton briefs and boy shorts sat nestled amidst a myriad of bras.   He even had a couple of garter belts, some stockings, bustiers, and garter slips.  It looked like he’d bought out the stock of an entire Victoria’s Secret.
 
   Selecting a dark blue thong, he quickly slipped the undergarment up his smooth, slender legs.  Grabbing the matching bra, he fastened the clasp just below his breasts, turned it around, and settled his breasts into the cups.  
 
   It was strange how quickly he had gotten used to the routine, how quickly he had adapted to the undergarments.  At first, he’d been so nervous, and had restricted himself to the plainest underwear.  All white.  All cotton.  But it hadn’t taken long for him to experiment.  And those experiments had turned into real joy.
 
   To his surprise, Casey liked being pretty.  He liked the way he felt when he was wearing his lacy, dainty lingerie – not least, because Alexis seemed to like it as well.  It was a form of power, he thought, knowing that he could excite her with something so simple as a bit of lace.
 
   He crossed to the walk-in closet, and entered.  Not for the first time, he was overwhelmed by the sheer selection.  There were dozens of skirts – from short miniskirts to long, flowing numbers in all sorts of colors and fabrics.  There were even more dresses and blouses, jeans and pants.  He didn’t even know the names of most of the styles.
 
   He skipped over the pants, and went straight for the skirts, choosing a black, A-line skirt that extended just past mid-thigh.  Selecting a blue blouse with capped sleeves, he quickly dressed.  When he was finally finished, he slipped on a pair of black, two-inch open-toed heels.
 
   When he was satisfied that he was completely dressed, Casey retreated back to the mirror, and admired his reflection.  His hair hung loose, though it had taken him nearly thirty minutes to get it right.  His makeup was understated – just enough to hide the few imperfections in his skin.
 
   “She can’t say anything today,” he whispered, remembering his first few encounters with Mistress Marissa.  He hadn’t taken it seriously, the first few days he had been given clothes, and had dressed for comfort, rather than style.  That had been a mistake.  He’d left every session since with his eyes filled with tears, Marissa’s rebukes still ringing in his ears.  
 
   She was an unrelenting taskmaster, and would accept nothing less than perfection.  He’d bent the entirety of his willpower to giving her just that, devoting himself to learning everything she had to teach.  Posture, mannerisms, speech patterns – Casey felt like he was being put through the most intense charm school anyone could imagine.
 
   That she was smug, arrogant, and dismissive only made Casey try harder.  He didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of superiority.  
 
   With one last glance at his reflection, he took a deep breath.  He was ready for the onslaught.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Two
 
    
 
   “No!” Mistress Marissa’s voice was sharp, combative.  “Again,” she instructed.  She was a tall, severe woman with blonde hair, appraising eyes, and a sharp beak of a nose who sat on the chair opposite her charge.  
 
   Casey didn’t allow himself to sigh; that would only draw more criticism.  Instead, he rose gracefully from the sofa.  Almost immediately, he began to sit, smoothing the skirt of his white sundress.  Knees together, he sat on the edge of the sofa, careful to keep his hands in his lap.  
 
   “Better,” Marissa allowed.  “Again.”
 
   Casey repeated the motion.  How many times must he sit, stand, sit and stand before the horrible woman was satisfied that he had mastered the simple action?  As it turned out, a dozen was the number.  After that, he practiced curtseys.  And after that, he was put through a rigorous appraisal of his posture – complete with passive aggressive critique from his gregarious teacher.
 
   He’d been attending Marissa’s sessions for nearly four months, and despite constant improvement, he’d never so much as seen the woman smile.  She was a harsh critic, and demanding teacher.  Still – she was effective, he had to admit.  Many of the mannerisms had become second nature, and so, he let his mind wander.
 
   “Grace!”  Marissa barked.  “That is the goal.  Every movement must be –“
 
   “I’m not trying to win a beauty pageant here,” Casey muttered.  
 
   It wasn’t until Marissa said, “What did you say?” that Casey realized he’d even spoken aloud.  He’d been so wrapped up in his own thoughts that he’d let his frustration manifest itself in the form of a flippant comment.
 
   “N-nothing, Mistress,” Casey stammered.
 
   “You have been absent-minded for the past few weeks,” Marissa stated.  “And the product has suffered.  You should be much further along than you are.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mistress,” Casey said mechanically.  “I’ll do better, Mistress.”
 
   Casey didn’t dare look her in the eye. 
 
   “No,” Mistress Marissa said.  “You will not.  Unless you are properly motivated.  Look at me, boy.”
 
   Casey’s eyes rose.  
 
   “Go to the vanity, and fetch my hair brush,” she said.  Casey scurried to obey her, unable to fathom why she wanted to brush.   When he returned, he handed the item to Marissa.  “I am going to punish you like my mother punished me.  You will not resist, or the punishment will be far more severe.  Do you understand?”
 
   Casey nodded.
 
   “Good,” Marissa said.  A humorless smile stretched her thin lips.  “Over my knee then.”
 
   Casey did as he was told, lying across her lap.  She lifted the hem of his dress, exposing his panty-clad rear end.  He felt the caress of her cold hand, tracing its contour.  And then the brush descended, connecting with a loud slap.  Casey cried out at the sharp pain.
 
   Again.  Again.  Over and over, until tears ran down Casey’s face.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Three
 
    
 
   “But what’s the fucking point?” Alexis asked, gesturing to the screen.  “I mean, I know the point.  But why do guys find it so mesmerizing?  It’s just a bunch of ‘roided out dudes running into one another over and over again.”
 
   Adam laughed.  “Kind of a simplistic way of looking at it, don’t you think?”
 
   “She’s being difficult again,” grunted Phillips.  “She knows it’s about more than just the physical aspect.  It’s the strategy.  It’s the teamwork.”
 
   Alexis didn’t want to agree with the big man, but he had a point.   As she learned more about football, she had begun to appreciate the finer points of the game.  And even though it had been forced upon her, Alexis had increasingly found that she enjoyed watching the games.  The company, however, was another story.
 
   Adam, she could handle.  He was just doing a job, after all.  Sure, he knew she was a prisoner, but he’d never been unkind.  He’d never hurt her or Casey.  He carried his share of the blame, but he had not earned her hatred.  Not like Phillips.
 
   Alexis wanted to wrap her hands around his bullish neck, and squeeze with all her might.  But while she’d gained a considerable amount of muscle mass, she knew how that would turn out.  He was a killer.  A rapist.  A thug and bully.  And Alexis had to hang out with the man.  It was everything she could do not to scream.
 
   But that wouldn’t accomplish anything.  Nor would resisting the program.  They wanted her to learn masculine interests, so she had little choice but to oblige.   
 
   Besides, Casey had it much more difficult – with the ballet, the lessons on how to comport himself, fashion magazines, it was a wonder that he hadn’t gone completely crazy.  Maybe he had; her husband had changed so much that he barely resembled the man he’d once been.  But it wasn’t just his body that had changed; he’d taken his lessons to heart.  Fear drove him, Alexis knew, and it was a powerful motivator.
 
   He seemed so fragile, so delicate – mind and body.  He’d lost nearly five inches in height and almost half of his body weight, and that wasn’t even considering the shape changes.  The changes, coupled with the psychological trauma associated with being so helpless, made it less than difficult to understand how his mind might cope.  He’d started to defer to Alexis, to cling to her.  Emotionally, he was all over the map.  One minute, he seemed almost happy, and the next, he was crying.  Alexis couldn’t wrap her mind around it.
 
   But through it all, she forced herself to be strong.  He needed that.  They both did, come to that.  She couldn’t afford to dwell on her own myriad issues.  If they were going to survive, if they were going to escape, Alexis had to lock her problems in the back of her mind.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Four
 
    
 
   Harris placed the mask over Casey’s face, and said, “Breathe normally, and count back from ten.”
 
   Casey knew the drill, so he began counting, “Ten…nine…eight….seven…”  He never got to six as he drifted off to sleep.  The blackness of unconsciousness was a welcome respite after months of rigorous training.  And while he hated the fact that they were once again changing his body – minor body sculpting, tightening of his vocal cords, and some nerve enhancements – he was glad to be momentarily free from the hated Mistress Marissa.  
 
   How long would it last, though?  Surely they were nearly finished.  Perhaps this latest surgery would be his last.  Maybe they’d finally set them free.  He knew it was naïve, but he had to believe that there was a future outside of the compound, away from the prying eyes and manipulations of Harris and Samuels.
 
   Once he drifted off to sleep, Casey had a vivid dream about his old life.  Playing football, having sex – real sex – with his wife, their wedding night, the day they’d gotten their marriage certificate – a thousand memories danced in his unconscious mind.  It was a pleasant dream of a time long gone, cut off far too soon by the brutal reality of consciousness.
 
   He awoke slowly – it was a vague awareness of his surroundings.  Voices, patterns of light, and an irrepressible cold flooded his senses.  He shivered, his eyes fluttering open.  He tried to speak, but was only able to produce a dry croak.
 
   “Don’t try to speak,” Harris said.  “You’re going to be mute for a few days.  After that, your voice will slowly return.”  She brought a small, paper cup to his parted lips, and tipped it forward, sending soothing water down his sore throat.  
 
   When she retracted it, the doctor said, “You’ll be happy to know that your surgeries were a complete success.  The nips and tucks around your waist and hips were easy.  The tightening of your vocal cords – which is why you can’t speak, by the way – went exactly as planned.  Delicate surgery, but I think the results will speak for themselves.  The most difficult procedure was the neurological aspect.  I’ll confess – it taxed my every ability.”
 
   Casey tried to speak, to ask what she had done to him, but another croak was all he could manage.
 
   “Oh – I assume you’re wondering about the details,” the doctor said, smiling.  “And here I was basking in my own accomplishment.  I’m sure you’ve noticed how different your sexual tastes have become – specifically your preference for anal stimulation.  Part of that is mental.  Over the course of your coma, you were subjected to a particularly ingenious form of hypnotic conditioning.  It’s slow, and it requires unconsciousness, but really, it’s quite effective.”
 
   “The other reason you enjoyed it was because of our manipulation of your anus’ natural nerve endings,” she continued.  “Do you remember when you first arrived, in the gynecological exam chair?  That was what we were doing.  The gel covering the applicator we inserted into your anus served to increase the sensitivity of your nerve endings.  It wasn’t perfect, but it was a start.  It was never meant to be a permanent solution.”
 
   Harris smiled, “I’m sorry, but this was a very exciting procedure.  We actually grew nerves which were based on those which naturally occur in your penis, and implanted those into the walls of your anus.  I know that doesn’t sound terribly impressive, but it is incredibly difficult to manipulate nerves.  You can’t imagine how utterly maddening it is.  But the end result – we think – is that your anus will be slightly more sensitive than a typical woman’s vagina.  Or that’s what we’re hoping for, at least.”
 
   Casey took it in stride.  He’d ceased being surprised by the creativity of the doctors’ plan.  They were clearly very capable.  And very, very crazy.  He reasoned that nothing could surprise him.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Five
 
    
 
   Alexis stared at Casey as her husband stared at his naked body in the mirror.  It had been nearly a month since the final – they doctors had assured them both that they wouldn’t go under the knife again – surgery, and their respective recoveries were complete.  
 
   Casey’s body had changed only very subtly.  They’d shaved a little over an inch off of his waist while increasing the size of his hips by nearly as much, resulting in a true hourglass shape.  In addition, they’d lifted his buttocks and breasts, giving them a perkier, more youthful appearance.  
 
   The changes in his face were just as subtle, but their collective effect was far more dramatic.  They’d modified his nose’s contour, giving it a more delicate sweep while rounding out his jawline, and widening his eyes a little.  While before, his face hadn’t been what anyone would call masculine, there had been some traces left.  But now?  Now he was a feminine prototype.  And it made Alexis ache with desire.
 
   “It’s been almost a month, Casey,” she said.  He turned, and Alexis was once again taken aback by his beauty.  Even his shrunken penis looked cute – a far cry from its former status as a symbol of his masculinity.  “You’ve been healed for the past week and a half.  The doctors said so.”
 
   “I know,” he replied, looking away.  “And I know you’ve been really patient, but…”  His voice trailed off.  
 
   Alexis stood, and wrapped her arms around her husband as the inevitable tears came.  They always did.  “Just tell me what’s wrong, baby, and I’ll try to fix it.  And if you don’t want to do it, we won’t.  We can just –“
 
   “I do want to do it,’ Casey whispered.  “And that’s the problem.  God, that’s the problem.”  He pulled away, wiping the tears from his eyes.  “You don’t understand.  They didn’t do the same thing to you.  They worked with what they had.  But me?  The worst part is that I know it’s all true.  I know that I’ll enjoy it, and I know I’ll want more.  And that’s the problem.”
 
   “But we’ve done it dozens of times before, and you enjoyed it each time,” Alexis said.  “What’s so different now?”
 
   “Why didn’t they just make me a woman?  I could have handled that.  Just cut this stupid thing off,” he said, grabbing his tiny penis between his index finger and thumb.   “And give me a pussy.  If they would have done that, I could come to terms with it.  I know what that’s supposed to be.  But this?  They turned my ass into a pseudo-pussy, Alex.  Think about that.  It’s fucking crazy!  You know I don’t even shit anymore?  I don’t know what they did inside of me, but all that ever comes out of there is liquid.  Fucking liquid.”
 
   He stalked a few feet away, then wheeled around.  “But I could get past that.  I really could.  It’s a lot easier to stay clean down there now.  But you know what’s weird?  I put a finger in there, and…and…God, it feels so fucking good.  So yeah – I want to.  I do.  But it’s fucking terrifying that I don’t have any control over anything anymore.  I’m not me.  More than anything, I’m not me.  So who the fuck am I?  Who the fuck are you?  They’ve stolen everything from us, and replaced it with some weird, surreal alternate version of –“
 
   “You’re still the same person I married,” Alexis said.  “Inside.”
 
   “But I’m not!”  Casey screamed.  “Haven’t you been listening?  I’m not the same fucking person, and I know it!  And neither are you.   You know that, right?  We’re never going back to what we were.  We’re never getting out of here.  We’re never –“
 
   “We are,” Alexis said.  “All the rest might be true, but we’re getting out of here.  You can bet on that.  It might not be today or tomorrow, but we’ll get away.  I promise.”
 
   “I know you mean well,” Casey said, sitting on the edge of the bed.  “But you can’t say that.  You can’t.  Because you can’t keep that promise.”
 
   Alexis sat beside him, wrapping her arm around his narrow shoulders.  “I can.  And I’ll get us out of here.  I swear to you, I will.  And no, we’re not going to go back to our old lives, but we’re going to survive.  We’re going to be happy.  You and me, we’re in this together ‘til the end.  We’ll make it work.  And I’ll make them pay for what they’ve done.”
 
   “That’s a lot of promises,” Casey said, a weak smile turning up the corners of his mouth.  
 
   Alexis shrugged.  “And I fully intend to make good on each and every one.”
 
   Casey looked up at his wife, and said, “If this is your way of getting me into the sack, you really need to work on your game.”
 
   She forced a laugh, relieving the tension.  “Does that mean you’re ready?”
 
   Casey shrugged, slipping his hand beneath the waistband of Alexis’ boxer briefs.  Leaning in, Alexis kissed him.  After a few moments, they broke free, and Alexis said, “I guess that’s a yes.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Six
 
    
 
   Over the next two months, life in the compound took on a routine.  During the day, the two went their separate ways.  Alexis’ days were filled with lifting weights, boxing, playing various sports, and hanging out with Phillips and Adam.  And each day, she sank further into her masculine persona.  Casey’s days were a stark contrast to his wife’s, however.  He focused on dance, his comportment classes, fashion, and cooking – the latter being a fairly recent addition to his curriculum.
 
   Their nights, however, were their own.  And most of the time, the couple spent them in intimate relations.  In the wake of that first time after their respective surgeries, their inhibitions were trampled by intense sexual desire.  They simply couldn’t get enough of one another.  It was the closest they’d gotten to happiness in the entirety of their captivity.
 
   Casey, in particular, seemed to blossom.  It was as if he had finally accepted the inevitability of his situation, and had chosen to embrace it rather than fight a losing battle.  The result was that he took huge steps forward in his every endeavor.  His dance routines became more and more advanced, culminating in actual praise from his instructor, the ever-demanding Mistress Simone.  It was one of the proudest moments of his life.
 
   Meanwhile, he made very little headway with Mistress Marissa; if Simone was demanding, Marissa was outright cruel.  It was impossible to please the woman.  Even when Casey had a completely perfect session, the best he could hope for was a lack of chastisement – which was rare.  Still, the training did its job.  The feminine mannerisms became his default setting, and even when he tried his hand at masculine movements, it felt like he was performing a particularly poor parody of manliness.  In short, he was becoming exactly what the doctors intended.  As if he had any choice in the matter.
 
   Alexis’ progress was just as impressive.  As she grew more and more comfortable in her body, her confidence blossomed, and her athleticism responded in kind.  It became much more common for her to come out on top in a variety of athletic competitions.  She found that she was particularly good at basketball, but she held her own in nearly every sport.  Still – her favorite was getting into the boxing ring with Phillips.
 
   While she never actually won, Alexis was perfectly willing to take a beating just to land a few punches on the hated behemoth of a man.  After each loss, she told herself that it only made her stronger.  After each knockout, she vowed to make him pay for everything he’d forced the captive couple to endure.  Of course, she had no idea how that might occur, but that didn’t matter.  It was the idea, the goal that mattered.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Seven
 
    
 
   “They did it,” Alexis said.  She turned, looking at her husband.  “They actually did it.”
 
   Casey’s eyes never wavered from his reflection.   “I can’t believe it’s finished.  I heard that right, didn’t I?  No more changes.”
 
   Alexis nodded.  “That’s what they said.”
 
   “So what does that mean?” Casey asked.  “Are they going to let us go now?  Is the study over?”
 
   Alexis shrugged, looking at her own nude reflection.  Narrow hips and broad, muscular shoulders gave her a torso a triangular shape, while her long, lean, and muscular legs screamed agility and athleticism.  But the biggest change was her face – gone were the soft curves of a feminine jaw, replaced by the strength of a square jaw, sharp nose, and thick brow.  It wasn’t completely different; rather her face looked like it belonged to a particularly masculine brother.
 
   Casey’s transformation had been even more dramatic.  He was such a small, delicate thing – all soft curves and fragility.  His 5’3” frame stood in stark contrast to Alexis’ own 6’1” height.  She felt like she towered over him.  
 
   If it weren’t for the obvious incongruity of their mismatched genitals, an outsider would no doubt assume they were a particularly good-looking, normal young couple.  Maybe, at their core, they were.  
 
   “Do you think we can be happy like this?” Casey asked, his flute-like voice matching his feminine appearance.
 
   Alexis nodded.  “Of course we can.  And then there’s the compensation…”
 
   Casey scoffed.  “Do you really think they’re going to just give us money?  Under what conditions?  That we keep quiet about what’s been done to us?”
 
   “Would that be so bad?” Alexis asked.  “I mean, really.  If they give us enough money to set up a new life, why would we go to the police?  Besides, with the kind of money they have invested in this facility, do you really think they’d ever see the inside of a jail cell?  No – we’d be trotted out in the media like some sort of side show, and for what?  There’s no upside there.”
 
   “Then what?” Casey asked, turning to his wife.  “We just let them get away with it?  We just let them do this to someone else?”
 
   “We can’t stop it, Casey,” Alexis said.  “You know that, right?  We haven’t been able to stop anything they’ve done so far, so why would that change?  But this can be an opportunity to start over, to be happy.  Don’t you see that?”
 
   “Of course I see it, Alex,” Casey replied.  “But it just feels wrong.”
 
   “Because it is,” agreed Alexis.  “It is wrong.  But that doesn’t mean we have a choice.”
 
   “We haven’t so far,” Casey stated.  “Why would this be any different?”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Eight
 
    
 
   “One-hundred and eighteen weeks,” Harris said.  “That’s how long you’ve been a guest at this facility.  Do you think we’ve accomplished our goal?”
 
   Casey nodded.  “Look at me,” he said, gesturing to his body.  He wore a black skirt, white blouse, and two-inch heels.  His hair was perfectly arranged, and his makeup was flawless.  “What do you think?”
 
   “Point taken,” Harris allowed.  “Do you feel comfortable in your new role?” 
 
   Again, Casey nodded.  “I didn’t first, but it’s become second nature.”  He hated that he couldn’t keep the full truth from Harris – not under the influence of her mysterious truth serum.  “Truthfully, I sometimes have trouble remembering what it used to be like.  Back before all of this.  I say that I want to go back to that, but even if I could, I don’t know that I would.  I miss it, but deep down, I think it’s just nostalgia.”
 
   “And what about Alexis?” asked Harris.  “Do you think she feels similarly?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Casey said. “I think so.  It seems like it most of the time.  She wants to build a life like this.  She thinks we can be happy.”
 
   “And you don’t?” asked Harris.
 
   “I don’t know,” Casey replied.  “Maybe.  Maybe not.”
 
   His statement hung in the air as he thought about the question.  Alexis was the optimist in their relationship – there was no doubt about that.  But Casey did agree – if they were allowed their freedom, they could be happy.  He simply didn’t believe that would happen.  
 
   The evaluation had begun a few hours before, and had consisted of a variety of medical tests ranging from blood and urine tests to x-rays and ultrasounds.  They’d been weighed.  They’d been measured in every dimension.  And then, they’d been separated, each going to their individual interviews.  As always, Casey had gotten Dr. Harris while Alexis had gotten Dr. Samuels.  
 
   The first half of the interview had been strange.  He’d had a series of nodes hooked up to his brain as he was shown a slideshow of various pictures of naked people.  Later, he would discover that the doctors were measuring the degree of sexual arousal associated with different physical characteristics.  In short, they were measuring his sexual preference.  Predictably, he was overwhelmingly attracted to masculine characteristics.  
 
   “If you were given your freedom, what would you do?” Dr. Harris asked.  “Would you take the money, and try to build that life?  Or would you go to the police, the press?”
 
   Casey shrugged.  “I don’t know.”  Why couldn’t he lie?!  It was so frustrating.  “It depends on what Alexis wants.  Does this mean you’re letting us go?”
 
   Harris set her pen on her desk, and looked up.  “Not yet.  We have to study the long-term effects of –“
 
   “Long-term?” Casey asked.  “What the hell does that mean?  How long?”
 
   “A few years, at least,” she said.  “I think you’ll understand that –“
 
   “A few years?!” Casey screamed.  “A few fucking years?” He stood angrily.  “How the fuck are we supposed to –“
 
   The door swung open, and Phillips stepped in, bearing a hypodermic needle.  He quickly covered the distance between himself and the hysterical Casey, burying the needle in the feminized man’s neck.  He depressed the plunger, and Casey passed out almost immediately.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Nine
 
    
 
   “Our results are pretty clear, Ingrid,” Samuels said, pacing.  “I don’t know what else we can learn from this.  She’s got what she wants.”
 
   Harris wheeled on her husband.  “Of course she’s got what she wants.  We wouldn’t have been paid otherwise.”  She pointed to a duffle bag full of money.  “You knew what we were getting into the moment you agreed to do it.  This was never going to end happily for them, no matter how soft-hearted you are.”
 
   “Soft-hearted?” Hector asked.  “I remember a time when that was considered a good thing.  Or do you even remember why we’re doing this?  Because it’s certainly not for the science.”
 
   “I know exactly why we agreed to do it, Hector,” Harris said icily.
 
   “Then stop acting like a god damned psychopath,” Dr. Samuels said.  “We can’t just keep them here indefinitely.  And we have good reason to believe that they’ll disappear if we let them go.  She doesn’t have to know that –“
 
   “Do you really think we can hide it?” Harris asked.  “You know what she’s capable of.”
 
   “Then what?”  Samuels asked.  “I won’t murder them.  I won’t.  And neither will you.”
 
   “Are you so sure?” Harris asked.
 
   Samuels stepped close, cupping his wife’s chin.  “I am.  I know you.  You’re cold.  You’re calculating.  And you can be a bitch, but beneath all of that is a good person.  That’s what this all is about.  With that money,” he said, pointing to the bag.  “We can save the hospital.  We can save hundreds of lives.  Thousands, maybe.  That’s why we’re here.  That’s why we did what we did.”
 
   She pulled away.  “I know, Hector, but she won’t stand for us just letting them go.  She’s too powerful.  She’ll know, and then she’ll destroy us and everything we care about.  That’s who she is.”
 
   “Have you considered my other idea?” Hector asked.  “She’ll accept that.  I know she will.  And we’ll avoid killing them.”
 
   “They don’t deserve that,” Ingrid responded.
 
   “They didn’t deserve any of this,” Dr. Samuels said.  “But that doesn’t change the fact that it happened.  And it certainly doesn’t change our situation.  Think about it, Ingrid.  It won’t be so bad for them.  Sure, it will be degrading, but with the amount of money someone would be willing to spend, they won’t hurt them.”
 
   “So just like that, we sell them?” Ingrid asked.  “To some rich oil baron.  Or a Saudi prince.  Or some Russian mobster?  Or whoever else is in the habit of buying people?  How is slavery any better than killing them?”
 
   “They’d be alive,” Samuels supplied.  “And we’d get more money to put toward the hospital.”
 
   “And your contact can make it happen?” Harris asked.  
 
   “The male, yes,” Samuels replied.  “He’ll sell quickly.  The female – well, there’s not as big of a market for that sort of thing.  But my guy says he can move them both within a few weeks.  Does this mean you’re on board?”
 
   “Do we have a choice?” was Harris’ response.
 
   “Of course we do,” Samuels said. “But none of our options are very good.  It’s the best we can do.”
 
   “If we can –“Samuels began, but was quickly interrupted by the door swinging open. 
 
   Phillips burst in.  “The cops are here.”
 
   “What?” Harris asked.
 
   “At the gate,” Phillips responded.  “Just a single cop car.  Do you want me to give the order to let them in?  Or do you want me to take care of it?”
 
   “Of course you should let them in,” replied Samuels.  “We need to show them that we have nothing to hide.  What personnel do we have available?  Is Adam still here?”
 
   Phillips said, “He is, but aside from that, the compound is empty, just like you ordered.”
 
   “Good,” Samuels said.  “We need to get the subjects out of the main house, and down into the lower complex.  If the cops search the place, we can’t have them stumbling across anything incriminating.”
 
   “The punishment room,” suggested Harris.  “It’s soundproof, and unless the cops know the layout, they’ll never find it.”
 
   Samuels nodded.  “Perfect,” Phillips said. “Tell Adam to escort our guests there while we deal with the police.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty
 
    
 
   “Doctors Harris and Samuels?” the man asked, standing in the doorway.  He wore a cheap, ill-fitting suit, and stood next to his similarly clad partner.  They were both solid-looking men gone slightly to seed.  Still, Samuels did not relish the prospect of a physical confrontation with either one.  
 
   “That’s us,” he said.  “And you are?”
 
   “Detective James, Sims County Sheriff’s department,” he said, holding up a badge.  The other did the same, while his partner introduced him as Detective King.  “Do you mind if we ask you a few questions?”
 
   “Sure,” Samuels said.  “Please, come in.”  He gestured inside while Ingrid led them toward the sitting room.  He couldn’t help but notice that the policemen, though slightly disheveled, were on their toes.  They knew they were stepping into a dangerous situation.  
 
   When they were in the sitting room, Ingrid suggested that they have a seat, then asked, “Can I get you a drink, perhaps?”  At their refusal, Ingrid sat, saying, “You said you had some questions?”
 
   The two policemen sat, and Samuels followed suit.  
 
   Detective James spoke first, “You’re both doctors, huh?”  The question was clearly rhetorical.  “Or are you retired?”  Without waiting for an answer, he said, “I only ask because for the past two years, you’ve both been effective recluses.  Neither of you has even left this estate for nearly eighteen months.  You’ve cancelled speaking engagements.  You’ve let your projects, like the hospital down in Haiti, fall by the wayside.  So I have to wonder – have you both chosen to retire all of a sudden?”
 
   “We’ve been doing research,” Samuels said quickly.  When Detective King asked what kind, he replied, “It’s a study focusing on how endocrinology and neurology work together.  We’re hoping that it will revolutionize how we combat a variety of neurological disorders.”
 
   “Hmm,” was Detective James’ only response.  He made a few notes on a three-by-five notepad, and then looked up. “Do you know why we’re here?” he asked.
 
   “Not a clue,” Harris responded.  “We were hoping you would tell us.”
 
   King retrieved a picture from his pocket, and placed it on the coffee table.  “Have you ever seen this couple?”
 
   Samuels picked the picture up, and studied for a moment, then passed it to his wife.  “No,” he lied.  “Never seen them before.  Who are they?”
 
   Ignoring Dr. Samuels’ question, King looked at Dr. Harris, and asked, “Ma’am?  What about you?  Do you know them?”
 
   She shook her head.  “Who are they?”  She didn’t take her eyes off the picture.
 
   “Alexis and Casey Matheson disappeared a little less than two years ago,” Detective James said.  “After an extensive manhunt turned up nothing, the case was closed.  But recently, there was a break in the case.  We found an abandoned motorhome in the desert that turned out to belong to them.  And in that vehicle, we discovered some curious fingerprints that belonged to one of your employees.  A Travis Phillips – is he here?”
 
   “Phillips?” Harris asked.  “He left the facility a little over a week ago.  We’re wrapping up our research project, and –“
 
   Without warning, Phillips burst through the adjacent door, barreling into the seated cops.  The couch toppled over as Phillips began savagely beating Detective King.  Within moments, the cop’s face was a bloody mess.
 
   James rolled away, and pulled his gun.  He aimed it at the big man, but Samuels launched himself into the cop, knocking him to the ground as the gun fired.  The tackle sent the gun skittering across the floor, just out of reach.
 
   “Ingrid!” Samuels screamed.  “Get the gun!  Get the fucking gun!”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty-One
 
    
 
   The gunshot echoed through the house, eventually finding its way to where Adam and his two captives.  Adam looked back.  “What the –“Another series of gunshots sounded.
 
   Alexis seized her chance, throwing a well-aimed punch at Adam’s jaw.  It dazed him, but he didn’t fall.  Again, Alexis swung, and again, she connected, feeling the satisfying crunch of the man’s jaw.  It took one more to knock him cold.  
 
   She turned, seeing Casey cowering against the wall.  “C’mon!” she said, grabbing the man’s arms.  “Get his legs.  We need to lock him in one of these closets or something.  I don’t want him getting loose.”
 
   “But what…I….” Casey stammered.
 
   “Man the fuck up and help me!” she screamed.  “This is our chance.  That was a gunshot.  There’s something happening.  If we can get loose, we’re free.  Don’t you see?  This is our god damned chance!”
 
   Casey shook his head, but forced himself to grab Adam’s legs.  He was heavy, but Casey managed his share of the bigger man’s weight.  After a few minutes, they’d jammed him into a closet.  “We should kill him,” Casey said.  “He can’t hurt us if he’s dead.”
 
   Alexis shook her head, surprised at the bloodthirsty comment.  “He wasn’t a bad guy.  Just in a bad situation.”  
 
   Casey shrugged.  “If you say so,” he said, looking around. “So what now?”
 
   “Now we escape,” she answered with far more confidence than she felt.  “We’re not that far from the garage.”
 
   With that, she took off, jogging through the corridors, hoping that the gunshot really did portend some sort of opportunity for escape.  After climbing a series of stairs, they found themselves in the house proper.  
 
   “Stay behind me, and for God’s sake, stay quiet,” Alexis whispered as they crept through the house.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty-Two
 
    
 
   Detective James crouched in the hallway, clutching his backup gun – a .38 caliber revolver that had been given to him by his father.  It was small, but it would do the trick if worse came to worst.  He resisted the urge to call out to his partner; as much as he wanted to ensure himself that King was alive, he knew that giving away his position was practically suicidal.  
 
   “What the hell, Phillips?” he heard Samuels scream.  They were two rooms away.  “We had it under control!”
 
   “Control, doc?” a gruff voice answered.  That had to be Phillips.  “You were about to give me up.  I know you – that’s who you are.”  
 
   “I wouldn’t – “
 
   “Yes, you would,” Phillips said.  “And I don’t blame you.  You’re a survivor.  Like me.  You’ll do what it takes.  But now, what it takes is killing that fucking cop.  So here’s what we’re going to do…
 
   James had read Phillips’ file; he had no intention of fighting such a dangerous man.  No – his only hope was to escape and call in the cavalry.  He took off down the hall as quickly and quietly as he could, turning this way and that until he was completely lost.  
 
   “Fuck,” he whispered.  “Where’s the fucking exit?”
 
   He looked around.  The hall looked no different than any of the multitude of other halls he’d passed through.  And then he saw them coming around the corner.
 
   A tall, muscular man in a tight tee-shirt and jogging pants led a pretty, petite woman into the hall.  James quickly pointed his gun at the couple.  “Stop!” he said, careful to keep his voice down.  “I’ll fucking shoot you.”
 
   “It’s okay,” the man said, holding up his hands.  James noticed that he held a scalpel.   “We’re not the bad guys.  We were kidnapped almost two years ago, and we’ve been held captive ever since.  They’ve been –“
 
   “Captive?” James asked.  “Is there anyone else?  Anyone by the names of Casey or Alexis Matheson?” 
 
   The man looked away furtively.  “N-no,” he said.  “We’re the only ones.”
 
   “Do you know the way out?” James asked.  
 
   The man nodded.  “There’s a garage back the way you came.”  He put his hands down.  “I can show you.”
 
   James nodded.  “Lead on.”
 
   The man brushed past Detective James, the woman following close behind.  She was gorgeous – dark hair, angelic face, and a body to kill for.  
 
   “They probably know where we are by now,” the man said.  “They’ve got cameras everywhere.  So stay alert.”  He held the scalpel tightly, clearly ready to use it as a weapon.
 
   “Two years?” James whispered as he followed the couple.  “What –“
 
   “Quiet,” the man hissed, holding up his hand.  “Someone’s coming.”
 
   He pointed to an adjacent hall.  “They’re coming.”  Sure enough, James soon heard the telltale footsteps of their pursuers.  He tensed.  They were close.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty-Three
 
    
 
   Alexis crouched, ready for her quarry.  She hoped it was Phillips, even if that prospect scared her.  She wanted to feel her makeshift weapon bite into his flesh.  She wanted to make him pay for everything he’d done.  
 
   She flattened herself against the wall, hoping that they would be careless.  Casey and the cop did the same.  Gripping her scalpel tightly, she waited, grateful that she’d found even that small weapon.  
 
   Then all hell broke loose as the trio of antagonists burst into the hall, Phillips in the lead.  Alexis swung her scalpel, burying it in the big man’s thick neck.  He howled in pain, and backhanded her, sending her thudding into the wall.  
 
   The cop shot, but Alexis was too preoccupied with her own foe to see if he found his mark.  Phillips pulled the scalpel from his neck, the wound spurting blood.  He tossed it aside.  “I’m gonna enjoy this, bitch,” he growled.
 
   Without any other warning, he launched himself at Alexis.  Nearly a year’s worth of sparring with the man had ill-prepared her for the ferocity of his attacks.  He swung his fists with such vigor, with so much force that they felt like sledgehammers each time they connected.  Alexis’ only saving grace was the fact that she was quite a bit quicker than the bigger man.  
 
   After a particularly vicious blow to her side, Alexis felt a few ribs crack.  Her breath coming in ragged gasps, she saw Dr. Samuels sprawled on the floor, coughing up blood.  A pool of the stuff was collecting around him, pouring from a gunshot wound.  Clearly, the cop had been accurate.  
 
   Near the dying doctor, Harris grappled with the cop, scratching at his face, kicking and screaming.  She fought without any sort of grace or composure.  Instead, she overwhelmed the man with sheer ferocity.  The gun lay on the floor only a few feet away from Casey.  He cowered against the wall, trying to make himself as small as possible.  
 
   Alexis’ brief respite didn’t last, as Phillips stepped back into view, and sent a thundering punch into Alexis’ jaw.  She sprawled backwards, falling to the floor.  Dazed, she backed away as Phillips loomed over her.  “Don’t care what they did to you.  The can cut off your tits.  They can make you bigger, stronger.  But you ain’t no man.”
 
   She felt a hard, metal object.  The scalpel!  She closed her fingers around it.  It seemed so small, so insignificant in the face of such an insurmountable opponent.  She took a deep breath.  “Fuck you,” she spat, gathering what remained of her strength.  She stood.  “You’re more of a bitch than I ever was.”
 
   Predictably, that sent him into a rage, and he charged Alexis.
 
   She stood her ground, letting the big man tackle her.  With a thud, she struck the ground, as Phillips landed on top of her.  His weight and momentum sent the breath from her lungs, and momentarily, she was stunned.
 
   “They should’ve let me fuck you, too,” the man snarled.  “Just like your bitch of a husband.”
 
   He raised his fist, ready to bring it down.  That’s when Alexis saw her opening.  Lightning quick, she lashed out with the scalpel, burying it in the man’s eye.  He screamed, but she pressed on.  Retracting the razor-sharp blade, she stabbed again.  And again.  And again.  Over and over until his face was in tatters, and she was covered in his blood.
 
   With a mighty heave, she pushed the big, screaming man off of her.  With a quick swipe, she opened his throat.  Without preamble, he fell, dead before he hit the floor.
 
   A gunshot sounded, and Alexis wheeled around to see Casey clutching the cop’s pistol.  He pulled the trigger again, and the weapon responded.  Again.  Again.  He kept pulling the trigger well after the weapon was empty.  
 
   On the floor lay two dead bodies – the cop and Ingrid Harris.  Alexis looked around.  
 
   Free at last.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty-Four
 
    
 
   Detective Mason Graham ducked under the police tape, entering the house.  Mansion, really.  He looked at one of the forensic technicians, and asked, “Where did it happen?”
 
   She responded, “Follow me,” before she led him through the labyrinthine house.  After a couple of minutes, he found himself staring at four dead bodies, one of which was Detective James.  
 
   “Where’s King?” he asked.
 
   “Dead in the sitting room,” the technician answered.  “Beaten to death.”
 
   Graham nodded.  “Who are these other three?”
 
   “That one,” she pointed at the female who had five gunshot wounds in her torso, “Is Dr. Ingrid Harris.  She and her husband,” she pointed at the other gunshot victim, “Dr. Hector Samuels lived here.  The big one is Travis Phillips, the one King and James were here to apprehend.  And you knew Detective James, of course.”
 
   “So what the fuck happened?” he asked.  
 
   “Best we can tell,” she said.  “Phillips beat King to death.  Then James ran off, eventually shooting Samuels.  An unknown assailant shredded Phillips’ face with a scalpel and then cut his throat.  Harris strangled James, and then, someone else shot Harris.”  
 
   “Okay – but I repeat – what the fuck happened?” Graham asked.  “I mean, shit, Marie.  What the fuck –“
 
   “Detective,” someone said, interrupting Graham’s tirade.  He wheeled around to see a uniformed officer – his nametag read “Davis”, who continued, “You gotta see this.”
 
   He turned, leading Graham down through the halls.  He said, “It’s so fucked up.  You’re not gonna believe it.”
 
   After a few minutes, he led Graham through a metal door, and down a couple of flights of stairs.  When they exited the stairwell, Graham followed the young officer through another hall.  On either side were examination rooms.  When he passed what was clearly an operating room, he said, “What the hell is this?”
 
   The officer shrugged.  “It’s not on the house’s plans.  And there certainly weren’t any licenses for this kind of facility out here.  But as far as we can tell, it’s a fully functional hospital.  Not huge, mind you, but top of the line.  It’s state of the art.  And that’s not all.”
 
   Finally, after descending another flight of stairs, he showed the detective their destination – a sunken room with a locked door.  The only window was a two-way mirror, and the only decoration was a metal table flanked by a pair of chairs.  The sparse furniture was bolted to the polished concrete floor.  The only entrance or exit was a heavy, metal door that looked like it belonged in a prison.
 
   “What the fuck went on here?” he muttered.
 
   “I know, right?” the officer agreed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty-Five
 
    
 
   Casey leaned back, enjoying the sun’s warm rays.  The sound of the surf soothed his nerves almost as much as Alexis’ presence.  He turned, smiling, as he took in the scene.  She looked amazing – all lean muscle clad only in a pair of blue board shorts – lounging in a beach chair, clutching a bottle of Mexican beer.  Casey wore a skimpy, red string bikini that left almost nothing to the imagination.
 
   It was another perfect day in what had become as close to a perfect life as he could have ever imagined having.  Until a shadow blocked the sun.
 
   “What the hell?” Alexis said, standing quickly.  “Who the –“
 
   “Oh my God,” Casey muttered, recognizing the intruder.  “How did you find us?  We won’t –“
 
   “Oh, shut up,” Mistress Marissa said.  “And you,” she pointed to Alexis.  “Sit down.  I’m not here to ruin your little beach party.  I don’t even care that you took all that money.  Well earned, if you ask me.”
 
   Alexis said, “I think I’ll stand.”  She clearly expected trouble.
 
   “Fine,” Marissa stated.  “I’ll take your seat then, if you don’t mind.  I’ve been going non-stop for nearly a year now, you know.”
 
   She sat, leaning back in the wooden chair.  “Ah,” she said.  “That’s nice.  I can see why you two like it here.”
 
   “What do you want?” asked Alexis.  “Why are you here?”
 
   “Oh?  This is just a courtesy visit,” she said.  “To let you know that we know exactly where you are, and to remind you that if you get a random outburst of conscience, we can always get to you.”
 
   “We?” asked Casey.  “I don’t know if you heard, but your employers are both dead.  I killed one of them myself.”  The memory still chilled Casey, despite the fact that the evil woman had deserved it.
 
   “Employers?” Marissa asked. “Oh, goodness, do you have the wrong impression.   Harris and Samuels worked for me, dear.  Or more precisely, for my organization.  And they did their jobs with phenomenal success.”
 
   “Wait, what?” asked Alexis.  “I-I don’t…”
 
   “It is not that difficult to understand,” Marissa stated.  “You made the assumption that the doctors were acting on their own.  You were wrong.  They were hired guns – highly specialized and extremely capable, but employees all the same.  Or contractors, really, if you want to get technical.  If it helps, they didn’t really want to do it, but the rewards, such as they were, were far too enticing.  Oh, they had big plans for all that money you took – most notably, a hospital in Haiti.  You’ll be happy to know that their dream didn’t die with them, though.  My organization took the hospital over, and it’s flourishing.  We’re helping quite a few people, now.”
 
   “But what was the point?” Alexis asked.  “I mean, why aren’t you taking us back?”
 
   “Because, dear girl,” Marissa said. “This is all part of the experiment.  It’s not how we planned it, certainly.  We didn’t want anyone to die, of course.  But that’s just the cost of doing business.  Either way, your lives over the past eighteen months since you escaped the New Mexico Compound have been more informative than anything we could have hoped for.  You’ve cemented our theories as fact, and you’ve given us the information we need to move to the next step.  You’re pioneers.”
 
   “Pioneers?” mumbled Casey.  “What?”
 
   “You’ll see,” Marissa said, standing.  “In the meantime, enjoy your lives.  And if you want those lives to continue, do not go to the police.  Do not tell anyone about your experience in the desert.  Are we clear?”
 
   Alexis nodded.  Casey mimicked her gesture.
 
   “Good,” Marissa said, turning to walk away.  “Good.”
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