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Chapter One

The Warehouse was in one of the districts of New Phoenix 
that hadn’t been touched by reconstruction or seen any inflat-
able concrete. The Scourge had passed, wreaking havoc and 
the area was twisted metal, tumbled block, with steel columns 
and pillars where the old city had stood. The warehouse had 
been relatively untouched, with scorch marks cast into the 
steel shell front, but appeared as structurally sound as the day 
it was built.

The line stretched to infinity or appeared to. Young people 
stood in the Desert night, laughing and talking, playing and 
gyrating. They had light sticks, snakes, Smartablets and other 
unidentified light sources. They smoked and vaped, drank, 
ate, and danced. They were all young, all out, all waiting ex-
pectantly.

I stood with my hands in my pockets. I didn’t vape, or smoke 
— well, trying to quit. I didn’t eat or drink. Didn’t laugh or 
dance. I sighed. And waited. The line moved imperceptibly, 
and a cheer rose as everyone stepped forward.

November in New Phoenix is a perfect time of year to be 
outside. It had just enough of a chill to wear a long sleeve shirt 
but not enough to wear a sweater. In my old age that meant 
something, I guess. 
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The warehouse featured peeling paint a broken fence, and 
flickering overhead lights as the line progressed underneath 
the steel overhand. The kids didn’t care.

I scanned faces, glancing up at my internal hud every so 
oKen to compare face types. I didn’t see Daphne “incaid 
anywhere.

?Paradise, what the fuck are you doing here”B The gate 
guardian said.

I glanced over. A large man stood there, rounded, balding, 
with a face that looked like it had been made of putty. ?!enny 
GoodmanLB I said. ?How have you been”B

?Good, good. Again, what the fuck are you doing here, 
Paradise”B

?I got a case, of course.B
?Anyone, I might know”B
I held up a picture of a young girl, dark of skin, dark of hair, 

dark of eye, thin, pretty, young of age.
?Pretty,B he said. ?There’s a lot of pretty going around.B
?So you haven’t seen her”B
?Not that I remember.B
?Well, if you do, I’ll be inside.B
?She lost” “idnapped”B
?Oet’s just say ?situation unknown.B
?Ahh,B !enny said. ?3ne of those.B
?Yep.B
?Well, this really ain’t your scene, Paradise. I think the me-

dian age is about 24.B
?With me, it goes up to 2;,B I chuckled.
?Yeah. Oook, don’t cause any trouble okay” I like this gigff it 

helps pay the bills, ya know”B
I nodded. ?No trouble, no worries, !enny. I’ll behave my-

self.B
?I know you Paradiseff trouble has a way of finding you.B
I raised my eyebrows at this. ?Hey, I resemble that remarkLB
He let me through the roped oz area. ?You resemble a lot 

of shit, Paradise, just don’t resemble trouble. I ain’t spending 
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my weekend filling out data entry cu0 of you, ever again. If I 
even smell trouble, I’m yanking ya out, get me”B

?Easy !enny, I’m just looking for the girl.B
?That’s what you said last time, right before things went 

sideways.B
I grinned. ?That was funff you have to admit. I don’t think 

the Ross twins will ever cause a commotion like that again.B
!enny grinned, opening the rope to let me in.

Daphne “incaid was in her 25’s aKer dropping out of col-
lege. She was small, around ‘’2B chocolate skin, molecu-
lar-processed blond hair, fake eyelashes, and long nails. In 
the pic I had of her, she wore glittery makeup and a tight 
black dress with mesh stockings and old fashioned garters. 
The way she looked at the camera made things happen down 
south that shouldn’t happen, and I had to keep reminding 
myself MSelf. This is someone’s daughter. Not just anyone, your 
Client’s daughter.B And I started counting in binary to make 
my ardor slacken.

Inside was much like the outside only instead of a line of 
kids stretching to infinity, now there was an ocean of them 
gyrating, smoking, laughing, talking, dancing, and cavorting in 
all sorts of sinuous and thrusting ways. I felt pretty removed 
from them, outside their sphere as an ?oldsterB and envied 
their lack of fear for experiencing life to its fullest. Uaybe if I’d 
visited a rave or two when I’d been in my twenties, I wouldn’t 
be the jaded, cynical detective that I was and much more of a 
hipster.

The thought of being a hipster made me want to punch 
myself in the face, so I stopped envying them and started 
getting down to business.

3n stage three youths began some caterwauling the young 
ones probably called music. I winced in pain and tried not to 
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hunt for the nearest exit. You’re on a mission, Paradise, not a 
music critic.

?HAI,B A girl said from nearby, thrusting some drink in my 
mitt.

?Jh, Hai,B I replied back. When in Rome.
?I’m CandyCake. What’s your name”B
I thought for a moment but decided trying to evade would 

just get me in trouble. These kids would see through anything 
quick, and I might as well go home. ?Fohn Paradise,B I said, 
handing her my digicard.

She glanced down at it, then giggled. ?Why are you here, 
Fohn Paradise”

At that moment the band on stage changed and another 
group came up to a raucous cheer going up in the crowd. I 
said, ?I’m looking for someoneLB Into her ear, and she giggled.

?You 63JND someoneLB She screamed back in my ear and 
started to gyrate around me.

?NoL I mean--B !ut the band had started up, and I was being 
pulled in the direction of the rest of the crowd.

The group on stage were cross-dressers, or well, hell, who 
knew what their original gender was. 

In the crowd, I saw males, females, shemales, he-girls, and 
every iteration in between. These kids didn’t identify with one 
gender per sayff they were gender fluid as if associating with 
one or the other would mark them somehow.

The music was guttural and low, loud, almost making me ill 
with the physicality of it. The girl gyrated around me, tipping 
the cup to my mouth, forcing me to drink. 

Hey, I’m a guy. Guy’s like that kinda stuz. I scanned the 
crowd, glancing at the picture on my smartphone, trying to 
identify Daphne and gyrated. 3n the ;5-year-old me I don’t 
think it could be called gyrating, probably more like OJRCH-
ING, or SPASUING, but in my mind, I was gyrating with the 
best of them.

?Do you  know this  girl”B  I  said,  showing  CandyCake 
Daphne’s picture.
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She glanced at it and smiled. ?Do you know how many 
people I know” She could look like anyone now.B

I nodded, again trying to observe the crowd around me.
She pressed in close, somehow scissoring her legs between 

and around mine at the same time while continuing to gyrate. 
?What’s her name”B

?Daphne “incaid.B Uy head started to spin, and I felt like I 
could float oz the floor and up into the air, with the lights, the 
OIGHTS filling me like the music.

?I don’t know that name, but I can ask around.B She grinned 
up at me.

?Thanks, I’d really appreciate it.B
She briefly pulled a device out from somewhere, pressed a 

few buttons, then put it away.
?I suppose that’s better than actually using your voice to 

ask.B I chuckled.
?I just asked over seven-hundred people. If she’s at this 

party, we’ll know in a few minutes.B
I nodded and smiled, continuing to give into the music, 

and the floating. I could feel her, twining around me, feel her 
body close, pressed to me. I inhaled her aroma--perfume, 
and something else, the odor of her body, sweat, and more. 
She brought a friend in, and she--they--whatever gyrated 
in concert around me. Someone brought out a light strand, 
multiple strands and the room went dark, all the while the 
music was pounding through me, and I entered another state 
of being.

At first, the lyrics were just sounds, but the more I felt 
them, felt their bodies twining around me, the more the music 
entered into me, and I could hear the words of the song, make 
out phrases, lyrics--

Transgenderosity…you can’t take any more from meee….
Transgenderosity…you can’t give any more to meeee…
3ver and over, repeated, dizerent octaves intertwined with 

the beat and the melody.



F CHANGES IN PARADISE

?That’s it,B she said smiling at me. ?Now you’re getting into 
the flow.B

I wasn’t sure what flow she was talking about, but I was 
definitely starting to feel something. A lassitude came over meff 
my mind started to float up over the crowd, seeming to take 
in everything and everyone all at the same time. I was horny, 
and started grinding up against the young Uiss CandyCake 
and somewhere in the midst of all the music, sensation, and 
whatever it was I’d imbibed I lost myself.
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Chapter Two

I awoke with a Hangover. Capital Hang. Head pounding, 
mouth of sand, eyes making way too much noise, nose unable 
to breathe hangover.

Yes, NOSE…when did THAT happen? I tried to remember 
the night before and drew mostly a blank.

A’er coughing out the day-s lung, I sat on the edge of the 
bed and lit a EDboro. I sighed thinking about the meeting in 
an hour with a client. 

His daughter was missing. 'aphne. The previous nightfis 
events started jltering through. 

I rose and Fumped in the shower, turning it on molten. ffor 
some reason, this is the only thing that can take the edge o: a 
hangover for me and believe me, I-ve tried them allM hair of the 
dog, aspirin, home remedies, water… The shower spray hit me 
and took the pain away sluicing down the drain. I stood under 
the shower until it ran cold, then toweled o: and dressed.

Kr. 9incaid would be over at ffi, and I wanted to look the 
part of an ozcial detective, so I put on a gray shirt, dark blue 
bla8er with matching slacks, kicked the mud o: my loafers, 
and went to the mirror to tie the red tie with navy piping I had 
selected.
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I stared at myself in the mirrorDDand my mouth slowly 
opened in horror.

”Holy shit,fl I said in a voice that was death over gravel. 
I have a face only a jst could love, but today something had 

changed dramatically. Kost everything was normal, shaggy 
wet brown hair that was beginning to need a trim, dogshit 
bloodshot eyes, bags that could hide Ho:afis luggage and a 
nose as crooked as a politicians soul. Ky lips, normally, were 
thin as an old whore-s panties, but todayDDTO'AYDDthose 
whore panties were painted carnation red with what looked 
like gold metallic xakes embedded within. EWpertly lined, 
moist, full, and looked like they should be adorning the sha’ 
of a workingman-s phallus. They weren-t cocksucker lips, 
more like cockLOVER’S lips and I immediately grabbed the 
dirty dishtowel hanging beside my sink and attempted to wipe 
the color from my face.

It did not wipe o:. I only succeeded in ENHANCING them 
even further, making them swollen from the e:ort of trying to 
wipe them o:.

”ffuck,fl I said, watching that purty mouth. 'amn, Fust lookD
ing at them was giving me a raging erection that tented my 
somewhat pressed slacks behind their belt.

I licked them again, trying to bite the color o:, but it apD
peared to be sealed on, almost plastic covered and I reali8ed 
it had to be the work of a molecularist. Somehow I had been 
suckered last night at the rave, dance, whatever the fuck and 
someone had gone to town to make me look like a cock loving 
suckerjsh.

Plancing down at my watch, I reali8ed I didn-t have a lot of 
time to try to cover up the o:ending pucker. I whipped out 
my smartphone, googled on the nearest molecularist then ran 
out the door.

The molecularist had dark skin, blunt cut metallic blue hair, 
steel blue lips, blue eyeshadow, blue jngernails, and yes, a 
slinky metallic blue short dress.

”Oh. Ky. PA!'Jfl The girl said as I sat down in the chair. 
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”I know. Kake it go away.fl
”How did you get that in the ffI“ST place?fl
I shook my head. ”I don-t know. Uust take it away please.fl
She blinked, staring at my mouth. flHoney, I don-t know how 

to say this, but all I can do is cover that shit ZR. The change in 
the SILE of your lips is a Pen Fob. You gonna have to have a 
lot more work than I can provide to bring you back to normal. 
Have you checked your matriW lately?fl

I shivered at that. ”No, I haven-t been to a routerport in 
awhile.fl

”Here, I can do it for you.fl She took out a small penDlike deD
vice and pressed it into the side of my neck. Then she turned 
and pulled up a plastiDscreen, and my mug was proFected on 
its surface, sans cocksucking lips. 

”Thank the Bord,fl I said so’ly. At least I knew if worse came 
to worse, I could Fust step into a router and come out the other 
side healthy, hale, and my lips thin and color free.

She shook her head. ”'on-t thank him YET, honey, this 
could change from now until you gets to a routerport. They 
may not have uploaded any changes yet, is all.

”So I should hurry and do a short transmit, you think? So I 
can rectify myself?fl

She shrugged. ”!ell, the problem is, if it-s like I think and 
they Fust haven-t uploaded yet, it could mean that the neWt 
time you step through, you end up with that kisser again. 
1etter to let me cover this for now and you can take a look 
at any changes to your matriW when you have more time.

I nodded, ”AlrightDDfl I looked at her badge. ”Aniti. Uust do 
what you can for now.fl

She took out a needle gun and went to work. ”Oh, I will 
honey. I-ll have this covered for you in no time, but that don-t 
jW the problem.fl

I would have nodded, but she had already begun working 
on my o:ending kisser.

As she worked, I thought back to the previous night. !hen 
could it have happened?
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”You live around here, sweetheart?fl she said, running the 
molecule gun over my lips. It tingled a little, but that was all.

”Zh huh,fl I said in response.
”I ain-t never seen you in this Foint before. !here you been 

hiding?fl
I shrugged a bit, not wanting to talk and interrupt her work.
She smiled at me, and the gun continued to bu88 it-s tingling 

bu88ing.
”There you go, honey,fl Aniti said, standing back up. She had 

donned eyeglasses at some point, electric blue of course. She 
swung a cam around and pulled up the plastiDscreen so I could 
see my lips close up. 

She had spread coloring on it, covering the red glitter plastic 
coating that had previously showed. It looked natural, the 
same color as my skin, but my lips were still wrong somehow, 
too full, too fat. They still looked like they belonged on the 
cheerleader who was shank swallowing the 5uarterback, but 
at least I could show my face in public. All in all, it gave me 
a faintly androgynous look that wasn-t all bad, but Fust wasn-t 
me.

“Thank you,fl I said, standing up. ”How much do I owe you?fl
”I already pulled it from your account, honey, don-tcha 

remember? I had you sign my tablet while we were working. 
It-s almost ffi…

I blinked. ”“eally?fl I glanced at the plastiDscreen and noD
ticed the time in the corner. I barely had 6 minutes to get back 
to my ozce and meet with 9incaid.

”You come in again and see me, now, if anything changes. 
Okay, 'arlin-?fl

I nodded. ”Thank you again, Aniti.fl
She smiled a cobalt grin.”No problem at all, honey. You take 

care now.fl
I Fumped in my truck and drove back to my ozce. 
 Ky head was still swimming with the events from the night 

before, that feeling of lightness making the driving tougher 
than usual. I needed something ca:eine and 5uick.
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As I drove, I considered the upcoming meeting. !hat did I 
have to report? I hadn-t seen 'aphne at the rave and honestly, 
I hadn-t looked too hard a’er meeting CandyCake and her 
friends. I still couldn-t remember what had happened but I 
needed more than that, or my client would take his business 
elsewhere.

9incaid waited at my ozce, looking somewhat annoyed 
at my tardiness. Ky client had a face like a bulldog chewing 
on a wasp and the matching deep voice. Bate —qs, African 
American, salt, and pepper hair. He had very little money 2 
I-d known him from my EBEKENTA“Y school, and I Fust 
couldn-t let him go without helping him. Ky last case had 
provided a healthy income, and my rent was paid for both the 
ozce and my apartment, so I had a little time to burn.

”Sorry, had a personal emergency this morning I needed to 
attend to.fl

9incaid shrugged as he stepped into my ozce and sat in the 
visitors- chair.

”You want some co:ee or water?fl I said, throwing my keys 
on the desk and hanging up my coat.

”1eer, if you got it,fl 9incaid said. 
I tried not to let my eyebrows go up as I reached into my 

tiny refrigerator and gave him a stretchDbottle of Coors. I took 
a globe of water and sat in my chair.

He took a long pull from his brew. ”Kake any progress?fl
”No, not much,fl I said. ”I went to an event last night that I 

had heard she might be attending but didn-t see her.fl
He nodded his head and grunted. ”So what-s the neWt step?fl
”Have you had any luck tracking down numbers or contact 

info on any of her friends?fl
His face contorted up a bit. ”I don-t have access to her 

smartphone account if that-s what you-re asking. I tried lookD
ing through the stu: she le’ at my house, but there was 
nothing there.fl He jnished his beer and set it on the desk. 
”Any luck at her apartment?fl
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”That would be my neWt stop,fl I said. ”I had high hopes of 
the event last night, but I-ll go by her apartment today and 
check things out.fl

He nodded. ”!ell, be 5uick about it. I need her found, and 
fast.fl

I frowned at that. ”!hy do you need her found, Kr. 9inD
caid?fl

He sighed. ”Her Kother. She doesn-t have much time. All 
she been asking for is 'aphne.fl

”How much time?fl I le’ the last part unsaid.
He shook his head. ”Could be any day now. The cancer eat 

her away like a rat eatin- a piece of meat. I can-t understand 
how we can live in a society where people can do things like 
THATfl he pointed at my lips ”1ut can-t do nothin- about my 
wife-s Cancer.fl

I felt myself blush as he pointed out my enlarged pucker. 
”Yeah, I had aDDfl

”I don-t give a ratfuck what you hadJfl He sighed and gave 
his head a hard shake. ”Sorry, my nerves are fried like an egg 
on a sidewalk.fl

”Has anyone made contact? Since her disappearance?fl
”No,fl he said, pulling out his phone. ”And I been makin- sure 

to have this piece of shit smartphone charged and ready at all 
times. This Fust isn-t like her to disappear like this, not when 
her Kom been so sick. You got to jnd her, Kr. RaradiseJfl

I nodded. ”I-m doing my best, sir.fl
”'o betterJfl he slammed his hand down on the desk. ”I 

hope I don-t see no more of that2fl he pointed at my kisser. 
”NeitherJfl !hat the fuck am I paying you for?fl

I sighed and nodded, avoiding eye contact. He stood up, 
walking for the door. ”You jnd my daughter, nowJfl

”I-ll do my best, sir,fl I replied.
He walked out the door, slamming it behind him.
I stared at the door a’er he le’. So much for camouxage. I 

got up and walked to the small mirror in the bathroom.
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Ky lips were coated in what looked like a xeshDtoned lipD
stick. How the hell had this happened? I couldn-t remember 
anything past that girl, CandyCake, dancing, and her friend. I 
remembered the drinkDD

It must have been the drinkL it-s the only thing I could conD
nect. I must have been knocked out while they did whatever it 
was to me. I shivered at the thought of an unlicensed genomic 
playing with the coding of my body or a molecularist spinning 
molecules upon the surface of my skin. I-d never been one 
for ”high fashionfl and hated all the society types that were 
constantly modifying their bodies, changing, rearranging. It 
gave me a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach.

I walked outside into the bright sunlight and put my sunD
glasses on. Ky headache was back, with a vengeance, so I 
popped a couple pain relievers and Fumped into my truck.
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Chapter Three

Daphne lived in the Far East Valley, what used to be called 
Apache Junction was now a crazy mish mash of plasteel build-
ings, prefab complexes, industrial sites that had sprung up 
during the reconstruction, and run-down relocation modules 
that had seen better decades.

Everything had a spray-painted feel, from local artists, who 
painted murals over every square inch of vacant space. Rain-
bow and meadow scenes gave way to garish gothic cathedrals 
cloaked with vampires, which gave way to maze-like murals 
of intricate pipelines. Quite a few of the murals had a gospel 
aspect, and I suspected the local constabulary had hired some 
of the spray painting Picassos to increase the coverage of The 
Word.

Her apartment was in one of the prefab complexes, stuc-
co on what appeared to be Styrofoam that peeked out of 
nearly every joint. Large gaping holes in walls could be seen 
where people had apparently stuck an arm or leg through the 
wall…probably aCer tripping on the boxcrete cement walk-
ways.

I found the right apartment, and opened the door using the 
key Kyrus 1incaid had given me. 
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I walked into a very neat and clean apartment. I smelled the 
faint odor of disinfectant, and the —oor shone. I paused brie—y 
at the doorway, and leaned down to look across the —oor and 
see if there was a layer of dust ’ but there wasnOt. The air did 
smell a bit stale as if the climate control system had not been 
activated for a period of time.

DaphneOs living room had an organic couch that had been 
grown up from the —oor, one orgachair, and the walls had 
several interactive pictures that changed scened randomly set 
to —owers, and water. fine bedroom with an orgabed, neatly 
made, one bathroom, kitchen with ffxed appliances, all neat, 
no dust that I could see.

Her room was basic, with a bulletin screen that held various 
pics and proffles from di“erent socmed sites. They seemed 
very generic though as if some interior decorator had been 
given the project of 2Kreate a one-bedroom environment for 
a 0”-year-old.N Bo dirty clothes, no makeup on the sink, no 
makeup, clinical, or feminine products in the bathroom. Bo 
nylons hanging from the shower, no hairbrushes with matted 
hair, no lipstick stains on the few cups in the kitchen. I knew 
Daphne wore lipstick, yet aCer searching her apartment, I 
could not ffnd any evidence of cosmetics. I supposed her cos-
metics could be of molecularist origin, but that was expensive 
’ not something a 0”-year-old waitress would normally be 
able to a“ord.

Her refrigerator contained several bulbs of water and fruit 
juice. I grabbed a juice since I hadnOt had breakfast and pulled 
the tab, drinking the contents in one gulp and throwing the 
de—ated bulb into the recycler ’ which was also completely 
empty.

Shaking my head, I sighed and went through her desk. Masic 
tablet with no applied images, musicDot…I pressed my ffnger 
onto the musicdot and stared at it, then pressed it into the 
back of her tablet and hit the play indicator.

6usic  came out  of  the walls,  happy and pop-fflled.  I 
sighed and continued walking through the apartment, look-
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ing through drawers, opening cupboards, searching closets, 
pulling back the orgabed mattress, looking for anything, any-
where that could be considered a 2Klue.N

I found very little. Which was a clue in itself, if you think 
about it. Aha? I thought smarmily. This isnOt DaphneOs apart-
ment. Well, unless DaphneOs personality had been developed 
through watching some sites and channels. This home had 
zero personality attached to it. 

The music  changed…something  familiar with  guttural 
grunting and loud guitars. Why would Kyrus 1incaid lie to 
me; fir perhaps he wasnOt lyingU perhaps Daphne had lied 
to her Dad, telling her she lived here when she really lived 
somewhere completely di“erent; fir was 1incaid lying to me 
for some reason;

I sighed, deciding I wouldnOt ffnd anything further in the 
apartment, and went back to the living room. 6y stomach 
churned a bit, and I wondered about the juicebulb. I belched 
and realized I had a strong need to use the restroom. I quickly 
darted back down the hall and relieved myself in DaphneOs 
facilities. I started to sweat a bit as I leC the restroom, my 
stomach in nearly full revolt. I pressed the stop key on the 
tablet to kill the music and glanced up into the mirror above 
the desk…

And noticed the lips  were back.  This  time they were 
joined by extremely long eyelashes that —uttered every time 
I blinked. They looked so incongruous on my square-jawed, 
broken-nosed face. 

2Fuck a D7K1,N I said, looking at my ridiculous face. I 
pulled on the eyelashes and only succeeded in making my 
eyes water a bit from the pain. I pulled open a couple of 
drawers and found a pair of electrosnips. I passed the wand 
through the long lashes, and they fell onto the pristinely clean 
—oor.

For a moment my eyelashes on my leC eye were back to 
normal, but then I saw them spring back to their ridiculous 
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length again. 6y lips were bright metallic red, looking swollen 
and glistening in the overhead light.

I leC DaphneOs 2Apartment,N locking the door behind me. A 
woman rode down the elevator with me, glancing sidelong at 
my face as she rode, shaking her head imperceptibly.

2Bice weather weOre having, isnOt it;N I said.
She rolled her eyes at me and remained silent as the eleva-

tor plunged to the ffrst —oor.
2Have a nice day?N I said with fake enthusiasm as she exited 

the elevator and stomped o“ toward the exit.
It was a Thursday, near noon, and luckily the routerport 

was not busy. Beedless to say, though, that I drew quite a few 
looks.

As I waited in line, one little creature being held by his mom 
stared at me from the womanOs shoulder. I had a sudden urge, 
and so made some kissy faces in his direction and —uttered 
my extreme lashes. He buried his head in her shoulder.

At the counter, I asked for a ticket to the hub transport, 
which was literally the next destination from Bew-Phoenix.

27m,N the girl at the counter said, purposely trying to avoid 
my eyes as she looked at her plasti-screen. 2Twenty-Five 
credits.N

I nodded and allowed my phone to scan her terminal, trans-
ferring the credits.

2Have a good day…sir,” she said, with a little too much 
emphasis.

2Thank you, honey,N I said, getting into character a little and 
chuckling as I moved to the encapsulation line. Bothing to see 
here, just a wannabe !en6orph wanting to hop to the next 
stop.

I shook my head as I waited, conscious of every eye blink 
and the weight of those ridiculous lashes. I hoped that no 
further changes would strike me while I waited in line. IOd 
been embarrassed enough.
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Luckily, ffCeen minutes later and I was at the encapsulation 
bay. I entered one of the small pods and waited for the tech-
nician.

2Hello sir, and welcome to Bew Phoenix Routerport. I need 
to ask if youOve…N the technician said, then noticed my new 
condition.

27mmm.N He looked down at his invisible Heads up Display. 
2Have you had any !enomic additions since your last trans-
mission;N

I nodded. 23es, but I do BfiT want them recorded on my 
matrix. The reason IOm taking this trip is to be restored.N

He nodded. 2I see, sir. Did you lose a bet;N
2Something like that.N
He chuckled and made some notations on his pad. 2Well, 

I wonOt ask the situation, sir. 3ou just lay back, and weOll take 
care of this issue as soon as possible. I assume youOll be staying 
in the pod for the return trip;N

23es.N
He smiled. 2Then I wish you safe travels, today.N
2Thanks,N I said. And the technician lowered the encapsu-

lation screen.
It always unsettled me to think of my body being digitized, 

uploaded into the planetary routers, my soulthrum encap-
sulated and transmitted alongside the digital representation 
of my body, then reassembled by a large 9D human printer 
and the thrum placed back in my body through the enormous 
harmonizer surrounding the pod. I knew it was an extremely 
safe way to travel, but I always worried that IOd be reassembled 
with my arm sticking out of my back or something.

I awoke to the hermetic unsealing of the pod. 6y eyes 
—uttered open, and I immediately put my palm to them to see 
if I could feel the length and determined whatever the changes 
that had been wrought on me were gone.

I breathed a deep sigh of relief as I was escorted out of the 
capsule and later, the routerport. Sans cocksucker lips and 
—utterby eyelashes.
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Shaking my head against the bright sunlight, I found my 
hovertruck and brought it to life. 

I needed to talk to someone, someone who understood 
genetic and molecular manipulation. I needed to talk to them, 
and fast.
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Chapter Four

I drove through the streets of New Phoenix and found my 
way to Carlos Badilla’s establishment. He was someone of an 
outlaw genomic, flying under the radar of Intelligence and had 
managed to thwart all investigations into his experiments by 
using his handicap as a hole card.

The office was small, in an upscale part of Scottsdale. I 
entered and spoke to the vapid receptionist asking if Carlos 
was in.

“Dr. Badilla is always in, Senor,” she said.
“Well, I’d like to speak to him.”
She tut-tutted and looked at her screen. “I’m sorry, Senor, 

but Dr. Badilla has no time available today.”
I leaned over the counter. “Just tell him that John Paradise 

is standing out in his lobby, willya? Tell him he owes me one, 
and I’ve come to collect.”

She sighed and blew air out her mouth, causing the bangs of 
her hairdo to move. “Please have a seat in the waiting room, 
Senor, and I will let him know.”

I nodded and turned to sit down. 
The other people in the waiting room were a mixed bag of 

people in various states of transition. There was one man who 
had his arm in a sling, and I could see a new hand growing 
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inside the bandage. A young lady had deep red eyes and a 
purple mouth, tugging on ears the size of an elephant. One 
youth of indeterminate gender crossed his legs, and I could 
see his legs had been modified to that of a female, but his arms 
were hairy, long and muscular. I shook my head and sat down.

Moments later, Carlos entered the waiting room and bade 
me past the door. I followed him down a narrow hallway with 
three or four open doors, with more people waiting on tables.

“John!” Carlos said jovially. “What brings you in, today? It’s 
so good to see you, my friend.”

I smiled and shook his hand. “I’ve got some kind of…con-
dition, that I need your help with.”

“Of course! Of Course!” he said, ushering me into an empty 
room. “I was so happy to hear you wanted to call in that favor 
I owed you; I can’t tell you how long I’ve waited to repay you 
that kindness.”

I smiled. “How is Maggie, by the way?”
John beamed at me. “She is excellent! We’ve managed to 

forestall the deterioration of her mind through the use of 
some new technology that has come in. She remembers me, 
her children, facts of her life…it’s been wonderful.”

I smiled. “I’m happy I was able to help.”
He planted a large hand on my shoulder. “You didn’t just 

help; you saved her life, John. It is a debt I can never repay. If 
you hadn’t been able to find her, who knows what might have 
happened to my grandmother, eh? She might have walked into 
a bullet train, fell from a staircase, anything!”

I smiled again and nodded.
“So,” he said sitting down in a massive swivel chair. “What 

can I do for you this day?”
I sighed and raised my eyebrows. “Well, I’ve had something 

happen to me over the past 24 hours that has disturbed me.”
He frowned, taking out a tablet and stylus. “Tell me.”
I nodded and launched into the story, telling him about the 

rave, the lips, the eyelashes, all of it.
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John tapped his tablet with the stylus as I finished. “So you 
say it is a gradual change?”

I nodded. “Yes, and it seems…I don’t know, weird to me 
somehow.”

“To me too,” he said soffly, “to me too.” He stood. “Well, take 
oV your shirt, and let me take some blood. We will see what 
might be happening inside that temple you call a body.”

I chuckled and unbuttoned my shirt. He pulled a small hypo 
and pressed it to the skin of my neck, my chest, my side, and 
my arm. Then he took up his tablet and read the results. He 
frowned.

“What does it say?”
“How much Genetic work have you had, John?”
“qery little. I had some basic preventative against disease 

back when I was on the force, but that was all. Nothing cos-
metic.”

He nodded, brow furrowing. “Well, you have nanites in your 
blood. A large volume of nanites.”

I felt my stomach fall into my shoes. “What? How is that 
possible?”

He stood and walked back over to me, studying my body. 
“Well, there’s many possibilities, but it doesn’t appear they 
are currently enacting any programmatic changes. You see, 
with a typical Genetic Manipulation, we need a printer to be 
associated with the nanos in your body. The printer reads the 
information from the gen file and sends commands to all the 
little bugs in your blood. Without the printer, there is really 
no origination command, you see? Right now, you have a lot 
of inert nanos that re‘uire some trigger or catalyst to activate 
and make any changes.”

I frowned, running my hand over my head. “A Catalyst? But 
changes did happen! My eyelashes were over an inch long 
when I walked out of her apartment!”

“I’m sure they did, I’m sure they did,” John said. He stared at 
his tablet for a long time, then shook his head. “Unfortunately, 
we can’t ascertain what the —catalyst’ might be. Usually, it is 
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one of our revolving RF tubes, as you’ve seen in a normal 
Genomic office, like that5“ he pointed at a gen chair with its’ 
reclining seat and what looked like a long neon light attached 
to a frame that I knew circled the patient.

“However, a catalyst truly could be anything. It’s extremely 
dangerous to activate nanos anywhere outside of a Gen sta-
tion since we carefully monitor all vital signs, and can make 
instant adjustments as changes are activated. However, there 
are certain conditions where I’ve seen nanos activated in oth-
er fashions, for example, a combat mission where a soldier’s 
nanos are inert and triggered to be healing once an injury 
occurs through the use of a handheld device hovered over the 
injury site. And there’s theatric types of nanos that molecu-
larists utilize that might trigger when certain light se‘uences 
are flashed, or if a certain sound is produced. It’s important 
to remember, however, the catalyst can be anything; literally. 
You could have one catalyst that occurs when a certain body 
temperature is achieved, or if you become sexually aroused. 
You could have another catalyst that triggers when something 
is ingested, or if you fell into a body of water. It is extremely 
dangerous and could lead to unintended side eVects, hence 
why the government has strict regulation on un-supervised 
catabolic ignition, but it does occur, and I suspect that is what 
has happened to you.”

I nodded, rubbing my chin. “So can you take them out?”
“I’m sorry?” he said, glancing up from the tablet.
“Take them out,” I said. “Get these bugs out of my system. 

How long would it take to do that?”
He shook his head. “Unfortunately, that is not an option. 

The concentration you have within you is far too high for 
them to be removed at this point. And since they are inert, 
your body does not even recognize them.”

I shook my head. “What do you mean?”
“Well, if they were activated, your body would immediately 

sense the invasion and send white blood cells to the area to 
wage combat. However, since these are inert, un-activated, 
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they just float in your blood undergoing mitosis - creating 
more and more nanos with each passing second until they 
achieve the desired pre-programmed concentration, or they 
are directed to be flushed from your system.”

“Wait,” I said pausing to think about that and holding up a 
hand. “You’re saying that you can’t remove these damn things 
and they’re going to continue to change me?”

“Well, yes and no,” Carlos said. “They will only change you 
if activated. If you can stay away from whatever is acting as 
a catalyst, eventually they will…die for want of a better word, 
and be flushed.”

“Why didn’t I reset when I jumped into a router? I thought 
that reset your body back to the last time my matrix was 
recorded.”

Carlos nodded. “Exactly, it resets your body back to the 
last recording. Since the nanos are blood born, the routers 
don’t recognize it as anything except blood. It would take an 
exceedingly long time to record every cell in your body and 
reconstitute it exactly cell by cell. The router printers are sim-
ilar to my printers. However, they categorize each element of 
your body very ‘uickly. Blood, bone, cartilage, eyeballs, etc., 
and reproduce them in the printers. It is the elements of your 
body, not your exact cell by cell body makeup. That’s why I 
was unable to use a router to reset my Nana’s Alzheimer6s. If 
we could, many many diseases would be solved by jumping 
into a router and being reconstituted.”

I nodded and sighed. “So you’re saying there’s nothing that 
can be done.”

He clapped me on the shoulder. “I’m sorry, my friend, I wish 
I had better news. If there were anything I could do, I would, 
and you know that.”

I nodded. “Well, thanks for trying anyway.”
He smiled. “Anytime, mi amigo. Was there anything else I 

could help you with today?”
I rose, shaking my head. “No, I guess I have to get to the 

bottom of this. It seems like it’s connected to a case I’m 
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currently working on, so perhaps if I solve one, I can solve the 
other.”

He smiled escorting me out. “Good luck, John. 7et me know 
if there is ever anything more I can do to help.”

I nodded and leff.

I took lunch with Sarah Chico’s Mexican Food Restaurant. It 
was on Central Avenue, between JeVerson and Washington. It 
mainly catered to the work crowd, men from the surrounding 
plasteel skyscrapers coming in for a ‘uick bite to eat before 
going back to their grindstones.

I loved the atmosphere with small wooden tables, Mexi-
can made, thick and heavy chairs, with soff mariachi music 
playing in the background. They used real heavy glasses with 
indigo on the bottom and little bubbles cast into the glass 
giving it an air of authenticity although I would bet the glasses 
were made in Asiatic somewhere.

Sarah sat at our usual table and was drinking a Corona from 
a glass with a lemon wedge floating in it and my mouth almost 
immediately began to water.

I gave her a kiss on the cheek and sat down. “Hi honey,” I 
said.

She smiled at me. “You’re late.”
“I know.” I sighed taking a bite of chips and salsa. “It’s been 

a…crazy day.”
“Tell me about it,” she said, smiling that small smile of hers.
So I unloaded everything that had happened that day and 

the previous night. She listened ‘uietly without judging, nod-
ding at a few places and frowning when I told her about 
drinking something at the Rave.

“You actually drank something provided to you at the par-
ty?”

I nodded, shrugging. “I was thirsty.”
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“You were stupid is what you were. You know better than 
that, John. It’s obviously when you ingested the nanos.”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “Carlos says I can’t do anything about 
them now though. They’re inert as long as they haven’t been 
activated.”

She got a look on her face; brows narrowed as she stopped 
eating. “You realize we can’t have sex now, right?”

I blinked. “Wait, what?”
“I’m not risking my body to whatever you have infecting 

yours. You may be a stupid idiot, but that shouldn’t extend to 
me.”

The way she said it, so matter-of-fact made me feel angry 
for some reason. I clenched my jaw and swallowed my pride. 
Anger or not, she was right. I nodded.

“And no kissing on the mouth. Not until we have identified 
exactly what kind of nanotechnology you have swimming 
around in your veins and if it could extend infection or not.”

I sighed. “That’s probably a good idea too, though I doubt 
it would extend.”

“Better safe than sorry, John,” she said.
Our food arrived, yet somehow I had lost my appetite. I 

hated putting Sarah in danger, and though I seriously doubted 
these nanos would infect her, she was right on the money 
regarding the safeguards. Most nanos wouldn’t transfer hosts, 
but there were plenty of stories to the contrary in the news.

“So what is your next step?” Sarah said, taking a bite of her 
burrito. She always ate with gusto, much faster than I ever did. 

“I figure I’ll track down Benny Goodman.” I took a couple of 
bites of my taco…apparently my appetite was being inspired 
again.

“The clarinet player?”
I shook my head. “The ex-cop. He was the bouncer outside 

the rave last night. He works out of the Maryvale precinct.”
“What do you think he can help you with?”
I  shrugged. “The whereabouts of Ms.  8incaid,  what I 

ingested last night, who was behind the rave in the first 
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place…those things are expensive even when having them 
from a warehouse and something about the band felt…staged 
somehow, I sense a PR department behind all this.”

Sarah nodded cleaning her plate. Her lunch, again, had 
almost magically disappeared.

“Well, I’m glad you’re going to the police about this all. 
Unlicensed Genomic activity is nothing to be flippant about.”

I winced a little at that. “Well, I said I wanted to talk to 
Benny, not necessarily file a police report about this.”

She set her fork down silently, and I knew I was in a lot of 
danger. “Say what, now?”

“Well, I don’t exactly want to turn this over to them, just yet. 
There’s something wrong here, and I need to figure out what 
it is. Daphne’s life may be in danger, and if I blithely hand this 
over to New Phoenix PD, things could go shit in a handbasket 
pretty damn fast.”

“And you think this a wise course of action? Given what 
has been happening to you at random times throughout the 
day and evening? Given the fact you were given inert nano 
molecules that are even now condensing within your body, 
bonding with it, and increasing in concentration?” she was 
on a roll, and I could see lightning flash in her eyes. “Not to 
mention the fact that somehow hundreds of young people in 
this city are also exposed and could be infecting the entire 
general populace with God knows what?”

Sarah was a paralegal and had been working with lawyers 
way too long. “Yes,” I said.

She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. I recognized 
the anger techni‘ue, close your eyes, count to ten, remember 
that you love me. Then her eyes opened, and she whispered 
in an intent voice. “If you think for one minute I agree with 
this course of action; you are very wrong, John. I can’t believe 
you’d risk your health like this, much less the health of all 
those youths! You are being stupid, John, turn it over to the 
police and let them handle this. Illegal Genomics is a federal 
oVense, John, and these people need to be stopped!”
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I sighed. “I’ll talk to Benny and make the call affer I talk to 
him. You have a mistaken impression that they would be able 
to do anything better than I can do, Sarah. Just because I’m not 
working in an official capacity does not rule out my skillset, or 
what I might be able to accomplish outside of the bureaucratic 
channels. I can dig a lot deeper, in a lot more places without 
raising an alarm and figure out what is really going on before 
I raise the red flag, okay?”

She sighed. “This just isn’t fair. You lay all this shit out on 
me, so you can work through it, I give you a recommended 
course of action, THE recommended course of action, and 
now you’re going to completely ignore it and do what you 
want anyway? Why the hell did you tell me about it in the first 
place?”

I crossed my arms. “Because I wanted your input.”
“Well, I gave you my input, and you’re still going to go oV 

half-cocked.” She said, then she looked down. “And I mean 
that literally in this case. What the fuck am I going to do if 
you’re turned into a woman, John?”

“I’ll just pop over to a router port again and get things 
righted.”

“You just don’t understand, any of this. You are in dangerous 
waters, and you’re making a huge mistake not going to the 
authorities about this immediately!”

“I’m sorry you feel that way,” I said.
She threw up her hands standing. “I’m done discussing this. 

I have to get back to work.”
I nodded, standing with her. “Can I come over later?”
She gave me an icy glare. “I’m not sure, John.”
“Okay, Sarah, I understand.”
She shook her head, fury and anger and frustration brim-

ming in her eyes. “No, I don’t think you do. I don’t think you 
understand at all.” And then she walked away, her high heeled 
shoes clacking on the saltillo tile.

I watched her go, then paid the bill, leaving a generous tip. I 
thought about what she said, but Sarah fre‘uently wanted me 



3M CHANGES IN PARADISE

to take the “safe” road, to involve the authorities. She rarely 
believed I could accomplish what I’d set out to accomplish. 
I thought back on my case log and could point to several 
cases where I had been in real, physical, danger and Sarah had 
recommended I go to the authorities and I hadn’t…and…well, 
truth to tell, usually I scraped through somehow, but it could 
have been better if I had gone to the authorities. Fact was, 
I just didn’t like going to them. I liked flying by the seat of 
my pants, liked struggling through a case, I enjoyed picking 
at a problem and see what rose to the top. I liked interview-
ing people, asking difficult ‘uestions, sometimes intentionally 
stirring the pot just to see what would shake out. 

Detectives who played the safe card rarely ascended to 
any level of comfort. In truth, they were home more offen, 
could have kids and a pension plan…but hell, who needed a 
pension when I could live by the skin of my teeth? I would get 
a pension plan when I could aVord one, and insurance, and all 
the other things true business owners invested in. Right now 
what I needed to do was solve this case so I could move on to 
the next one, one that was a bit more lucrative. Sarah never 
complained about the money when it was good.

I drove out to Maryvale, just west of the heart of new 
Phoenix. This neighborhood had also been completely ren-
ovated with the slums and tenements replaced by gleaming 
towers of chrome, glass, and steel. I found the police station 
and asked for Benny Goodman.

As I waited, I fervently hoped for some hint at what might 
be going on. 

I really liked sex with Sara, dammit.
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Chapter Five

Fienn mui tsnlmarsn,Bmyn  cmorunmshmsgnmdarllmr bmztkknbmunm
i shmsgnmzrofmr,nrmh.msgnmlsrsih Wmwnmffirafnbmzrofmshmgilmh“onW
JCnltlm’g,ilsBmisSlmaifnmrm”sr,ztoflmi mgn,nBImpmlribmrlmgnmanbm

unmshmrmvr nanbm,hhumffiisgmahslmh.mvhlisiffnmlvronBmffii bhffilBm
r bmuhbn, m.t, ilgi dlW
Jpmor mrostraacmgivemchtmrm”sr,ztofSlmohPnnBm-r,rbilnWIm

yn  cmi biorsnbmrmdanrui dmog,hunmohPnnmurfn,mi msgnm
,idgsYgr bmoh, n,WmJ?htmffir smrmgra.mor.nmffigrsnffn,msgnm.toffiI
JCtlsmohPnnmffihtabmznmH nBmsgr flWI
jnmurbnmlhunmrb!tlsun slmshmsgnmrvvr,rstlmr bmgr bnbm

unmrmlsnrui dmohffn,nbmotvWm
J”hmffigrsmor mpmbhmchtm.h,Bm-r,rbilnfimpSumztlcmztlsi Smo,iuY

i ralmi.mchtmor SsmlnnmsgrsWI
J?nrgBmi mznsffinn mdha.mdrunlfiI
JjncBmucmgr biorvmilmsgnmznlsmisSlmnffn,mznn RI
pmlghhfmucmgnrbmrlmgnmlrsmbhffi mzngi bmgilmbnlfWmjnmffirlmrm

ar,dnmur Bmr bmsgnmogri,mo,nrfnbmt bn,mgilmztafWmjnmlivvnbm
ohPnnmrlmffinaaBmurfi dmrm.ronW
Jwgrsmor mchtmsnaamunmrzhtsmsgnmqrffnmarlsm idgsfiI
jnmlEti snbmrsmunmrmaissanWmJwgrsmchtmffir  rmf hffifiI
JwnaaBmffighmffirlm,t  i dmisfiI
jnmlidgnbWmJ’qAM3WI
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JwgrsfiImpmlribWmJxgBm hmsgr flBmpSumdhhbWI
jnmlghhfmgilmgnrbmr bmvtaanbmtvmrmsrzansBmsgn msg,nffimism

h mrmbilvarcmshmsgnmlibnmh.mtlWmJ’qAM3Bmsgnm’hraisih m.h,msgnm
qnrailsiomATv,nllih mh.mM,smr bm3tlioWm;gncmsgnmh nlmsgrsm,r m
sgnmlgi bidmchtmffirlmrsmarlsm idgsWmpsmffirl Ssmcht,mlon nBm-r,rbilnflm
pmfnnvmsnaai dmchtmsgrsWI
pm hbbnbWmJpmsgi fmpmf hffimffigrsmchtS,nmsrafi dmrzhtsWI
J’qAM3mgrlmznn mvtssi dmh msgnlnmnffn slm.h,msgnmarlsm

uh sgmh,mlhWm;gilmilmsgnmlnoh bmh nmpSffnmoh s,rosnbm.h,WI
pm hbbnbmurfi dm hsnlmh mucmsrzansmffiisgmucmlscatlWmJ?htm

 hsionmr csgi dmt tltramrzhtsmisfiI
jnmlshhbmtvmr bmffirafnbmshmsgnmffii bhffimffiraaBmlsr,i dmhtsm

rsmsgnmlfcai nmh.mGnffim-ghn iTWmJGhBm hsmr csgi dmhtsmh.msgnm
h,bi r,cWmwgcmchtmrlffiI
pmlidgnbWmJwnaaBmpSumahhfi dm.h,mrmfibmsgrsmffirlmltvvhlnbmshm

znmrsmsgnmnffn smarlsm idgsBmztsmpmbib Ssmlnnmgn,WI
jnm hbbnbWmJ?nrgBmchtmshabmunWmpmbibmrmaissanmbiddi dmi shm

sgrsBmr bmpmgrffnm hm,noh,bmh.mgn,mh msgnmlid mi marlsm idgsWI
pm hbbnbWmJOhmchtmgrvvn mshmgrffnmrmailsmchtmor mlgr,nmffiisgm

unfiI
jnmd,i  nbWmJ?htmf hffimznssn,msgr msgrsBm-r,rbilnBmi.mpmlgr,nbm

sgrsmi .hmffigrsmfi brm runmffihtabmpmgrffnm.h,muclna.mi msgilm
.tofi Smshffi fimpmffirlmi bnvn bn smarlsm idgsBmr bmpmneedmsgnlnm
didlBmchtmf hffimffigrsmpmunr fim-nhvanmgnr,mpmlgr,nmsgrsmfi brm
brsrmr bmpmffih SsmznmrzanmshmffigilsanmOiTinWI
pm hbbnbmlivvi dmlhunmohPnnWmpsmffirlmnTonaan sBmgrffi dm!tlsmrm

aissanmgi smh.mlhunsgi dm.ruiair,mztsmpmohtab Ssmibn si.cWmJwgrsm
or mchtmsnaamunmrzhtsm’qAM3fiI
jnmlg,tddnbWmJpsSlmrmv,nsscmoahlnbmuhtsgnbmh,dr ikrsih Wm

;gncm,r msgrsmzidmv,hsnlsmarlsmcnr,mhtsmi msgnmD,r bm’r ch Bm
,nunuzn,fi
pm.,hffi nbmsgi fi dmzrofBmztsmyn  cmgrbmViofnbmsgnmnffn sm

tvmh msgnmlo,nn Wm”hunh nBmur cmlhunh nlSlBmgrbmgifnbmi shm
sgnmD,r bm’r ch mr bmbh nmtvmur cmh.msgnmor ch mffiraalmffiisgm
ut,ralmbnviosi dmsgnmrztlnmh.mGrsiffnmMun,ior lmzcmM dahlWmpsm
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grlmznn mi mraamsgnm nffilBmr bmpmffrdtnacm,nunuzn,nbm,nrbi dm
rzhtsmisW
J”hm’qAM3mffirlmsgnmh nm,nlvh lizanfimpmsghtdgsmismffirlmlhunm

GrsiffnmMun,ior mqidgslmd,htvWI
JGhvnWm;grsmffirlmsgnmls,r dnmsgi dWmGrsiffnmMun,ior lmgrffnBm

.h,msgnmuhlsmvr,sBmroonvsnbmsgnmahllmh.msgnmD,r bm’r ch mrdnlm
rdhWmpsmil Ssmnffn mrmshviomh.mbilotllih Wm;gncmgrffnmuh,nmiuvh,Y
sr smsgi dlmshmffih,,cmrzhtsmaifnmsgnmahllmh.mffirsn,Bmui i dBmahllm
h.mztli nllBmlhoiramilltnl—gnaaWm;gncmffin,nmv,nsscmr d,cmsgrsm
lhunh nmtlnbmsgni,mgilsh,cmi mltogmr mi Vruursh,cmur  n,WI
pmlghhfmucmgnrbWmJ;gncmnffn,morsogmsgnmi biffibtralm,nlvh Y

lizanfiI
yn  cmd,i  nbWmJGhvnWmwnmgrbmrmohtvanmanrblBmztsmsgncmanbm

 hmffign,nWm’rlnmffirlmoahlnbmrm.nffimuh sglmrdhmren,msgnmor ch m
ffiraalmgrbmznn m,nlsh,nbWI
Jytsmchtmr,nmoh ffi onbm’qAM3mffirlmzngi bmisWI
jnm hbbnbmr bmViofnbmr hsgn,miurdnmtvmh msgnmlo,nn Wmpsm

lghffinbmsgnm’qAM3mffinzlvronmffiisgmrmsiunai nWm;gnm’r ch m
ATgizisih mbilvarcnbmi m,nbWmJ;gncmshhfmo,nbism.h,misWI
J’gr,dnlmffin,nm nffn,mv,honllnbfiI
jnml h,snbWmJ;grsSlmsgnmsgi dWm;gnmut,ralmffin,nmraambh nm

ffiisgmlr bmr bmffirsn,Wm”r bvri si dlWm;gncmutlsmgrffnmtlnbm
lhunmrvvr,rstlmshmarcmismraamhtsBmnlvnoiraacmi msgnmlgh,smruht sm
h.msiunmsgncmrvvnr,nbBmztsmsgn,nmffin,nm hmhtslibnmnanun slm
i ffhaffnbWmpsSlmffigcmismffirlmlhmnrlcmshmoanr mtvWmjnaaBmsgncmviofnbm
tvmsgnms,rlgmi msgnm’r ch mffigianmsgncmffin,nmbhffi msgn,nmr bm
,ngrzznbmlhunmh.msgnmahoramVh,rWI
JM bmchtSffnm nffn,mznn mrzanmshmEtnlsih mr ch nfiI
jnmlg,tddnbmgilmlghtabn,WmJMaamffinmf hffimilBmsgncmgrffnmrm

gnrbEtr,sn,lmi m’giordhWm;gn,nSlmrmztiabi dmsgn,nBmr bmffinSffnm
lvhfn mffiisgmbiPn,n smvnhvanmffighmffih,fmsgn,nBmztsmffinSffnm nffn,m
znn mrzanmshmlvnrfmshmsgnm’gri,ur Wm?htmlnnBm-r,rbiln—Imgnm
anr nbm.h,ffir,bmghabi dmgilmzidmgr blmhtsmi m.,h smh.mgiuWm
J;gncm nffn,mrostraacmz,nrfmr cmlaws.m;gncSffnmgrbmlnffn,ram
nTgizisih lmaifnmsgnmh nmi msgnm’r ch m4mlibnlmh.mztiabY
i dlBmlotavst,nlmi mvr,flBmurllmbr onmr bmlh dmbnuh ls,rY
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sih l—ztsmsgncmraffirclmdnsmvn,uislBmsgncmraffirclmoanr mtvmren,m
sgnulnaffnl—sgn,nSlmGhsgi dmi biosrzanWI
pmdrffnmsgrsmlhunmsghtdgsWm;gn,nmon,sri acmffirlmr mhPn lnm

gn,nBmi.msgncmffin,nmiaandraacmiuvhli dmdn huiomrosiffiscmh mvnhY
vanBmztsm.h,mlhunm,nrlh Bmpmbib Ssm.nnamaifnmpmlghtabmz,i dmsgrsm
tvmffiisgmyn  cWmjilmncnlm!tlsmbib Ssmahhfm,idgsmshmunBmr bmgnaaBm
gnmffirlmi msgni,mnuvahcW
J”hmchtmr,nmnuvahcnbmzcmrmd,htvmi mffigiogmchtmgrffnm hmibnrm

ffighmilmrostraacmi mogr,dnBImpmlribW
J’h s,rosmffih,fWm;gncmgi,nmunmsg,htdgmr mrdn ocflmpmffih,fBm

pmdnsmvribBmn bmh.mlsh,cWmArlcmuh ncBmandraBmnrlcmuh ncmi.mchtm
dnsmucmb,ieBm-r,rbilnWI
J5ndramrlmah dmrlmismbhnl Ssmi ffhaffnmfib rvvi dBmchtmunr WI
J”gnmri Ssmznn mfib rvvnbBImyn  cmlribBmrauhlsmt bn,mgilm

z,nrsgW
Jjhffimbhmchtmf hffifiI
jnmlghhfmgilmgnrbmr bmoahlnbmhtsmsgnmffiraambilvarcWmJ”gnm

v,hzrzacmlhunmlor,nbmfibmsgrsmdhsmbrbbcmilltnlmilmraaWmjhffim
ah dmchtmlrcmlgnmznn mdh nfiI
JMmffinnf—ilgWI
J”hmchtmbh Ssmf hffimghffimah dmlgnmznn mdh nfiI
J;gn m .rsgn, m r b m brtdgsn, m grffn Ss m lvhfn mutogW mjnm

ognofnbmh mgn,muh,nmsgr mrmffinnfmrdhBmr bmismrvvnr,lmlgnm
grl Ssmznn mzrofWI
JjhffimhabmchtmlrcmlgnmilfiI
J;ffin scYsg,nnWI
jnm hbbnbWmJ”hmsgrsSlmffigcmsgnm.rsgn,mgrl Ssmdh nmshmsgnm

vhaionmpmsrfnmisWm”gnmri Ssmrmui h,Bm hmlid mh.m.htamvarcWmpSum
dtnlli dmchtms,inbmgn,mvgh nmr bmlhoiramunbirmrooht slfiI
J?nvBImpmlribWmJGhmtvbrsnlmv,ih,mshmrmffinnfmrdhWm5rlsmn s,cm

ffirlmr mnffn smrzhtsmarlsm idgsSlm,rffnWI
yn  cm,tzznbmgilmogi WmJjuuu—ffinaaBmi.mismdhnlmh mutogm

ah dn,Bmpmor mHanmrmuilli dmvn,lh Slm,nvh,sWI
J;gr flBmyn  cBmpSaamansmchtmf hffiWI
JGhmv,hzanuBm-r,rbilnBmffinmriumshmln,ffnBmrlmchtmffinaamf hffiWI
J?nrgBmsgr flWI
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JM csgi dmnalnmchtmor msnaa munmrzhtsm’qAM3mh,msgilm
nffn sfiI
Msmsgrsmuhun smsgn,nmffirlmrmlhemogiunm.,humgilmsrzansBmr bm

gnmdar onbmbhffi mrsmisWmJx nmuhun sBm-r,rbilnBmpm nnbmshmsrfnm
or,nmh.mlhunsgi dWI
J”t,nBmsrfnmcht,msiunBmpmlribWI
JDnsmcht,lna.mlhunmuh,nmohPnnflmpSaamznm,idgsmzrofWI
pmd,i  nbWmJOh Ssmui bmi.mpmbhflmsgilmilm,nraacmgood.I
jnmogtofanbWmJwnmlt,nmrlm.tofmvribmn htdgm.h,misWImjnm

hvn nbmsgnmbhh,mr bmaneW
pmffin smshmsgnmoh s,rvsih mr bmlrffimsgnmuiTmgnmgrbmh msgnm

lo,nn Wmpmv,nllnbmrmd,nn mztssh Bmr bmr hsgn,motvmHaanbmislna.m
rtshurdioraacWmpmffirafnbmr,ht bmgilmh“onBmlsr,i dmhtsmrsmsgnm
lfcai nWm”hunmlhemutliomorunm.,humlhunffign,nBmlhunsgi dm
.ruiair,msgrsmpmgrbmgnr,bmzn.h,nmztsmohtab Ssm,noraamsgnmsisanW
pmlrsmr bmsghtdgsmrzhtsmOrvg nm6i oribWmpmshhfmhtsmucm

srzansmr bmvtaanbmhtsmgn,mviost,nWm”gnmgrbmltogmrmbnaiorsnm.ronBm
r bmpmffih bn,nbmffigrsmgn,muhsgn,mgrbmahhfnbmaifnWmpmohtab Ssm
lnnm’c,tlmi mgn,m.nrst,nlmrsmraamnTonvsmurcznmi mgn,mogi Wm
3hsgn,SlmahhflBmFrsgn,Slmgnrbls,h dmffirclBmpmsghtdgsWm’c,tlm
grbmznn mrmgnaa,riln,mi mgilmchtsgBmznah dnbmshmrmdr dmr bmnffn m
gnabmh shmlhunmh.mgilmh,idi ramsrsshhlWmOrvg nmutlsmsrfnmren,m
gn,mbrbmi msgrsmffircBmr bmpmffih bn,nbmrdri mffign,nmlgnmuidgsmznBm
ffighmlgnmuidgsmznmffiisgWmp.mlgnmffirlmrah nBmlor,nbBmgt,s—pmffirlm
lsr,si dmshmltlvnosmlgnmffirl Ssmr cmh.msgnlnmsgi dlBmztsmismlsiaam
zhsgn,nbmunW
pm.ht bmucmgnrbm hbbi dmlaidgsacmrlmpmortdgsmuclna.mrauhlsm

bhki dWmwgn,nmffirlmyn  cfimpmgrb Ssmlanvsmffinaamsgnm idgsmzn.h,nm
r bmlissi dmi msgnmogri,mffirlmurfi dmunmlannvcBmnffn mffiisgmsgnm
bhtzanmbhlnmh.morPni nWmpmzai fnbmucmncnlBms,ci dmshmffirfnmtvm
r bm.nasmsgnm.nrsgn,cmshtogmh.marlgnlmrdri W
pmvtaanbmtvmucmsrzansBmztsmohtabmra,nrbcmsnaamsgnmbrurdnmgrbm

znn mbh nWmpm hffimvhllnllnbmi ogmah dmo,iulh munsraaiomVrfnbm
 rialWmpmrffifffir,bacms,iddn,nbmsgnmlna.Yvghshmr bmlsr,nbmrsmucm
ogr dnbm.ronWm
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;gnmah dmarlgnlmffin,nmzrofBmr bmsgnmohofltofn,mo,iulh m
aivlBmi mrbbisih Bmucmz,hffilmgrbmsgi  nbmshmdn sanmr,ognlm.,ruY
i dmucmncnlBmr bmncnai n,mlffinvsmrffircm.,humnrogmncnmlhunY
sgi dmaifnmrmorsW
JFtofRImpmlribBmlsr,i dmrsmucmiurdnBmucmaivlmvt,li dmln ltraacm

shmlrcmsgnmhzlon nmffih,bWm3cm hlnmgrbmogr dnbmrlmffinaaBmsgi Bm
luraan,Bmr bmsgnmlfi mh.mucm.ronmgrbmogr dnbBmutogmvran,Bm
rauhlsmffigisnWm’rlsmh shmsgnmliTY.hhsmHffnm.,runmh.mui nmism
ahhfnbmvrsn sacm,ibiotahtlW
pmvtsmsgnmohPnnmbhffi Bm nr,acmlviaai dmismffiisgmucmznYsrah nbm

H dn,lmr bmurbnmucmffircmshmsgnmbhh,Wmpmhvn nbmismr bmahhfnbm
zhsgmffirclWmGhmh nmffirlmohui dmbhffi msgnmgraaffircmi mnisgn,m
bi,nosih Wm
pmzhasnbmhtsmh.msgnm,hhuBmfnnvi dmucmgnrbmbhffi mahffiBmffiilgY

i dmpmgrbmlhunsgi dmshmgibnmsgnmi lr nm.ronmpm hffimvhllnllnbWm
pmurbnmismshmsgnm.,h smoht sn,mr bmbib Ssmahhfmtvmrsmsgnmh“on,m
rssn bi dBm!tlsmfnvsmucmgnrbmbhffi mr bmlohhsnbmhtsmsgnmbhh,Wm
Ghmh nmlshvvnbmunmh,m,rilnbmr mrar,uBmsgr fmDhbW
p msgnmvr,fi dmahsBmrmohtvanmh.mvnhvanmlrffimunBmztsmpmltvY

vhlnbmsgncmv,hzrzacm!tlsmsghtdgsmpmffirlmlhunmDn 3h,vgmzni dm
,nanrlnbm.h,mdhhbmzngrffih,WmMmohtvanmh.msgnumlghhfmsgni,mgnrbm
rsmunBmrffn,si dmsgni,mncnlmr bm.h,mh onmpmffirlmdarbmucm.ronm
ortlnbm,nfftalih W
pmdhsmi mucms,tofmr bmdar onbmi msgnm,nr,mffinffimui,,h,mrlm

pmH,nbmsgnmn di nWmMdri mpmlrffimsgrsm.ronmffiisgmsgnmarlgnlBmsgnm
ncnz,hffilBmsgnmaivlsiofWmCnltlWm
;g,hffii dmismi shmdnr,Bmpmvrofnbmhtsmh.msgnmvr,fi dmahsmr bm

b,hffnmzrofmshmsgnm,htsn,vh,sW

psmgrbmznn manllmsgr mNLmght,lBmr bmpSbmznn msg,htdgmsffihmghvlm
ra,nrbcWmpmghvnbmsgncmbib Ssm,n.tlnmunm4m;,rffnai dmzcm,htsn,m
ffirlmd,nrsBmztsmismortlnbm,htsn,mliof nllmi.mchtmbibmismshhmur cm
siunlmffiisgi mshhmlgh,smrmsiunm.,runWm7ltraacBmsgncmffihtabm hsm



’jM-;AqmFp…A 2:

raahffimsffihmlrunmbrcm!tuvlBmztsmpmv,rcnbmsgrsmznortlnmismffirlm
ltogmrmlgh,smbilsr onBmsgncmffihtabmraahffimisW
5tofmffirlm hsmi mucm.rffh,Wmwgn mpmvt,ogrlnbmucmsiofnsBm

sgnmrdn smgr bnbmismzrofmshmunmlrci d8mJpSumlh,,cBmtuBmMiss 
ztsmchtmor Ssmurfnmuh,nmsgr msffihm!tuvlmi mrmli danmbrcWm
?htSaam nnbmshmffirismt siaBImlgnmognofnbmgn,mlo,nn BmJsn mM3m
shuh,,hffiWI
pmlidgnbmr bmsgr fnbmsgnmrdn sBmffirafi dmrffircmr bms,ci dmshm

rffhibmsgnmlsr,nlmorlsmi mucmbi,nosih W
O,iffi dmghunBmpmbnoibnbmpSbmlshvmv,nlli dmucmatofmr bm!tlsm

lannvmsgnm,nlsmh.msgnmren, hh Wmpsmgrbmznn mrmbnoibnbacmshitty 
brcBmr bmraampmffir snbmshmbhmffirlmshmlannvmhPmsgnmarlsmh.mffigrsnffn,m
gr dhffn,mpmffirlmnTvn,in oi dW
pSbmf hffi myn  cmrmah dmsiunWmjnmffirlmrmdhhbmohvBmsgh,htdgBm

r bmraffirclmrvvnr,nbmrzhffnmsgnmarffiWmytsmsgnmVivvr smffircmgnm
grbmgr banbmsgilmunnsi dmbib Ssm.nnam,idgsmlhunghffiBmr bmgilm
ffih,blmls,tofmunmrlmls,r dnBmaifnmgnr,i dm.,humgiumffihtabmznm
sgnmarlsmsgi dmgnSbmbhWm
wnaaBmrsmanrlsmpmgrbmlhunsgi dmshmdhmh Bmlhunsgi dmuh,nmshm

i ffnlsidrsnWm’qAM3Wmpms,inbmshmoraam”r,rgBmztsmlgnmid h,nbmunW
M,,iffi dmghunBmpmlstbinbmuclna.mi msgnmui,,h,Wm-ranBm nr,acm

vn,.nosmohuvanTih mffiisgmrmlaidgsmuhanmhffn,msgnmanemlibnmh.mucm
aivlBmffigiogmffin,nmar,dnBmvatuvBm,ivnm.h,msgnmltofi dmh.mohoflWm
5r,dnBmbhnYaifnmncnlmffiisgmsgnmVtssn,zcmarlgnlmvn,.nosacmlnssi dm
hPmbr,fmncnlgrbhffimr bmncnai n,mlffinnvi dmrffircm.,humucmncnlm
i shmrmlnTcmorsmsriaW
pmshhfmrmH dn, riamnanos,hl ivmhtsmh.mrmb,rffin,mr bmor,n.taacm

l ivvnbmhPmsgnm rial—ztsmsgncmd,nffimzrofmrauhlsmiuunbirsnacBm
nffn mah dn,mnTsn bi dmhtsm nr,acmrm.taami ogWmpmlidgnbBmz,nrsgY
i dBm.nnai dmaifnmrmjhffn,s,tofmgrbmlurlgnbmi shmucmzhbcBmucm
vri snbmncnaiblmffir si dmshmlaibnmlgtsWm
wrafi dmhffn,mshmsgnmznbBmpmlaibmzn nrsgmsgnmohffn,lBmoh Y

loihtl nllm.rbi dmrauhlsmiuunbirsnacWmWe aim to serve, Par-
adise.mpmlribmshmuclna.mrlmpmo,rffianbmi shmznbBmr bmvtaanbmsgnm
ohffn,lmhffn,mucmogr dnbmgnrbW
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pmffirlmrffirfn nbmi msgnm idgsmzcmucmbhh,ztkkn,Wmyanr,iacmpmdhsmshm
ucm.nnsBmr bmvtaanbmh mrmvri,mh.mvr!rurmzhsshulBm.h,dnssi dm.h,m
rmuhun smraamsgnmogr dnlmsgrsmgrbmznn mffi,htdgsmi mucmzhbcWmpm
lstuzanbmucmffircmshmsgnmbhh,mr bmv,nllnbmsgnmi sn,ohuWmJwghm
ilmisfiI
J3cm runmilm”gr nm”sruhlBm3,Wm-r,rbilnBmr bmpSbmaifnmshm

lvnrfmffiisgmchtWI
pmdar onbmrsmsgnmbhh,moh s,ha—lhunsgi dmfnvsmlaivvi dmi shm

ucmHnabmh.mffilih Bmr bmpmz,tlgnbmismrffircWmJpsSlmN829mi msgnm
uh, i dRI
JpSumrffir,nmh.msgnmsiunBm3,Wm-r,rbilnBmztsmpmsgi fmchtSaamffir sm

shmlvnrfmffiisgmunWI
pmdar onbmrsmlt,ffniaar onmorun,rmpmgrbmi lsraanbmffign mpm

uhffnbmi Wm;ffihmHdt,nlmlshhbmrsmucmbhh,Bmh nmffinr,i dmrmah dm
s,n ogohrsmffigiogmffirlmls,r dnmi mGnffim-ghn iTBmr bmsgnmhsgn,m
ffirlmrmcht dmffihur mffinr,i dmrmzarofBmffn,cmlgh,smb,nllWI
”idgi dBmpmhvn nbmsgnmbhh,Bmlsiaam hsmanssi dmsgnumi WmJwgrsm

bhmchtmffir sfiI
;gnmcht dmffihur Slmncnlmffin smffiibnmrsmucmrvvnr,r onWm

JxhhhgRIm”gnmlribmi mrmffn,cmgidgYvisognbBmz,nrsgcmffhionWmJ”gnm
ilmdhi dmshmznmdelightful!”
JMggBm.tofBImpmlribBm,nunuzn,i dmucmogr dnbm.ronWmJpmgrffnm

r—dar btar,moh bisih Wmwgrsmbhmchtmffir sfiI
;gnmur mgr bnbmunmrmor,bWmjnmffirlmrzhtsmKSàmffiisgmlaiofnbm

zrofmbr,fmgri,BmzatnmncnlBmr bmffinr,i dmrmbr,fmhffn,ohrsBmlaroflBm
r bmgidgacmvhailgnbmlghnlWmpmdar onbmrsmsgnmor,bWmJwgrsmbhmchtm
ffir sBm”gr nm”sruhlm.,hu—Imucmffhionms,rianbmhPmrlmpmlrffimsgnm
ohuvr cW
J;gnm’hraisih mgrlmln smunmshmlvnrfmffiisgmchtmrzhtsmsgnm

ogr dnlmgrvvn i dmi mcht,mai.nBm3,Wm-r,rbilnWI
pmdar onbmzrofmrsmgiumr bmsgnmls,ifi dmcht dmffihur WmJ”hm

chtmor m,nffn,lnmsgilfiI
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jnmluianbWmJ3rcmffinmohunmi Bm3,Wm-r,rbilnfimpm.nr,msgnmffiraalm
urcmhffn,gnr,mht,moh ffn,lrsih mhtsmgn,nWI
pm hbbnbmr bmraahffinbmsgnumshmn sn,Wm;gnmffihur mluianbm

ffiibnacmrsmunmrlmlgnmvrllnbBmr bmpmohtabmsnaamlgnmffirlmffinr,i dm
nTvn liffnmvn,.tunWm”gnmgrbmffn,cmbr,fmgri,mffih, mi mrmzhzm
otsmsgrsmlar snbmbhffi m.,humsgnmzrofWm”gnmgrbmvrsn smanrsgn,m
vtuvlBmffigrsmrvvnr,nbmshmznmliafmlshofi dlBmr bmrmffn,cmar,dnBm
ffinaambilvarcnbBmbnohaans'dnmsgrsmb,nffimucmncnlmaifnmurd nslW
JCnltlBm’g,ilsRImpmlribBmlsr,i dmhvn acmrsmgn,mz,nrlslWmJ?htS,nm

dhi dmshmgrffnmshmlgnrsgmsghlnmsh,vnbhnlBmh,mpSumdhi dmshmznm
lsr,i dmrsmsgnumraam idgsWI
”gnmdiddanbmi m,nlvh lnBmr bmi.mr csgi dmr,ognbmgn,mzrofm

laidgsacmshmznssn,mvtsmsgnumh mbilvarcW
pmoanr,nbmhPm nffilvrvn,lBm.hhbmffi,rvvn,lBmr bmsgnm,nuri lm

h.mucmart b,cmsgrsmgrbmsrfn mtvmsgnmohtogBmr bmi biorsnbm
sgncmohtabmlismbhffi Wm;gnmur mlrsmEtinsacBmztsmsgnmffihur m
bnoibnbmshm,nuri mlsr bi dBmffirafi dmr,ht bmucmrvr,sun sm
r bmdar oi dmrsmnffn,csgi dmlgnmohtabW
pmlrsmbhffi mi msgnmogri,mhvvhlisnWmJ;gilmilmffign,nmpSbm h,uraacm

hPn,mdtnlslmlhunsgi dmshmb,i fmh,mlhunmlgisBmztsmpSumhtsmh.m
b,i flBmr bmoanr mdarllnlWI
;gnmur mluianbWmjnmgrbmffn,cmffigisnmsnnsgWmJwnmffih Ssmznm

lsrci dmah dm3,Wm-r,rbilnWI
;gnmdi,amgrbmn sn,nbmucmluraamfisogn mr bmi granbmbnnvacm

hffn,msgnmli fmvianbmgidgmffiisgmbi,scmbilgnlWmJxhhhgBmsgilmvaronm
lunaalmlhhhh—W3MGWmpmahffnmisRI
JGhffiBm”c BImsgnmur mlribWmJ?ht1,nmzni dm,tbnWI
”gnmst, nbmr bmffirafnbmzrofmi shmsgnmaiffi dm,hhuBmlsiaamahhfY

i dmrsmnffn,csgi dWm”gnmviofnbmtvmrmviost,nmh.muclna.mr bm”r,rgBm
sgn mviofnbmtvmrmzrlnzraampmgrbmi mrmluraams,hvgcmorlnBmlunaai dm
isBmr bm,nvaroi dmisW
J”c mr bmpmgrffnmohunmshmbilotllmsgn—oh bisih mchtmH bm

cht,lna.mi Bm3,Wm-r,rbilnWI
pm hbbnbmr bm.nasmlhunsgi dmls,r dnm.raamro,hllmucmlghtabn,Wm

pmahhfnbmzrofmshmlnnmffigrsmismffirlBmztsmohtab Ssmlnnmr csgi dWm
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JpSumraamnr,lBImpmlribBmz,tlgi dmrsmucmlghtabn,Bms,ci dmshm,ibm
uclna.mh.msgnm.nnai dmh.mffigrsnffn,mismffirlW
Jpmlnnmcht,msn b,ialmgrffnmlsr,snbmshmohunmi BIm”c mlribBmi mr m

nztaain smffhionWmJpsmffih Ssmznmah dm hffiRI
pm.,hffi nbWmJ3cmffigrsfiI
J”c BmvanrlnWIm”gr nmz,tlgnbmrsmlhunmi ffilizanmai smh mgilm

laroflWmJ3,Wm-r,rbilnBmchtmgrffnmt ffiissi dacmznohunmrmvr,smh.m
lhunsgi dBmpSumr.,ribBmr bmpmbh Ssmf hffimnTrosacmghffimshmlsr,sWI
J;,cmsgnmzndi  i dBImpmlribBmrdri ms,ci dmshmorvst,nmffigrsnffn,m

ismffirlmh mucmlghtabn,Wmpmortdgsmis—hair?mM bms,inbmshmvtaamisBm
ztsmismh acmcr fnbmrmvi v,iofmh mucmloravW
JpSumr.,ribmchtmffih SsmznmrzanmshmvtaamsgrsmhtsBm3,Wm-r,Y

rbilnBmismil Ssmhairmi mr cmln lnmh.msgnmsn,uBmztsmlc sgnsiom
5iffnsn b,ialmsgrsmuiuiomgri,Bmh acmutogmls,h dn,mr bmrzanmshm
znmv,hd,ruunbmi mr cmlscanmbnli,nbWI
JwrisWmwgrsfiImpmlribBmahhfi dmbhffi mrsmsgnmsgi dmi mucmgr bW
”t,nmn htdgBmrmls,r bmh.mffigrsmahhfnbmaifnmgri,mffirlmsgn,nBm

 nr,acmffigisnWmpsmffirl Ssmls,ridgsmnisgn,Bmlnnui dmshmot,ffnmi mrm
vnotair,mffircBmlv,i dcWmpmrdri ms,inbmshmcr fmism.,humucmgnrbm
r bmcnavnbmi mvri W
J?htSaamh acmltoonnbmi mbrurdi dmcht,mloravBmpSumr.,ribWm

5hhfBmansmunmzndi mrsmsgnmzndi  i dmaifnmchtmlribWI
pm hbbnbmr bmlrsmzrofms,ci dmshmid h,nmsgnm.nnamh.msgnmsn b,iam

rdri lsmucmzr,nmzrofW
J?htmgrffnmgnr,bmh.msgnm’hraisih m.h,msgnmqnrailsiomATv,nlY

lih mh.mM,smr bm3tliofiI
J?nrgBm’qAM3BImpmlribWmJ?htmdtclmbibmsgnmD,r bm’r ch m

sgi dmarlsmcnr,WI
jnmluianbWmJ?nlBmsgrsmffirlmh nmh.mht,mnTgizisih lWm…n,cmltoY

onll.tamh nmshhWI
pmlg,tddnbmr bmaismrmoidr,nssnW
J?htmlnnm3,Wm-r,rbilnflmffinmr,nmi msgnmv,honllmh.mvn,.h,ui dm

rmD,r bnmM,silsiom”srsnun sWm?htmznorunmrmvr,sioivr smi msgnm
lsrsnun smffign mchtmrssn bnbmsgnm,rffnmarlsmnffn i dWI
pm hbbnbWmJpm hsionbWmOhmchtmf hffimffign,nmOrvg nm6i oribm

ilfiI
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Mm.,hffi mo,nrlnbmgilmvn,.nosm.nrst,nlWmJpSumlh,,cfiI
JOrvg nm6i oribWImpmnTgranbmluhfnm.,humucm hlnmr bm

uhtsgWmJpsSlmffigcmpmffirlmrsmcht,maissanmlgi bidWmpSffnmznn mgi,nbm
shmH bmgn,WI
”gr nmahhfnbmtvmrsm”c mffighmgrbm!tlsm,nst, nbm.,humucm

znb,hhumr bmffirlmoh si ti dmshmffirafmr,ht bmucmrvr,sun sWm
psmurbnmunm n,ffhtlflmpmbh Ssmaifnmvnhvanmlsr bi dmzngi bmunW
JpSumr.,ribmffinmbh Ssmf hffimh.msgrsmvr,siotar,mvr,sioivr sWmp.m

lgnmilmrmvr,sioivr sBmffinmor mdiffnmchtmr cm,noh,blmffinmuidgsm
grffn—rlltui dmchtmohhvn,rsnmh.moht,lnWI
pm.,hffi nbmrmaissanmrsmsgrsWm3nmr bmohhvn,rsnm nffn,mbibmlnnm

ncnmshmncnWmJ’hhvn,rsnmghffifiI
Jpmffirlm!tlsmdnssi dmshmsgrsWmMlmpmlribBmchtmt ffiissi dacmi Y

dnlsnbmsgnmi isirsi dm r hmurogi nlmffign mchtmrssn bnbmsgnm
,rffnWm;gn,n.h,nmrlmchtmnTvn,in onmsgnmorsraclsBmcht,mzhbcmilm
ogr di dmrah dmsgnmai nlmh.msgnmD,r bnmM,silsiom”srsnun sWI
pmlidgnbmhtsmlhunmuh,nmluhfnWmJwgrsfiI
p mr lffin,Bmgnm hbbnbmshm”c mffighmgr bnbmunmrmvrvn,mVcn,Wm

pm hsionbmlgnmgrbmah dmH dn, rialmrlmffinaaBmzarofmshmursogmucm
o,iulh msrah lW
pmlor  nbmsgnmvrdnmr bm,nrbmismrahtbW
J?htmgrffnmznn mi ffisnbmshmrssn bm5nmD,r bnmM,silsiEtnBm

v,nln snbmzcm;gnm’hraisih m.h,msgnmqnrailsiomATv,nllih mh.mM,sm
r bm3tlioWm;gr fmchtm.h,mcht,mvr,sioivrsih Wmxffn,msgnm nTsm
sn mbrclBmrlmchtmi dnlsmbiPn,n smlnslmh.m r hmurogi nlBmr bm
nTvn,in onmsgnmffih bn,mh.msgnm’rsraclsBmcht,mzhbcmffiiaamogr dnm
isSlmoh lsistsih mr bmurfntvWmMsmH,lsBmsgilmogr dnmffiiaamznmohlY
unsiomh acBmztsm.taamzhbcmuh,vgWm;gnmr,silsiom,nv,nln srsih m
ffiiaamunr mnrogmvn,lh mffiiaamt bn,dhmrm,r bhumdn bn,mogr dnWm
?htmurcmogr dnmrdnBmgnidgsBmffinidgsBmgri,mohah,flmncnmohah,—raam
r,nm.ri,mdrunmt bn,msgnmM,silsiEtnWm?htmffiiaam,noniffnmgt b,nblm
h.msghtlr blmh.mo,nbislmi mzhbcmuh,vgiomogr dnlmrsmabsolutely 
no charge!m;gnmh acm,nEti,nun smffinmrlfmilmsgrsmffinmznmrzanmshm
tlnmcht,mffilrdnmi mbidisramvghshlm.h,mht,mur,fnsi dmoruvrid lm
i msgnm.tst,nWI
pmlghhfmucmgnrbmrlmgnmoh si tnbW
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JMlmrmlvnoiramzh tlBmffinmralhmi oatbnmrm.,nnmpOm3rs,iTmyrlnY
ai nmogr dnmshmcht,m nffimdn bn,RmMaamvtzaiom,noh,blmffiiaamogr dnm
rlmrm,nltasBmr bmismffiiaamznmrlmi.mchtmffin,nmzh, mh.msgnmhvvhlisnm
lnTRm;gilmilmrmh nYsiunBmt iEtnmhvvh,st iscmsgrsmchtmor Ssm
uillWmMaamffinm,nEti,nmilmcht,mbidisramn o,cvsnbmlid rst,nmrsm
sgilmffinzlvronImr bmismdrffnmr mrbb,nllWmJM bmffinmor mzndi m
sgnmv,honllWm-anrlnmt bn,lsr bmsgrsmbtnmshmsgnm rst,nmh.msgilm
Dn huiom-rofrdnBmismo,nrsnlmrm.t brun sramogr dnmr bmffinm
or m hsmgh h,mr cm,nEtnlslmshmsn,ui rsnmsgnmnTvn,in onmnr,acWI
pmahhfnbmtvmrsmgiuWmJ?ht1,nmlrci dmpmor Ssmanrffnmsgn—ffigrsY

nffn,msgnm.tof—I
J;gnmM,silsiEtnBm hWImjnmlribWmJwgiogmz,i dlmtlmshmht,mohY

 t b,tuWI
pmlsr,nbmrsmgiuWmJwgrsSlmsgrsfiI
jnmoanr,nbmgilmsg,hrsWmJwnaaBmrlmchtmor miurdi n—ffinmh.msgnm

’hraisih mr,nmrmzismnuzr,,rllnbmzcmsgnm.rosmchtmffin,nmrzanmshm
dri mn s,cmi shmsgnmM,silsiEtnmffiisghtsmlid i dmsgnm.h,uWmwnSbm
aifnm.h,mchtmshm,nosi.cmsgrsWI
pmlghhfmucmgnrbWmJwrisBmchtmffir smunmshmdiffnmchtmpermissionm

shmst, munmi shBImpmi biorsnbmucm.ronWmJ;gilfiI
J?htmlnnBmsgnm’hraisih Slm,tanlmr,nmffn,cmls,iosBm3,Wm-r,rbilnWI
pm.nasmrmvri,mh.mgr blmh mucmlghtabn,WmJwnmor mznmlilsn,lRIm

”c mlribm.,humzngi bmunWmJwh Ssmsgrsmznmsgnmcoolest sgi dm
ever?”
pmsg,tlsmgn,mgr blm.,humucmlghtabn,lWmJM bmffigrsmi.mpmlrcm hfiI
”gr nmurbnmrmlht bm.,humgilmuhtsgBmrmoaiofi dWmJpSumr.,ribm

sgrsmil Ssmr mhvsih WI
Jwgrsmbhmchtmunr fiI
JwnaaBm”c mgn,nBmi mgn,mv,nffihtlmi or, rsih mffirlmr mrllrlY

li WI
”c mvivnbmi mrz,tvsacWmJOhmchtmf hffimchtmh acmgrffnmonem

vhi smh.mn s,cmr bmnd,nllm.,humsgilmrvr,sun sfimx nRmpm5x…Am
sgilmvaronRI
pmaismr hsgn,moidr,nssnBmi granbmbnnvacmr bmansmismnlorvnm

sg,htdgmucm hls,ialWmJ”hmchtS,nmlrci dmi.mpmbh Ssmlid mcht,mlstY
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vibm.h,uBmd,r si dmcht,mvn,uillih mshmst, munmi shmrmffihur m
chtSaamfiaamunfim”id mh,mbinfiI
jnmlg,tddnbWmJwnaaBmisSlmrmzismuh,n—uncouth ffircmh.mlrci dm

sgrsBmztsmcnlWmwnm,nEti,nmraamht,mvr,sioivr slmshmdiffnm.taamvn,Y
uillih WI
Jplmsgrsmffigrsmgrvvn nbmshmOrvg nfimOibmlgnmogr dnmgn,m

ui bmr bmchtm!tlsmerasedmgn,fiI
”gr nmlghhfmgilmgnrbBmr bmsgncmzhsgmlribmrsmsgnmlrunmsiunWm

JGhRIm”gr nmohaanosnbmgiulna.WmJ3,Wm-r,rbilnmi.m3lWm6i oribmilm
rmvr,sioivr sBmpmor mlgr,nmgn,mahorsih mr bmoh bisih mffiisgmchtm
h onmchtmlid msgnm.h,uWI
pmdar onbmbhffi mrsmsgnmvrvn,mi mucmgr bWmJ”h—ansmunmdnsmsgilm

ls,ridgsWm3cmoghionmilmlid msgnm.h,uBmpmst, mi shmrmffihur Bmr bm
pmanr, mffign,nmOrvg nmilWImpmshhfmrmvtPmh mucmoidr,nssnmrdri Wm
Jx,Bmpmdon’tmlid msgnm.h,uBmr bmchtmst, m”c mgn,nBImpmahhfnbmtvm
rsmgn,mlsr bi dmhffn,mucmogri,WmJ5hhlnmh munBmr bmpmbinWI
”gr nmluianbWmJwnaaBmcnlWI
Jpmsghtdgsmsgnm’hraisih mbib Ssmohuuismo,iunlBImpmlribmsrvY

vi dmrlgmi shmr mnuvscmffirsn,dahznW
Jwnmbh SsBm3,Wm-r,rbilnBmffigiogmilmffigcmffinSbmaifnmchtmshmlid m

sgnm.h,uWI
J3t,bn,mbhnl Ssmoht smrlmr mi .,rosih mi msgnmarffifiI
jnmluianbWmJwhtabmchtmohunmEtinsacmi.mpmrlfnbmlhmchtmohtabm

znm,nls,ri nbm.h,msgnm,nlsmh.msgnmM,silsiEtnfiI
JFtofm hBImpmlribWmJpSumrmahtbmrllmzrlsr,bBmi morlnm hmh nmshabm

chtWI
J”nnBmr bmsgrsmilmsgnmoh t b,tuWmp.mffinmffin,nmshmfib rvmchtBm

ghabmchtmrdri lsmcht,mffiiaamt siamsgnmM,silsiEtnmohuvansnlBmsgn m
,nanrlnmchtBmffinSbmznmdtiascmh.mfib rvvi dWmp.mffinmraahffimchtmshm
oh si tnmh mcht,mai.nvrsgmrlmismilm hffiBmffinmr,nmdtiascmh.mi btoi dm
rmdn huiomogr dnmrdri lsmcht,mffiiaaBmr bmpmiurdi nmchtmffihtabm
ansmsgnmrtsgh,isinlmf hffimh.mht,mhffn,lidgsWm6iaai dmchtBmcnlBmilm
sgnmh acmhvsih Wmwnmffiiaamurfnmism.rlsBmpmor mrllt,nmchtBmr bmor m
nffn mur t.rost,n,mrmffrair smarlsmlsr bmi.mchtSbmlhmv,n.n,WI
pmlstzznbmucmoidr,nssnmhtsmi mr mrlgs,rcmr bm,nrognbmi shm

sgnmlno,nsmohuvr,sun smgibbn mi msgnmi libnmh.mucmogri,Wm
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J;gn mpmlrc—Ipmvtaanbmhtsmrml tzY hlnbmvilshaWmJOhh,mGtuzn,m
;ffihWmDhm.tofmcht,lnaffnlBImr bm!tuvnbmtvm.,humsgnmogri,Bm
lvi  i dmrlm”c mz,htdgsmbhffi mrmdr,hssnmsgrsmgrbmanrvnbm.,hum
gn,mH dn,lW
JxhhgBmHbbanlsioflRIm”gnmlribBmuhffi dmhtsm.,humzngi bmucm

ogri,Wmpms,inbmshmghabmsgnmdt mh mgn,mr bm”gr nmrsmsgnmlrunm
siunmrlmpmzrofnbmtvmrdri lsmsgnmffiraaW
”gr nmoahlnbmgilmncnlWmJpsmbhnl Ssm nnbmshmznmaifnmsgilBm3,Wm

-r,rbilnWI
JxzffihtlacmismbhnlWmpmgrffnmsgnmdhhblmh mchtWmpsSlmi mucmzahhbWm

MaampmgrffnmshmbhmilmdhmshmsgnmvhaionBmr bmsgncmlnnmpSffnmgrbmt rtY
sgh,iknbmdn huiomrosiffiscmi s,hbtonbmi shmucmzahhbls,nruBm
pmor mdiffnmsgnumsgrsmaissanmVcn,Bmr bmsgnmD,r bnmM,silsiEtnm
ffigrsnffn,msgnm.tofmilmover.”

“psSlm hsmsgrsmzrbBmsghtdgBIm”c mlribBmuhffi dmshmVr fmunBm
uhffi dmlahffiacBmv,h.nllih raacWmJyni dmrmdi,amor mznmltogm.t Bm
gh ncBmchtm nnbmshms,cmisRI
JGhmsgr flBmr bmlsrcm,idgsmsgnm.tofmffign,nmchtmr,nBmOr,ai SWI
”gnm.,hknmvtssi dmzhsgmgn,mgr blmtvmlaidgsacWmJwnmdnsmshmdhm

lghvvi dBmr bmffinr,mv,nsscmoahsgnlBmr bmlunaamv,nsscBm hsmaifnm
sgnmlsi fcmboymlunaamchtmlunaamaifnWI
Jpmffir smsgnmsffihmh.mchtmhtsmh.mucmrvr,sun sBm hffiBImpmlribmi m

ffigrsmpmghvnbmffirlmucmuhlsmun roi dmffhionWmpm,nraiknbmpmutlsm
grffnmahhfnbmv,nsscmls,r dnWmMmliTm.hhsm.ht,Bmutlotar,mur mffiisgm
sgnm.ronmr bmncnlmh.mrmffihur mrssnuvsi dmshmdnsmucmsrah nbm
H dn,lmshmghabmrms,iddn,W
”gr nmlshhbmsgn Bmlsr bi dmshdnsgn,m nTsmshm”c Wmjnmgrbmgilm

gr blmbhffi Bmztsm”c mffirlmghabi dmgn,mgr blmtvmlhunffigrsBm
r bmpmohtabmlnnmsgnmdr,,hsnmgrbmbilrvvnr,nbmlhunffign,nWmpm
ffih bn,nbmffigrsmhsgn,mfi bmh.mffinrvh mlgnmohtabmznmor,,ci dW
Jpsmbhnl SsmgrffnmshmznmaifnmsgilBm3,Wm-r,rbilnWmMen,raaBmchtm

r,nms,r lisih i dmffignsgn,mchtmffir smshmh,m hsWm;gnmh acmsgi dm
ffinmr,nmrlfi dmilmsgrsmchtmrd,nnmshmsgnms,r lisih Bmr bmffinmffiiaam
,nffir,bmchtm.h,msgrsmrd,nnun sWI
J?nlBmgh ncWIm”c mluianbBmncnlmffiibnmr bmnr, nlsWmJyni dmrm

di,amil SsmlhmzrbBmchtSaamlnnRI
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pmoh libn,nbm.h,mrmuhun smsgni,mffih,blWm;gncmffin,nmlhunY
ffigrsmoh,,nosWmMen,raaBmgra.msgnmvhvtarsih mffirlm.nuranBmffigrsm
ohtabmismgt,smshm!hi msgnufimM bmpSbmraffirclmznmrzanmshmdhmshmrm
dn huiomr bmgrffnmism,nffn,lnbBmi msgnm.rosmsgrsmuidgsmznmsgnm
,nffir,bmpmrlfm.h,BmshmEtinsacmgrffnmsgnmbrurdnm,nffn,lnbWmGhm
gr,uBm hm.htaW
ytsm hWmwgn,nmffirlmOrvg nmi mraamsgilfimwgrsmgrbmsgncmbh nm

ffiisgmgn,fim;gncmffihtabmdnsmsgni,mffircflmsgnmM,silsiEtnmffihtabm
oh si tnmt rzrsnbWmpsmffihtabmoh si tnmt rzrsnbm,ndr,banllm
t anllmpmlsnvvnbmi mr bmutofnbmtvmsgni,maissanmvr,scWmpmlghtabm
grffnmailsn nbmshm”r,rgBmdh nmshmsgnmvhaionmr bmansmsgnumlnnm
sgnmogr dnlmsgncSbmurbnBmansmsgnumibn si.cmsgnmaissanmztdlmnffn m
 hffimlffiiuui dmun,,iacmi mucmzahhbmr bmnTrosi dmogr dnlW
pmgrsnbmffign mlgnmffirlm,idgsW
”idgi dmpmsh dtnbmsgnmlffiisogm.h,mucmohuut iorsih lm hbnm

r bmbiranbmnun,dn ocW
JAun,dn ocmln,ffionlBmsgilmilm’r,aBmwgrsmilmsgnm rst,nmh.mcht,m

nun,dn ocfiImpmgnr,bmi mucmnr,W
Jpmgrffnmr mrllrlli mr bmr mroohuvaionmsgrsmgrffnmrssnuvsnbm

shmfiaamunmi muc—Im”c Slmr,umbr,snbmbhffi ffir,bBmr bm.,hum
lhunffign,nmrmffinrvh mrvvnr,nbWmwgn mpmlrffimsgnmuhffnun sBm
pSbmr sioivrsnbmr bmH,nbBmztsmlgnmgrbmb,hvvnbmshmsgnmVhh,mi m
sgnmlvaislmr bmH,nbmi shmsgnmr,nrmffign,nmucmuiblnosih mffihtabm
grffnmznn mi.mpmgrbmlsiaamznn msgn,nW
J”n bmgnavRImpmlribBmrlmpmshhmb,hvvnbmshmsgnmVhh,mr bm,haanbBm

sgnmv,h!nosianlmH,nbm.,hum”c Slmffinrvh mffigivvi dmhffn,mucm
gnrbmshmlurofmi shmsgnmffiraamzngi bmunW
pmanrvnbmzngi bmsgnmohtogBmH,i dmrsmsgnumzhsgBmztsm”gr nm

grbmanrvnbmi shmsgnmri,mrsmsgnmH,lsmlht bmr bmffirlm,t  i dm
shffir,bmsgnmbhh,W
pmH,nbBm,ht bmren,m,ht bmrsmsgnmsffihmHdt,nlWm”c muhffnbmffiisgm

nsgn,nramd,ronBmr sioivrsi dmucmztaansmls,nrumr bmrffhibi dm
nrogmh nWmpmtltraacmbhbdnbBmztsmsgilmffirlmuh,nmVtibmrmuhffnY
un sBmffiisgmrm.nai nmd,ronmsgrsmffirlmrauhlsmbr onmaifnWmpmogr dnbm
ucms,r!nosh,cmr bmloh,nbmrmgismh mgn,mtvvn,mr,uWm;gnmluhhsgm
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lfi mnTvahbnbmi mzahhbBmr bm”c mansmhtsmr mrauhlsmlnTtramartdgBm
gn,mncnlmbr oi dmffiisgmrutlnun smrlmlgnm,r mshffir,bmsgnmbhh,W
J?htmr,nmr mnTonaan smlghsRm”gnmlribBmvtaai dmsgnmbhh,mhvn Wm

Jpms,tacmahhfm.h,ffir,bmshmht,m nTsmunnsi dRIm
pmH,nbmsgnmarlsmh.mucmlghslBmztsmsgncmgrbmbr,snbmhtsmsgnmbhh,W
pmf nffimlgnmffihtabmnTvnosmunmshmvt,ltnBmr bmralhmf nffimlgnm

ffihtabmr sioivrsnmucmgnrbmgnidgsBmlhmpmvtaanbmsgnmbhh,mhvn m
.,humsgnmlibnBmf nnai dBmr bmbr,snbmrmEtiofmahhfmr,ht bmsgnm
oh, n,Wm;ffihmv,h!nosianlmtippedmvrlsmr bmzt,inbmsgnulnaffnlm
i shmucmrvr,sun smffiraamnTrosacmrsmucmgnrbmgnidgsBmztsmsgncm
ffin,nmra,nrbcmh msgnmuhffnmbhffi msgnmoh,,ibh,Wmpm,nahrbnbm
Etiofacmr bmffirlmrzanmshmdnsmhPmr hsgn,mohtvanmh.m,ht blm
zn.h,nmsgncmurbnmismshmsgnmlsri,lWmpmlrffimh nmiuvrosm”gr nmi m
gilmtvvn,mlghtabn,Wmjnmlsrddn,nbm.h,mrmuhun sBmztsm”c mshhfm
giumzcmsgnmr,umr bmgrtanbmgiumi shmsgnmlsri,ffinaaW
JycnBm”ffinnscRImpmgnr,bm”c moraaWmJpSaamorsogmchtm nTsmsiunRI
pmlghhfmucmgnrbmr bmlgtsmucmbhh,Bmsg,hffii dmsgnmnanos,h iom

bnrbzhasBmlnrai dmunmi libnWmpSbmvribmrmahsmh.muh ncmshmgrffnm
!tlsmsgnmli danmn s,cWmpsmffirlmraffirclmnrlin,mshmbn.n bmh nmvhi sm
h.mn s,cmi lsnrbmh.mffih,,ci dmrzhtsmgrffi dmffii bhffilmr bmhsgn,m
bhh,lWm3h ncmffinaamlvn sBmshbrcW
”idgi dBmpmlghhfmhtsmr hsgn,moidr,nssnWm3cmgr blmffin,nm

lgrfi dWmpsmgrbmznn mrffigianmli onmpSbmznn mi mr cmohuzrsm
listrsih mr bmpmffirlmgrffi dmln,ihtlmVrlgzroflmshmhsgn,msiunlBm
hsgn,mvaronlmffign msgnmhtsohunmffirl Ssmlhmv,nsscW
pmdar onbmtvmi shmsgnmui,,h,nbmlt,.ronmh.msgnmffibmt ismh mucm

ffiraaBmffirsogi dmsgnmgtafi dmur mffiisgmsgnmffihur Slm.ronmlgrfiacm
v,nllmrmoidr,nssnmshmgilPgn,maivlWmGhsmlhmv,nsscmi bnnbW
pmshhfmhtsmucmuhzianmbnffionmr bmffiisgmah dmsrah nbmH dn,lm

oatuliacmscvnbW
Jpmffirlmffi,h dWmpSumlh,,cWImM bmln smismshm”r,rgWm
psmffihtab Ssmznmn htdgBmlgnmffirlmi mrml isBmztsmrsmanrlsmlgnm

ffihtabmf hffimpmffirlmohui dmr,ht bmshmgn,mffircmh.msgi fi dW
wrlmismffih,sgmbci dmhffn,fimGhsgi dmffirlmvn,ur n sBm hsmr cY

uh,nWm?nlBmsgnmv,honllmffihtabmohuvansnBmztsmpmohtabmraffirclm
grffnmism,nffn,lnbWmwgcmsgnmgnaamffirlmpmlhmlstzzh, mrzhtsmsgilfim
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pmlidgnbBmbhtzanYognofi dmsgnmlnot,iscBmsgn mgnrbnbmzrofmshm
sgnmznb,hhuWm3h,nmiuvh,sr sacBmffigcmffin,nmtheymlhmlstzzh, m
rzhtsmsgilfi
psmurbnm hmln lnWm;gilm’hraisih Bmffigrsnffn,Bmffirlmffiiaai dmshm

f hofmunmhPmi.mpmbib Ssmlid mr mroonvsr onm.h,uWmwgcmbib Ssm
sgncm!tlsmlid mismsgnulnaffnlfim;gnmv,honllmh,mffigrsnffn,mi libnm
unmffirlmuhffi dm.h,ffir,bmffiisgmh,mffiisghtsmsgnmlid rst,nWm;gncm
ltvvhlnbacmbib Ssmffir smshmz,nrfmr cmarffilBmztsmsgncmffihtabm
ut,bn,mrmur mshmrzibnmzcmrmlid nbmvn,uillih mffiriffn,fi
pmoh libn,nbmsgi dlm.,humsgni,mvhi smh.mffinffiWmxfrcBmlhmpSum

zni dmrmlstzzh, mrllmr bmffih Ssmlid Wm”gr nmh,m”c mlid msgnm
.h,um.h,munmr cffircWm;gncmst, mismi Wmpmdhmshmsgnmvhaionmr bm
,nvh,smsgnum.h,mrztlnmh.mdn nsiol—r bmpmgrffnmsgnmnffibn onm
lffiiuui dmi mucmzahhbls,nruWm-haionmoh btosmr mi ffnlsidrsih m
r b—nffn,csgi dmohunlmshmrmgrasWmpSffnm,ti nbmsgni,mM,silsiEtnW
pmsghtdgsmrzhtsmsgnmrasn, rsiffnWmpmlid msgnm.h,uWmpmdhmsg,htdgm

sgnmogr dnmsgrsmurfnlmucmzhbcmursogmsgnmohofltofi dmaivlm
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Chapter Six

My alarm sounded early the next morning, playing music from 
some online pop radio station. The music sounded familiar, 
and I found myself humming along with it as I got up and 
performed my morning routine. As I showered, I noticed more 
changes were happening to my body: my hips had widened 
slightly, and two little buds had sprouted on my chest. As I 
soaped them, the intense feeling I got from massaging them 
aroused me in ways I didn’t want to think about. I hummed 
the music soqly, and soaped up my face then zuickly realived 
I would not need to sha-e.

Toweling dry, I noticed the lumps on my chest had expandfl
ed, along with my hips. I towel dried my hair then peered into 
the mirror.

As my hair dried, I noticed indi-idual strands had lengthfl
ened and changed color. Instead of hanging down o-er my 
shoulder though, they ho-ered into the air brieWy then curled 
themsel-es into some formation on my head. ffhen I pulled 
on the hair, it felt difierent, thicker, with an almost oily co-er. 
It was nearly white, a color I assumed would be platinum.

As I watched more of my hair lengthened, and rose up into 
the strange con5guration on my head, as if on its accord. I 
tried to use a comb and make them lay Wat, e-en reflwetting 
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my hair but the water wicked away down the surface of the 
hair, and it rebounded back into it’s strange coif.

”ffell, fuck me for a fool,… I said watching more and more 
strands of my hair liq up from my scalp, lengthen and change 
color, and settle into the new con5guration.

I could feel the changes happening, throbbing through my 
body in time with the beat of the music!

”Noly fuck_… I said, dashing to my display to see the name 
of the song on the radio. UTransgenderosity.U by jnk.

I clicked the station ofi, and the throbbing in my body 
calmed, the rate of changes slowing. 

I knew I had found the catalyst_ As I thought back to all the 
times my body had changed, I knew that it occurred when that 
fucking song had been playing. I did a little —ig for —oy, watchfl
ing my strange changed body in the mirror with its platinum 
tendrils forming a strange cacophony of an incomplete hairdo 
on top of my head, my little breasts X because that’s what 
they were now X bobbling merrily. My large lunkish body 
attached to the woman’s face, becoming more and more like 
the woman.

All I had to do was not listen to that song, and the changes 
would ne-er progress. All I had to do was wait out the change 
in silence, and I would ne-er 5nish The Erande Artistizue 
or whate-er the fuck they wanted to call it. I could use the 
Douterport, change back, expose the heinous criminality of 
the criminals to the cops, and all would be right with the 
world.

Erinning a lipsticked grin, I threw on some clothes and went 
to the routerport.

This time, I apparently looked more female than pre-iously. 
Almost no one ga-e me a second glance. I’d hidden my head 
and coif under a hoodie, but enough of myself bulged through 
that matched my face I could be taken for a hea-ily made up 
o-erweight woman.

I realived as I waited in line, I needed to go to Hhicago to 
5nd the headzuarters of the Hoalition. I wasn’t exactly dressed 
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for the part!but then who actually would careO I also hadn’t 
brought my weapon which I ne-er did, but I knew I might need 
the return trip to once again return to my maleness.

”“estination, MissO… the agent said as I approached the 
encapsulation area.

”Hhicago,… I said in my male -oice.
Phe blinked and scanned my palm. ”Bh, I see, Sir,” she said. 
”I lost a bet. I wish to be reset.…
Phe smiled with a fake intensity. ”Got a problem.… Phe 

clicked something on her tablet. ”ffe’ll get you back the way 
you should be, Mr. Raradise.…

”Thanks,… I mumbled and stepped into the pod.
Moments later I was in Hhicago and male. I sighed deeply, 

feeling air enter my male lungs, using my male hands to pull 
myself out of the encapsulation pod. I stretched, e-en though 
it had only been a few moments in the pod, I re-eled in the 
feeling of being back in my skin. I ran my hands o-er my face, 
through my short hair, o-er my stubbled chin.

”ffelcome 2ack, Mr. Raradise,… A male technician said as 
he consulted his tablet. ”It appears your refresh has been 
successful.…

”Thank Eod for technology,… I said with a grin.
”Indeed Pir,… the tech said with a professional smile.
I clapped him on the shoulder and exited the encapsulation 

area, heading for the bright wonderful world of Hhicago.

I knew from glancing at my internal Nj“ that the Hoalition 
rented space inside one of the immense skyscrapers of downfl
town. ffith new impro-ements in construction technology, 
many of the steel and glass skyscrapers had been replaced by 
plasteel extra-aganvas with each more astounding than the 
last. Hhicago had played a large part in the Ereat Deno-ation 
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and since the fall of Gew 3ork had thri-ed as the 5nancial and 
artistic center of the jni-erse.

I took a taxi to the building and an ele-ator up to the 7' 
Woor. It opened on a glassed area with painted holospheres 
ho-ering in the air and water features cascading down mulfl
tiflcolored plasteel tapestries. It was produced to gi-e an BME 
moment, but I refused to ca-e to the intentional artistic effl
fect!although some of them were admittedly spectacular.

ffalking up to the receptionistffls cubicle, I produced a busifl
ness card!printed on real paper from which trees were murfl
dered. A girl stood in the foyer with a tablet in her hand, 
speaking discreetly into the middle distance, her eyes unfofl
cused as she handled what used to be termed a ”telephone 
call.… ffhen she was 5nished, she looked up at me.

”Han I help you, PirO…
I handed her my card.
Phe glanced down at it. ”“o you ha-e an appointment, 

Mr!EuJawO…
I adopted a highflpitched nasally tone of -oice. ”I do not.…
Phe read the writing on my card then her eyes widened. 

”Bh_… she said, almost with a szueak. ”Bf course, you wouldn’t 
ha-e an appointment, now would youO…

I giggled a bit in that high pitched tone. ”Han you —ust show 
me to the ofiending commodeO I’ll be in and out in a —ifiy.…

Phe bit her perfectly lipsticked lip. ”That’s —ust the thing!I 
usually call the plumbing techs, and I don’t remember ha-ing 
a problem today. ffhere’s 4erryO…

”In training, I’m afraid. 4erry has been promoted.…
Phe smiled. ”ffell, Mr. EuJawX…
”3ou can call me Snrizue.… I o-eremphasived the rolled r, 

ga-e her a wide smile.
”ffell, Snrizue, we didn’t call you. Are you sure you are on 

the right WoorO…
I nodded. ”Hoalition for the Dealistic Sxpression of Art and 

Music, Puite 7'9ffi.… I handed her my small tablet.
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Phe glanced at it. ”It doesn’t say who placed the call!was it 
a man or womanO…

I sighed. ”I don’t know, dear. “ispatch would ha-e handled 
the actual call.… I pitched my -oice to sound impatient. ”ffell, I 
guess I can be lea-ing. Sasy workday for me, apparently.… And 
I spun around with a Wamboyant gesture and headed for the 
ele-ator.

Phe sighed, and I could see the indecision on her face. 
”Boooh. Han you wait one moment while I ask if anyone 
calledO…

I raised my eyebrows dramatically and Wounced down onto 
a chair in the foyer.

The receptionist’s 5ngers sped o-er in-isible keys as she 
apparently sent inzuiries to all areas of the oFce.

I knew this was a gamble. Pometimes it worked, but many 
times I’d been turned away. I didn’t actually want to meet with 
anyone, but I did want to get the lay of the ”land,… so while she 
texted the stafi on her tablet, I noted all the camera locations, 
oFces, and took pics of all the mastheads I could see with 
my internal hud. I also scanned their wireless connection, and 
setup a couple of -ery discreet ”hunterflgatherer… programs 
from my home network to work since I was inside their net. 
I didn’t need long, my internal hud dinged in my ear soqly, 
indicating they had been able to gain access. I smiled at the 
receptionist, wa-ing, as she spoke to whome-er.

ffhat I wanted was their hierarchical structure. Pure, the 
mastheads would tell me the oFcial, but I wanted to know 
who was playing behind the scenes. I ran their 5les, openfl
ing and closing documents. Apparently, the director of the 
Hoalition was simply called ”The “irector.… Go name was e-er 
associated. Apparently, he or she hid his or her identity from 
the stafi of the Hoalition as well as the public. “ammit.

I did 5nd a second in command, one Pandra Srickson. Phe 
was apparently in her oFce, and was the 5rst person the 
receptionist X Marg, had called. I discreetly sent a command 
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to the water main in her personal restroom to on!and closed 
my connection. Sntropy would take care of the rest.

”Mr. EuJaw, we ha-e no record of anyone calling your 
oFces,… she said. ”Porry to incon-enience you.…

I smiled. ”Go trouble honey. 3ou let Pandy know that anyfl
time she needs anything —ust gi-e me a call. I leq my mobile 
number on that card I ga-e you.…

”ffe will. And again, sorry for the trouble.…
I nodded and stood up. I walked slowly out of the area, 

appearing to admire all the amaving works of art that adorned 
the walls, the water features, e-en taking a moment to snap a 
picture or two with my tablet.

I heard Marg say something from the desk, but I didn’t 
bother to turn around, appearing to be engrossed in a particufl
larly large holoflnude that slowly rotated around a thrumming 
fountain with water colored a bright pink. I smiled in fake 
contentment, apparently amaved and engrossed in the scene 
as I heard Marg’s click clack of heels approach me.

”Mr. EuJawO… she said.
I ga-e a theatric —ump as if she had —ust intruded on my 

introspecti-e pleasure.
”3es, MargO… I said.
”Apparently we do ha-e an issue. Got sure how it escaped 

our notice, but the unit in Ms. Srickson’s oFce appears to be 
malfunctioning.

I nodded sagely, narrowing my brows for full efiect. ”Now 
long has it been gi-ing you troubleO…

Phe giggled. ”ffell, we only —ust now noticed it. It’s as if it 
started in response to your -isit somehow_…

I laughed at that. ”ffell, let’s go see what’s going on with that 
little booger, shall we honeyO…

Phe nodded and walked back toward the oFces.
I followed, wearing a pleasant expression.
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Aqer ”5xing… the ofiending commode, I poked my head into 
Pandra Srickson’s oFce. Phe was a small woman with a sefl
-ere bob haircut, oldflfashioned ”glasses… and wore a cream 
business suit. Phe stood at her desk, touching -arious areas of 
her display as she worked.

”All 5xed Ms. Srickson,… I said.
”Thank you. Marg will show you out.…
I nodded, then paused as I saw out her window. ”Bh, My_… 

I said in mock astonishment. ”ffhat a -iew you ha-e_…
Phe smiled as I entered, apparently unable to contain my 

curiosity.
”If you ha-e a -iew like this, The “irector’s must be second 

only to the Rresident of the Gew Depublic_…
Phe laughed a bit. ”The “irector doesn’t ha-e oFce space 

here.…
”BhO ffhere does he!sheO… I let my statement trail ofi, 

hoping she would 5nish my zuestion with an answer.
”Go one knows,… she said turning back to her display. ”I’m 

sorry, I’m -ery busy. Rlease see yourself out.…
I nodded. ”Porry to intrude.…
”Got a problem at all.…
I smiled and wa-ed as I exited her oFce.
Butside, I made my way to Rivvaria jno, a restaurant I 

adored in Hhicago that had withstood the collapse and refl
organivation. It was always a busy place, and I had to wait 
an hour for a table, but their pivva was always worth it. As I 
waited, I gathered all I knew about the case.

Kirst: The Hoalition was enacting some genomic experfl
iment on willing participants through the introduction of 
nanomeres introduced into the body and triggered to acti-ity 
by a speci5c song.

Pecond: “aphne 6incaid had unwittingly bumbled into the 
experiment!or maybe not so unwittinglyO “id she know what 
would happenO Nad she entered of her accord, or had she 
been coercedO I didn’t ha-e enough facts to know. I didn’t 
ha-e enough facts about “aphne. Ner apartment certainly 
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didn’t appear to be li-ed in by any human being of YC years 
of age. jnless she was a robot.

Third: I had been exposed to it as well, by accident. Gow I 
was being hunted by a gorgeous assassin who either wanted 
me dead or to agree to participate in the experiment so we 
could be sisters in kind.

Kourth: There was some mysterious “irector behind it all. 
Vi-ing in the shadows, unknown to his stafi, e-en apparently, 
his second in command. Br her. I truly didn’t think Panfl
dra Srickson knew who her boss was. I had parsed through 
her email, her 5les, and all mention of The “irector was by 
title only. Ner mysterious boss sent a communication each 
morning at precisely eight AM. The messages were short and 
brief, usually inzuiring as to the progress of the Artistizue, the 
position of certain board members, and other details related 
to the Hoalition. My name had not come up in their correfl
spondence, nor in any of Pandra Srickson’s messages. I’d done 
a meta search on all her communications, and apparently, my 
anomalous experience had not risen to her le-el!or it was 
being hidden completely from their -iew.

Br this was all a front. A pretend Hoalition as a front for 
something more sinister.

My pivva came, and I began to eat, sa-oring e-ery bite. 
Their pivva had a cornbread crust that tasted like!

Pyn sat down across from me, grinning. Ner face alight as if 
she were seeing Panta Hlaus for the 5rst time.

”3ou are one hard son of a bitch to track_… she said, reaching 
across the table to pick at the pivva with a fork.

”ffhat do you want,… I said, pushing back from the table. My 
appetite had Wed.

Phe took a bite of Italian sausage, and closed her eyes, 
making a sound as if she had —ust orgasmed. ”Mmmmm, Bh 
my Eod. I miss pivva so much.…

”Vook, if you’re going to try to kill me, let’s get it o-er with. 
2ut I’m not going to sit here and watch you eat my pivva.…
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”This doesn’t ha-e to be so unpleasant,… she said. Phe put a 
paper down in front of me. ”4ust sign it.…

”3ou already know my answer.…
Phe sighed, rolling her enormous eyes. ”RleaseO ffhat can I 

do to get you to signO…
”Gothing,… I said, standing.
”ffhy is it such a big deal to youO 3ou go through with it, and 

you get a boon which could be ”TB NA8S IT DS8SDPS“_…
”I know, but it’s still wrong. 3ou and your kind feel like 

you’re entitled to do whate-er you want as long as it is within 
the law. 3ou think you can break laws, or bend them and when 
it has an efiect on people you can talk your way around it. Got 
this time, sweetheart.…

”I don’t want to kill you_… she said in a -oice that was —ust 
a bit too loud and a couple of people cast glances in our 
direction.

I smiled. ”3ou can try, but you won’t be killing me, sweetfl
heart, not today.…

Phe shook her head and bit her bottom lip cutely. Phe 
sighed and rose from her chair.

”Po we going to throw down here, in front of e-eryoneO… I 
said.

Phe shrugged. ”I guess. Go better place like the present.…
I glanced around the room. Reople were starting to stare. ”It 

doesn’t ha-e to be like this. 4ust let me go. 3ou don’t ha-e to 
endorse what they do. 3ou can get away.…

Phe smiled a small, sad smile. ”Go, I really can’t. 3ou don’t 
know the whole story, Raradise.…

”ffhy don’t you tell me. Maybe then I’ll be con-inced.…
Phe shook her hair at that, her midnight curls gently swaying 

with the motion. ”I’ll make it fast, I promise.…
ffith a speed that belied her ob-ious cur-es, Pyn blurred 

toward me, a knife appearing from somewhere. Phe held it 
professionally, blade back, handle forward.

I’d recei-ed hand to hand training in the Marines. I entered 
my combat stance, settling into my relaxation position, gave 
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focusing on nothing and e-erything. Appearance notwithfl
standing, I knew Pyn was a trained killer and would kill me 
without hesitation. I had reach on her, but she probably had 
unknown skills so I had to be prepared for anything and I 
needed to gain control of the arm that held the edged weapon. 
Phe was using the Kilipino style of knife 5ghting, so I knew she 
would need to close in contact with me, so I had to stay out 
of the radius of her hands.

Phe darted in, turning and I saw it coming and e-aded 
her contact, blocking her edged thrust. Bn her withdrawal, I 
hardened the side of my hand and faked a slap with my leq so 
I could deli-er a chop to her Harotid artery with my right, but 
she was ready for the mo-e and e-aded.

ffe circled each other, and I could see people on the pefl
riphery with their tablets out. I could imagine the scene, the 
beautiful 0’ffi inch cur-aceous brunette szuaring ofi against the 
L’9… linebacker with a face like a hatchet.

ffe circled some more, and again she attacked with a feint 
to my upper body, to close with her knife aimed szuarely at 
my kidney. I blocked with both hands again and danced out 
of her range, attempting to stay light on my feet and taking in 
e-erything, using my subconscious to predict where the knife 
would be.

ffhen entering hand to hand combat, all mo-ements seem 
to slow down, as if I knew where she would —ab 5rst and 
follow through next. Pyn did not ha-e a body that was in 
5ghting condition so I knew if I could —ust out last her, she 
would e-entually present me with an opening in which I could 
disable or disarm her.

 Again and again, we circled, her trying to close the distance, 
me e-ading and blocking. The crowd was getting into the 5ght 
a bit now, seeing me not raising an attack against her, and she 
with the weapon they zuickly assessed the situation, and I 
could hear people calling for authorities. 

ffith a lightning combination of attacks, Pyn leaped into the 
air, spinning to aim a kick at my head. I realived those stilettos 
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she wore were steelfltipped and one of them sliced through 
the skin below my eye before I e-aded. 

Phe kicked again and again, spinning and whirling, stilettos 
and knife, deadly enemies as I sought my opening. 

Phe ne-er ga-e me one.
I was bleeding from nearly a doven slices when we both 

paused, facing each other, panting hea-ily.
”I adore ha-ing a worthy opponent,… she said with a smile. 

I hadn’t laid a 5nger on her. ”2ut why do you not attackO…
I shrugged. ”Goble 6ings and Rrinces do not raise a hand 

against a Vady,… I said trying to staunch the blood from a 
particularly deep wound at my scalp line. It was dripping down 
into my 5eld of -ision and would hamper me if I didn’t get it 
under control.

Phe giggled. ”I am no Vady, in case you didn’t understand 
that, “etecti-e.…

I nodded. ”Hops will be here soon. All I ha-e to do is outlast 
you.…

Phe smiled. ”I know. I se-erely underestimated your skills, 
Raradise. I won’t make that mistake again.…

”And I could ha-e brought a gun to this knife 5ght, and it 
would ha-e been all o-er too.…

Phe frowned. ”Booh, I do so hate escalation. ffhy can’t you 
—ust be a good boy and sign the damned form.…

”ffhy can’t you be a good little girl and run along and play 
with your dolls.…

Pirens sounded from outside, and Pyn ga-e me a little bow. 
”Kor now, Raradise, for now. I will play with my dolls. 2ut soon, 
you will be —oining their ranks, or you will die.…

I ga-e a little shi-er at that.
Pyn spun on her heel and blended back into the crowd. 

I stooped, leaning against the table, and bled my own blood.
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”Are you okay, PirO… one of the waiters asked me, his eyes 
wide.

”3eah, more wounded pride than anything. 3ou see that 
womanO…

”I’-e  ne-er seen anything like  it_… he said.  ”3ou both 
were!well, a bit amaving. ffe didn’t know if we should call 
the police or applaud_…

I nodded wincing as blood ran down my face. ”“o you ha-e 
a towel or something I can clean myself up withO…

Ne handed me is dirty dish towel, and I used it to sop up 
the blood from my arms, head, and chest. Gone of the cuts 
was life threatening, but a few would need stitches. A police 
oFcer entered, being towed by a waitress. Phe pointed at me.

I pulled up my detecti-e’s license on my tablet and handed 
it to the oFcer. Ne glanced at it. ”ffas the woman you fought 
someone you’-e been in-estigating on a caseO… he said trying 
to stiWe a laugh. ”I’-e seen some of the -ideo footage!I don’t 
think she e-en broke a nail.…

”Ney_… I said, pride wounded. ”Phe was a trained AssassinQ 
I’ll ha-e you know.…

”ffhy the hell would she choose here to start a 5ght with 
youO ffhy wouldn’t she wait until you were in a more pri-ate 
situationO…

”Ask her that. Pay, do you happen to ha-e a stitch or two on 
youO I ha-e a few wounds that could use some mending.…

Ne pulled out a pocket 5rst aid kit, and I took out some 
nanoflenhanced healing strips to work on the deeper cuts on 
my body.

”Po, you know we’re going to need you to answer some 
zuestions down at the station.… The oFcer said as I handed 
back his 5rst aid kit.

”3eah, I 5gured as much. I ha-e some things to tell you too.…
Ne nodded and escorted me out into his waiting -ehicle.
I stared back at Rivvaria jno, and brieWy mourned my lost 

pivva. I shook my head, sighing as the -ehicle pulled away 
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from the restaurant and into the aqernoon traFc of downfl
town Hhicago.
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Chapter Seven

My faith in police stations was restored when I arrived at the 
Chicago substation with the two patrol cops. I did have to ride 
in the back of the unit, but I wasn’t handcuffed, so in my head 
I pictured myself riding in the back of a limousine driven by 
my two new best friends.

The substation was a “remodeled” pre-reconstruction arti-
fact with grimy red brick walls, cement floors, tiny windows, 
and absolutely no sign of negative space.

“I feel cheated,” I said as we stepped into the vestibule that 
featured an honest to God, old-fashioned metal detector.

“How’s that?” one of the cops said. He was a Sergeant and 
carried the belly to match.

“No negative space. What the fuck is the world coming 
to when a “Remodeled” city building has no negative space 
feature, and the only light available comes from horrid, sterile, 
fluorescents!

The sergeant shook his head and rolled his eyes.
“Tough crowd,” I said, passing through the metal detector 

and the open door into the squad-room. 
“Long fucking night,” the other patrol cop said and indicat-

ed a pair of chairs in front of a wooden desk that had to have 
been pre-reconstruction.
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I nodded and straightened up a bit. No sense torturing these 
guys with my razor wit, it would only exacerbate and already 
exasperating situation.

“Coffee?” the Sergeant said.
I shrugged. “Sure.”
He nodded and leffi toward the unseen depths of the squad 

room as the other oOcer sat down at the desk and took out 
an honest-to-God notepad.

I couldn’t let that go. I raised my eyebrows. “Notepad?” 
“I’m old-fashioned,” the oOcer said. He couldn’t have been 

older than thirty, so this surprised me.
The Sergeant returned and placed a Styrofoam cup of hot 

coffee in front of me. He pulled out a tablet and touched a 
couple of places on its surface.

“So tell us what happened, and what you are working on.”
I took a sip of coffee. I glanced at the two patrolmen, the 

younger holding a pen and paper, the older holding a mod-
ern tablet, probably recording everything audio and visual. 
I fought a deep-seated urge to resist and get even snarkier. 
(kay, I have a problem with authority. Especially when au-
thority says things like “We need to talk down at the station” 
and “Coffee?” but I was going to resist the urge. I was going 
to tell them everything, listen to Sarah )for onceJ and confess 
all my sins. I was going to tell them about the illegal Genomic 
activity going on, my concerns about CREAM, the fact I had 
been given umpty-billion nanos that were changing me into a 
chick, and the size of my shoe if they so desired. Vust watch 
me in my confessional Glory!

“I’ve been working out for six months, with no result. What 
do you think, should I give up the donuts?”

They both rolled their eyes and sighed a bit at that, young 
patrol guy clicking his pen and setting it on his desk.

“Cut the bullshit, Paradise,” the Sergeant said. “We have 
several witnesses and one torn up restaurant as evidence. If 
you don’t tell us what the fuck is going on, we’ll arrest you for 
making a public scene.”
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“Is there a law against that?”
“There is if you don’t have a license!”
“Look, I wish I could tell you, I do. Kut I have nothing as of 

yet.”
“Can you at least tell us who you are working for?”
I thought about that one. There wasn’t a “law” against re-

vealing who you are working for, but the “private” part of 
private eye meant you kept things, well, private. Plus with 
Qincaid’s wife on her death bed and a missing daughter, he 
didn’t need the aggravation. Not to mention spooking who-
ever might have said daughter.

“GY Public,” I said. “This building has to go. And is this 
coffee? Do you know in New Phoenix they served me Star-
bucks?”

The Sergeant touched something on his tablet and glanced 
at the other oOcer. He nodded.

“jou 2ust earned a ;4-hour hold, smart guy.”
I winced at that a bit. They could hold me for ;4 hours 

without charges. I didn’t want them to hold me for ;4 hours 
and wasn’t certain what that might do to my case, clues, leads 
and I wasn’t dressed for being held in a cell in any case. I 
sighed.

“Look, I wish I could give you more, but I 2ust can’t.”
The Sergeant nodded, and they both looked at me silently 

for a bit, the younger guy flipping pages. This was a technique 
every cop in the country knewfi perps didn’t like silence. Perps 
wanted to 1ll silence with confessional confessions, but the 
thing they were missing was--I wasn’t a perp. And I was on to 
their tricks, so I listened to the music playing soffily over the 
radio and smiled.

“New Phoenix,” the Sergeant said. He showed his tablet to 
the other oOcer. He nodded and grinned.

“Take him to holding one,” the Sergeant said. “I need to 
make a call.” He walked off.

The other patrol oOcer flipped his notebook closed and got 
up. “Right this way, Sir.” 
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I followed him, trying not to look to glum.

The holding room wasn’t large and didn’t feature the ubiq-
uitous one-way glass. In fact, I couldn’t see any evidence of 
cameras or any other recording devices. There was a bench, 
a commode, and a blanket in an area about F; by F;. Two 
other men sat on the bench with blankets covering them, both 
appearing homeless with ravaged features and hair.

“Really?” I said to the patrol cop.
“jou chose it, not me,” he said. Maybe when you’re ready 

to cooperate, the Sergeant’s heart might soffien up a bit.”
I walked into the cell. “Move over, Skippy,” I said to the 

large, dark-skinned man at one edge of the bench. He didn’t 
move.

The patrol cop shut the door.
“Look,” I said in a soffi voice. “Kad day. Please make me 

make you move. Please. I could use the exercise and the outlet 
for all my fucking frustration.”

The guy looked up at me and must have seen something in 
my eyes. He scooted over, making room for me at the end of 
the bench.

“Thank you,” I said and plopped down.
“What you in fer?” the other guy said. He was small, wiry, 

and had the crazy-eyed look of someone who had smoked, 
sniffed, shot, or drank a little too much of whatever-the-fuck.”

“I murdered a homeless guy, downtown,” I said.
The black man chuckled.
“7uck you, man!” the wiry guy said. “I was 2ust making 

conversation.”
“Make it somewhere elsefi I want to think.”
“Don’t have to cry about it.” The guy had a nasally voice that 

grated on my nerves. I sighed and closed my eyes, leaning back 
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to rest my head on the red-brick wall. Music played soffily in 
the background.

I really wasn’t sure what had come over me. I had every 
intention of coming clean with the oOcers, letting them know 
what I was working on'but something tripped my tongue 
and I retreated into wise-crackery. I knew I needed to inform 
them at least of the unlicensed genomic work, knew I should 
probably be in a hospital so they could assess whatever the 
fuck nanos I had in my bloodstream and make sure they 
weren’t infectious. I doubted they were, but one couldn’t be 
too safe when it came to the little bugs.

(pening my eyes, I stared at the ceiling. We waited for 
awhile, in silence mostly except for the occasional fart by the 
large black man whose bowels were apparently rotting from 
the inside out. 

I knew I had to tell them. It was the right thing to do. 
CREAM couldn’t get away with this, and next time Syn might 
take me out with a real weapon and not something from a spy 
movie. I suspected their patience with me was about at an end 
as well, and I didn’t want to end up in the morgue 2ust yet. Plus 
they could go affier Sarah if they wanted to get at me, and I was 
N(T going to let that happen.

(kay, I can do this. I calmed myself by taking a few deep 
breaths of fart. I stood up. “(kay,” I said up into the ceiling, 
not knowing the locations of the cameras 2ust yet. “I’ll give 
you some intel.”

Almost on cue, the door opened, and the Sergeant stood 
there with a grin on his face. “That’s good, Paradise. Real 
good. Walk this way.”

I followed him into another cubiclefi this one decked out in 
tech apparatus. (n the Smartscreen in the front, I could see 
me standing in front of Carlos Kadilla8s genomic lab.

“Want to tell me what you were doing at an unlicensed 
Genomic yesterday?” he said.

“A what?” I responded. Hey, snappy banter ain8t my thing.
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“We have a report from'” he looked down at his tablet and 
flicked something up onto the smartscreen. “The Coalition for 
the Realistic Expression of Art and Music that you visited an 
unlicensed Genomic yesterday and received treatment. What 
exactly has been done to you?”

Shit. “Look, I was there yesterday, but I didn’t receive any 
treatment.”

“jeah?” The cop said, pressing something on his tablet. 
Music played over speakers in the room, and I closed my eyes. 
No! Not that song!!! Transgenderosity began to play.

And I began to change.
The music swept over me in a wave, and I fell  into a 

trance-like state. All that existed was the music, the sound, 
the voices echoing in my head, their harshness somehow 
transformed into a lyrical melody9

Transgenderosity…you can’t take any more from meee….
Transgenderosity…you can’t give any more to meeee'
It started with a tingling in my lips, eyes, and face, and 

extended down to my chest arms and hands. I grew shorter. I 
could feel a tingling in my scalp as the tendrils flooded back, 
sweeping up into an artful arrangement of some sort. I looked 
down at my hands and saw long, blood red 1ngernails with 
golden sparkles. I looked up, and on another smartscreen they 
had me on camera, only I wasn’t me anymore. (n the screen 
was a mannish woman with medium sized breasts, platinum 
hair coiffed in a retro rockabilly hairstyle, with sparkling lips, 
deep blue eyes, pencil thin brows, and porcelain skin.

It appeared I still had my arms and shoulders, but my legs 
and trunk shrank, so I now stood a good head shorter than the 
Sergeant.

Shaking my head, I tried to throw off the trance, my brain 
trying to focus through the clouds of lyrics, melody, phrasing.

“Please turn it off!” I said and held a hand to my throat. My 
voice sounded strange, not a woman’s voice, but not a man’s, 
not my voice.

He pressed a button on the tablet, and the music cut off.
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“Look,” I said and cleared my throat, trying to 1nd a timber 
my current state could not reach yet. “I’ll tell you everything.”

“I bet you will, sweetheart,” he said. “Kut 1rst, I need to let 
you know that you are under arrest.” And he Mirandized me.

I sighed, staring at the strange creature in the monitor as 
he read me my rights. I put a hand to my hair and tried to 
comb my 1ngers through the curls, flattening them, but they 
bounced right back into place.

“Do you understand these rights as they have been read to 
you?”

I nodded.
“I’m sorry, you need to speak up for the record,” He chuck-

led.
“jes,” I said, my changed voice soffi.
“Take him back to holding one,” he said, still chuckling.
I sighed and allowed myself to be escorted back to the 

holding cell.

“Now, tell us again. What happened at Pizzeria 0no?” The 
Sergeant, 7rank Stand1eld, said. His partner’s name was Veff 
Davis. In the hours since my arrest, I’d been Matrix scanned 
and been issued an orange female inmate 2umper since my 
pants and shirt would no longer stay on my transformed body. 
I’d gone over the story at least three times already, but I knew 
the interrogation technique. Make them say it over and over 
again to see if there are any discrepancies.

“An individual known to me as Syn tried to assassinate me.”
“Why would she want to do that?”
“She wanted me to sign a form,” I said.
“And what was the form in relation to?”
“An Experiment run by the Coalition. They wanted to force 

me to participate so CREAM would be indemni1ed.
“And you refused to sign the form.”
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“I did.”
“Whereby, she opened a can of whoop-ass on your ass.”
“She did,” I said, and drank a bit of water. I was tired, angry, 

frustrated. I didn’t like the feelings this new body was sending 
me. I wanted to hide, crawl into bed, and'well, cry. Kut fuck 
that, I could cry affier I was dead.

“And who are you working for?”
“I’m 2ust not going to tell you that.”
He nodded. “jou know, we could play your favorite song 

again. See what shakes out. Maybe your Mr. Paradise will 
become an innie.”

“jou could,” I said. “At this point, what difference does it 
make? Kut I still won’t tell you details about the speci1c case.”

He clicked something on his tablet and set it face down on 
the table. “Look, we have you Paradise. Even now, police units 
are raiding your friends’ illegal operation. It’s been shut down. 
7orever. jour friend is going to 2ail, for a very long time. Why 
don’t you tell us what is happening, and who you work for? 
jou work for Kadilla, right? “

I kept my mouth shut.
He sighed. “(kay, you crazy bitch, we’ll do this your way.” 

He got up from the table and opened the door.
Sarah walked in, her eyes staring daggers at me.
“Hello, Ms. Shin.”
“Hello,” she said, sitting in the chair next to me.
“jou know Paradise, here?”
She glanced at me, shaking her head. “I do.”
“Has Mr. Paradise 1lled you in on the details of his case?”
I looked at Sarah. No! Don’t tell them anything!
She shrugged. “Vust that it had to do with illegal genomic 

activity.”
Stan1eld nodded. “And did he say anything about who had 

hired him?”
Sarah shook her head. “No, oOcer.”
“Do you know I could arrest you for (bstruction of Vustice?”
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“I don’t see how I am obstructing anything. I came here, 
to Chicago, as directed. I am taking time out of my very 
busy schedule. I have followed every instruction given. I don’t 
know who Vohn was working for, and that’s the truth.”

Which was, technically, true. She knew about Daphne, but 
not exactly who Cyrus Qincaid was.

“What was the ob2ective of his case?” Stand1eld said.
7uck, they had her there. If she lied, they would know. 
“What ob2ective did Vohn state?” Sarah said.
“He refused to answer.”
She sighed and looked at me for a long while. I felt miser-

able under that stare. She could tell them, right now, about 
Daphne and they would put two and two together. I still hadn’t 
been able to, but maybe they might get further with 1nding 
her somehow.

“I respect his right to refuse,” Sarah said, and I wanted to 
kiss her.

“jou realize that by not disclosing this information, I could 
consider that (bstruction?”

“I do,” she said.
Stand1eld sighed. “Look, you two. I don’t want to arrest 

you! I want to go out and play a few rounds of 5-golf on my 
new 5R set I got yesterday.

“We don’t wish to be arrested either,” Sarah said. “And 
really, Paradise has not committed any crime.”

I winced at that. She didn’t know about Kadilla.
“Receiving treatment from an unlicensed genomic is a 

felony,” Stand1eld said. “Carlos Kadilla is an unlicensed ge-
nomic.”

Sarah stared at me for a time, and I knew I had a lot of 
answering to do when we were alone.

“Well, I don’t know who Mr. Kadilla, or this establishment 
you mentioned. Kut if Paradise went there yesterday, I can 
tell you for a fact that his changes started before his visit, not 
affier.”
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Stand1eld frowned a bit at that. “Got any evidence of that, 
Paradise?”

“jou can check with the routerport in New Phoenix. I had 
a refresh before I visited Kadilla yesterday.”

He nodded and rubbed his chin. “(kay. jou two sit tight.”
He leffi the room, leaving Sarah and me alone.
“What in the..” She started, but I held a painted nail up to 

her lips and shook my head glancing around.
“jou are in a lot of trouble, Mister.”
“I know, but thank you.”
She breathed, and I knew she was trying to control herself. 

“Why can’t you tell them?”
I shook my head glancing up at the invisible cameras.
“(h! jou’re infuriating.”
“I’m sorry.”
“jou will be Mister. If we ever get out of here.”
I took her hand in mind, and at 1rst, she tried to pull away 

but then eased up and allowed me to hold it. She leaned her 
head against my shoulder. “jou even smell like a woman. Vesus 
Christ, I think that fragrance is (erwei.”

I put my arm around her and held the woman I loved. We 
were of a size now, and she leaned into me. I felt a disturbing 
tingling in my breast.

“We’ll make it through this,” I said. 
She nodded but didn’t speak.
A short time later, Stand1eld entered. “(kay, Paradise your 

story checks out. There is no record of any genomic activity 
on your 1le, though, so you are still under arrest, but I’m 
releasing you on your recognizance for now. I have all your 
pertinent contact info, and if I reach out to you, you better 
R0N not walk to me. Do you understand?”

I nodded. 
“I don’t know what kind of shit you got yourself mixed up in, 

but I can tell you this9 CREAM has powerful allies, Paradise. 
jou know?”

“I guessed,” I said.



CHAPTER SE5EN …P

“I don’t think you understand the extent, Paradise. jou 
are mucking about with some very powerful people. Kest to 
wrap whatever the fuck this case is, collect your money, and 
disappear.”

“Thanks for the intel,” I said.
“Look, I don’t hate you, Paradise. Kut you’re dangerous. jou 

are a danger to yourself, and also to this nice lady with you. 
These people wouldn’t hesitate to make things diOcult for 
you both.”

“I hear you,” I said.
“Good. Now, both of you get the fuck out of my holding cell. 

I have real work to do.”
I chuckled. “We’ll let you get back to your 5R.”
“Damn straight!” he said, escorting us out of the room.
I held Sarah’s hand as we exited the building.
Powerful people, Stand1eld had said. I wondered what he 

meant by that. It sounded like a threat.
I glanced over at Sarah walking next to me. 
I didn’t want to 1nd out.
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Chapter Eight

We walked toward the routerport, and I realized we made 
quite the pair. I was still,  technically, male, but from all 
outward appearances, we were two women strolling in the 
moonlit night of downtown New-Chicago.

The streets had long ago been capped with pneuma, so the 
sounds of the traffic speeding by were muted and low. Plasteel 
Skyscrapers towered above us as we walked down the heated 
paths of the city. Their shapes as varied as a confectionist’s 
counter. Some twisted as if a giant and turned the plasteel 
while it was still hot, some bent over double, so you were es-
sentially looking back into the windows of the building, some 
featured interlocking bubbles on razor thin support arms. The 
city had been rebuilt around the older steel buildings and gave 
a cacophony of new vs. old.

The routerport wasn’t far, but I was exhausted, and I could 
tell Sarah was as well.

“So should we port back to Phoenix, then?” I said as we 
rounded a corner. They had given me some clothes — a 
pantsuit in a neutral gray that fit somewhat.

Sarah blinked over at me. “Where else would we go?”
I shrugged, an act that felt very different in my changed 

body. “We could get a room here. I still have some inves-
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tigating to do. I looked up the band that is causing this…” I 
motioned with my hand down my changed body, “and they 
are playing at an event tomorrow night. We could hang out 
here in Chicago, go to the event, and return tomorrow night 
a!er?”

She frowned a bit. “And have you stay looking like that the 
entire time?”

“Well, it does give me a measure of anonymity. We could 
observe the event, dig for more clues, and no one would know 
a famous detective was in their midst.”

She snorted at that. “A clever disguise, eh?”
“ExactlyY” I said, squeezing her hand. “What do you think?”
We walked a bit further, passing beneath silent twisting 

behemoths, their windows darkened except for a few on each 
level. It seemed so sterile to be in the pedestrian pneuma, 
unable to breathe the outside air. Snow was falling lightly 
outside, and we weren’t dressed for winter, so it was probably 
for the best.

“Jou wish to expose me to whatever it is that has been 
changing you?”

I frowned at that. “Well, the doc said it was due to drinking 
what I had. As long as you stay away from any food or drink at 
the event, I think we’ll be fine.”

“And you? The music that triggers this change will be play-
ing at full volume, so I suspect you’ll transform completely.”

“That’s why we return to Phoenix a!er. So I can have the 
reset.”

She nodded and walked faster. “I don’t know, Oohn.”
I kept pace with her, staying quiet. This needed to be some-

thing she decided. She was a thoughtful person, not liking to 
make hasty or rash decisions. I was the opposite, taking quick, 
decisive, action, but I’d learned this behavior did not endear 
me to my beloved. She weighed all the options in her head 
and carefully selected which course of action she wanted to 
take.
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She stopped, abruptly. “Alright, but if we do this, I have 
some conditions.”

I winced a bit at that. “And those would be…”
She smiled.  “We stay somewhere nice.  No fi!y-cred-

it-a-night dives.”
I chuckled, the sound strange in my changed throat. “Al-

right, we can stay at the Lmni if you’d like.”
“I’m not through yet.” Sara ticked her fingers. “We eat some-

where nice, we get the good champagne, and we both take 
a bubble bath in our suite. We order room service in the 
morning. I want a nice robe from the Lmni, too.”

I nodded, feeling the curls along the back of my neck. 
“Alright, sweetheart, we’ll do all those things.”

“And I don’t want to hear one PEEP about how much it 
costs, do you hear me?”

“I hear you, Sarah,” I said in a so! voice.
“Alright, then.” She smiled and took my hand again. “flet’s 

go see what rooms they have available.”
I grinned and walked alongside the flove of my flife.

The Lmni had morphed since the early part of the centu-
ry. It now featured a joating cloud of pods connected by a 
central stalk. Each pod was a separate environment designed 
to entertain, providing “the perfect atmosphere for escape.” 
The desk clerk asked us which environment we’d enMoy, and I 
allowed Sarah to choose the “Uediterranean Coast” environ-
ment.

We took the li! to our environment and entered the pod. 
Soaring blue skies appeared to stretch overhead for miles, 
scudded with wispy clouds as 8nltraflights and heaters cre-
ated a warm moist air that we inhaled. 

Lur suite was a bungalow that showed the “coast” and the 
waters of flake Uichigan beyond. The entire far wall was 
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transparent, and it felt as if we were in an outside cottage by 
the sea.

“I could get used to this,” I said, staring out the transparent 
wall at the boats dotting the waters of the lake below.

“At this price, I’m not surprised.” Sarah chuckled. 
She turned to the smarscreen and pulled up the fashion 

pages.
“And what are you doing now?”
“We need dresses, dear, for our dinner downstairs.”
“We?”
“Umhmm,” she murmured looking me up and down. “Jou 

are about a 4F I’d say.”
“Is that good?”
“Well, it’s a plus size, but not much of a plus size.”
I nodded, feeling a sinking in the pit of my stomach.
She ordered the dresses, and a few minutes later a quiet 

knock on the “hardwood” door came. I took out my pistol and 
held it behind my back, but it was an attendant bringing our 
dresses.

Lur dresses. 9uck. I sighed.
“Jou promised. Now strip, Uissy.” She held out the dress to 

my body to match the size.
I sighed and did as directed. 
Uy body was still male, vaguely. I had my cock, but my balls 

had retracted up into my abdomen. Uy skin was a smooth 
alabaster on my face, torso, feet, neck and hands, with my 
legs and cock being the only holdout to tan maleness. Uy 
hair, the color of moonlight on cornsilk was pulled up into a 
complicated style with curves at both temples, and curly locks 
tumbling down over my still broad shoulders. Uy lips were 
gold jaked crimson, with long juttery lashes, indigo shadow 
and rose blush on both cheeks. I looked like a woman from a 
men’s magazine from back in the 40FB’s.

“This Must isn’t fair,” she said, helping me put on the dress. 
She zipped up the zipper, then turned me to face the mir-
ror. “Jou are a knockout. Albeit, a wide knockout with hairy 
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knees.” She giggled so!ly as she turned to put her own dress 
on.

“Think I should do something about that before we go out?”
She turned so I could zip up the back of her dress. “8p to 

you. It doesn’t bother me.”
I glanced down at my knees and was disturbed by their 

incongruousness. Which disturbed me greater, because I was 
disturbed in the first place.

“I wonder if these nanos have an effect on my mind as well,” 
I said, still staring at us in the mirror.

“Why?” Sarah said, putting on lipstick. “What are you feel-
ing?”

“Uy legs, and how ugly they look.” I laughed. “I’ve never had 
that thought in my life, ever.”

She smiled. “Jou are still in transition is all. At least they are 
making you a beautiful woman. Though I would have loved 
you even if they made you a troll.”

I nodded, the smile faltering. 
She gave me a hug, then continued to fix her hair and 

makeup as best as she could. I watched her, how she carefully 
started with eye shadow, light to dark, using different brushes 
and tools to apply and blend in varying shades. Then she used 
foundation and blending with wider brushes as she added 
lighter and lighter tones. A!er lining her eyes, she carefully 
dressed her lips lining carefully in different tones.

“Taking notes, sweetheart?” she said with a smile a!er she 
was done.

“Jou are like an artist,” I said, clearing my throat.
“Well, we don’t all have a pocket genomic creating the 

perfect cosmetic look like someone I knowY” She laughed and 
clasped my upper arm in hers.

She then tended to her hair, finishing with a spritz of per-
fume for us both.

“Ready my dear?” I said holding out my arm.
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We stood looking in the mirror. A wider retro platinum 
pinup in a black dress holding out her hand for a thinner, 
brunette lovely lady also wearing a black dress.

“flet’s go, Princess,” she said, smiling into the mirror.
And we did.

Dinner was lovely in the Uediterranean restaurant at the base 
of the pod. And the bubble bath a!er that was lovelier still. 
And the wide bed even lovelier. We were careful to not have 
any actual penetration because Sarah still had her doubts 
about the Nanos and she refused to kiss me on the mouth, but 
we were able to enMoy and pleasure each other nonetheless.

The next morning we sat having breakfast in bed. “So what’s 
next on the agenda?” Sarah said.

I sighed. “Well, the event. I know 8nk will be there, and 
I was hoping to get there early and maybe pretend to be, I 
dunno, what do they call those people that follow groups?”

“Groupies?” she said, laughing a little.
“Jes, that.” I glanced over at her. “A groupie. Then we can 

maybe talk to the band members and see if they know that 
their music is being used to change people.”

“Jou know, I’ve been thinking about that,” Sarah said. “As 
far as you know, you are the only one who is changing in 
response to this music, right?”

I nodded. “True, but it’s an awful lot of work for Must one 
person.”

“Point,” Sarah said. “2ut what about Dierdre? How does 
this course of action help you to locate her? Would the band 
members even know about someone like that?”

“It seems like a stab in the dark, for sure,” I said. “2ut at this 
point, I don’t have much else to go on. Uy modus operandi up 
to this point has been asking a lot of questions, shake things 
up, stir, and see what falls out.”
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“And you have changed your modus operandi now?”
I nodded. “Jou’re involved. Plus as Detective Standfield 

said, CREAU has powerful allies. I think a more low-key 
approach is needed.”

She hugged me tightly. It was strange being at the same level 
with her. Lur hugs were different now as well, and involved 
body parts that enMoyed hugging much better than before.

“Oesus,” I said.
“What?”
“Everything with this body is a turn on.” I could feel my body 

heating up, and I knew I was jushed.
We both wore the bathrobes provided by the Lmni a!er 

sharing a morning shower.
“Well, we need an outfit for the event this a!ernoon, cor-

rect?”
I smiled, stroking her leg with my foot. “Jou’re Must dying to 

dress me up again, aren’t you.”
She sighed. “I might as well have some fun with you, a!er 

all.”
I nodded. “Then I place myself in your capable hands.”
“That’s not the first mistake you’ve ever made.” She grinned. 

“flet’s go.”
So we went.
Three hours later, I was dressed in a skin tight mauve 

uni-thing that hugged every part of me. It looked a bit incon-
gruous with my legs shoulders and wide torso, but I tucked 
my small cock back up to present a jat front. Sarah looked 
gorgeous, wearing a black skin tight thing that le! nothing to 
the imagination. She’d visited a molecularist too, and her hair 
was a neon mint that glowed red underneath whenever she 
shook it out. Her eyeshadow and lipstick matched, with swirls 
of jowery temp tattoos beside her eyes.

I felt strange because I knew her look should be causing 
an arousal inside me, yet my small cock barely twitched at 
her. I needed out of this situation, and fast, I could feel bits 
dissolving.
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“I’m nervous,” I said so!ly.
“Ue too, but it’s also exciting,” Sara said with a grin. “2e-

sides, no matter what happens, we get you to the router port 
right a!er, and I’ll have my handsome man back.”

I nodded, but couldn’t shake the sinking feeling in the pit of 
my stomach.

“We don’t have to do this, you know,” Sarah said with a smile 
that was too much lipstick.

“No, I’m never going to know unless I chase down every 
lead. If the band doesn’t know they are doing this to people, 
maybe they can refuse to play or something, I dunno.”

She smiled, having Must way too much fun with this. “It’s still 
exciting. Jou’ve never let me be with you in an investigation 
before, did you know that?”

I gave that some thought. This was true. It bothered me 
somehow that I wanted her to go with me, almost craved her 
being with me through this. I almost couldn’t bear the thought 
of trying to handle this alone, and that was not like me.

“Well,” I said. “I am very glad you are going with me. I don’t 
know that I could do this alone tonight for some reason.”

We collected our new clothing and packed carefully into 
two enormous suitcases. I was ashamed at the fact I needed 
an actual suitcase, always having traveled light in the past. We 
stood at the transparent wall of the Uediterranean sunset and 
watched the lights come on below.

She wrapped her arms around me and gave me a lipstick 
kiss. “Well, we are in this together no matter the outcome.”

I frowned at her. “The other day, you were not happy with 
me about how I was handling it. Why have you changed now?”

She leaned her head in and touched my forehead to hers. 
“2ecause you let me in, silly. This is the first time you’ve 
done that. Uost of the time you Must do your thing, inform 
me in an oHand manner of all the adventures you’ve had, 
and I Must have to sit back, look pretty, and accept being your 
girlfriend. Now, you’re the one looking pretty, and we are 
doing it together. Jou don’t know how happy this makes me.”
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I nodded and frowned, still confused. 
“Well, let’s get going, girlfriend, we have some bad guys to 

catchY”
I glanced at the time on the smartscreen and nodded. 

“Lkay,” I said, taking a deep breath and following her out the 
door.
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Chapter Nine

We approached the warehouse near the shore of Lake Michi-
gan where the event was to be held. No Pneuma tube, we were 
exposed to the chilly air of Late November lakefront, and I 
could feel parts of my body responding to the cold.

“I don’t like what’s happening to my nipples in this cold,” I 
whispered to Sarah as we neared the entrance.

“Welcome to being a woman, honey,” Sarah said, with a grin 
in her voice.

A gaggle of girls stood at the back entrance of the ware-
house; smoking, drinking, and talking in loud voices. They 
were all in various states of undress and were apparently 
heckling the guards at the door. Sarah and I strolled up ca-
sually, trying to blend in, but with my hairstyle and Sarah’s 
gorgeousness, we stood out a bit.

“Hai!” One of the girls said, walking up to us. She had a fur 
trimmed long coat, but was cutaway around her chest and legs, 
making me wonder what the hell good was a coat that didn’t 
cover all of your areas.

I smiled, trying to get into character. “Hai!”
“I love your hair!” She said, looking at me. “So retro-rock-

abilly.”
“Thanks!” I said, grinning.
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“You two are new! Who’s your Fav?”
I glanced at Sarah with a look, what-the-hell-is-she-talk-

ing-about?
Sarah gushed. “Kerry, of course, OMG his eyes make me 

melt!”
She said OMG, and not Oh my God. I sighed. This was going 

to be a long night.
“IK, R?!?” the girl said. “He smiles at me, and I want to bear 

his children.” She giggled.
“IK, R?” Sarah said, grinning and jumping up and down, 

holding my arm. “Who’s your fav, Jane?” She looked at me, 
clearly leading me into the conversation but I had no fucking 
clue what they were talking about.

“Well, they are all so dreamy I’m not sure I have a fav,” I said, 
hoping the topic would wander away from me, somehow, and 
hoping the earth might open and swallow me whole so I didn’t 
have to interact with these girls. I could feel my IQ dropping 
with each moment.

Sarah picked up the thread. “She’s kinda ladycraze, so I 
know she loves Jackeline.” Sarah giggled and gave me a push 
with her shoulder.

“Oooh, a girl crush!” The gal said, turning to her friends. 
“This one likes Jackie!”

Squealing, the other girls ran forward and began pelting me 
with questions. “Are you L, or just B? Do you like Olivier, he’s 
a little andro, ya know? IK, R! Who’s your fav!” And other 
inanities that I could neither follow nor attempt to question.

I just giggled and squealed and jumped up and down with 
Sarah, leading her a bit away from the pack.

“What the fuck are they talking about?” I whispered when 
we had moved far enough away. 

She took out a Vape pen and inhaled something pink and 
fruity smelling. “The band, of course. Didn’t you do any re-
search on who the members are?”

I frowned a bit at that. I hadn’t really; I’d just found where 
they were going to be and was hoping entropy would take 
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care of the rest. I’d glanced at their profile a bit but couldn’t 
remember a single detail.

She shook her head, and exhaled pink smoke, holding the 
vape to my lips. “You’re hopeless.”

“IK, R?” I said in response, as we turned back to the gaggle 
of girls and joined their ranks.

An hour or so later, a hoverbus pulled up to the back of the 
warehouse, to the screams and squeals of us, the groupies. 
Three individuals stepped out, all wearing heavy coats, with 
knit caps and sunglasses hiding most of their features. All the 
girls started squealing and holding up their hands, so I did 
too, bouncing up and down and waving frantically, feeling my 
boobs bobble in response, my curls dancing across the nape of 
my neck. I was ice-cold freezing by then, and at that moment 
could care less about the objective, if this didn’t work we’d go 
home, and I’d light something on fire and take maybe an hour 
long steamshower.

One of the band started pointing, first at me, then Sarah and 
one or two more of the girls.

Cries of dismay came from the group, but they still jumped 
up and down as a pair of security guards pulled my hand and 
Sarah’s and we followed the band into the Warehouse.

Sara spoke into my ear. “The one who pointed was Olivier. 
The other guy is Kerry, and the girl is Jackeline. Do you think 
you can remember that? It’s very important.”

I nodded and tapped my head as we were ushered through 
the door. The band member who had pointed at us, Olivier, 
wrapped his arms around both of us and grinned.

“When I saw your hair, I just knew I had to have you, 
gorgeous. What’s your name?” he said to me.

“Uhhh…” I stammered. “Jane.”
“Well, Jane, you are my date for tonight.” Then he turned to 

Sarah. “And so are you. What’s your name?
“Sherri,” Sarah said giggling and blushing, and I thought, 

playing the part just a bit too well.
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“You two are going to be my special girls this evening, 
alright? I’ll show you where to stand and when I come offstage, 
we’ll hang okay?”

The other boy, who had held his head down the whole time, 
glanced up at us and I gave a little gasp. His eyes were so green 
and soulful that my stomach gave a little tumble. “Uh, but what 
about Kerry?” I said, detaching myself from Olivier’s arm and 
walking over to him. “Who will be your girl for the evening?”

“Not you.” He said, turning away. “Stay the fuck away from 
me.”

“Aww,” I pouted, “but we could have so much fun.”
He glanced up at me and shook his head, walking away.
The drummer, Jackeline, a darker-skinned girl, began bang-

ing on her drums, testing the pedals and making sure the 
cymbals crashed.

Olivier took me into his embrace again. “Don’t worry about 
Kerry. He’s in love with you if I’m not mistaken. He never 
looks at the girls we bring through the door.”

I smiled and walked with Olivier, letting my hair swish back 
and forth across my back. He led us to an area to the side of the 
stage, where an old pre-reconstruction couch sat moldering. 
“You two can hang here while we perform and we’ll be back 
during our breaks.”

“Okay!” We both gushed at the same time, sitting carefully 
on the sofa.

I glanced over at Kerry who had picked up a guitar and was 
tuning it carefully. His eyes kept darting over to me, and I think 
I saw his face turn a couple of shades of red. I blew him a kiss, 
then grasped Sarah’s hand.

“Can we leave yet?” I said into her ear, as the band warmed 
up. We could hear the crowd gathering behind the curtain, 
and someone came over to our couch carrying drinks on a 
tray.

“You haven’t learned anything yet!” She said in a tight voice, 
still grinning like a vapid idiot.
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“I know, but I can feel my IQ plummeting with each bobble 
of my breasteses,” I said.

She laughed. “Just go with the flow, sweetheart. We’ll be 
okay.”

“I dunno.” I looked up to see the band walking toward us. “I 
got a bad feeling about this.”

“Well, well, well!” Olivier said, plopping himself down on 
the couch in between us. “We have a few minutes before the 
show. Whatever shall we do?”

Sarah immediately began nuzzling the guy under the chin, 
and I tried to follow suit, I did, but I didn’t like what was hap-
pening. I felt out of control somehow, like something inside 
me was slipping.

I glanced up and found Kerry staring at us from across us in 
a green chair with torn upholstery. I looked over at him, gave 
him a little smile, as I nuzzled Olivier’s chin.

“You found his weakness,” Olivier said to me, bringing me 
in for a kiss. “He loves to feel the cuckold.”

I smiled, making a show of it. “Mmmmm,” I said kissing him 
back, then sliding my hand over his legs as Sarah did the same 
thing on the other side.

“Careful,” Olivier said quietly, “we might both fall in love 
with you.”

“Would that be such a bad thing?” Sarah said, as she turned 
his chin toward her and gave him a deep kiss.

Alright, fuck. I did not like feeling the cuckold, so I stood 
up, letting Olivier’s apelike hand fall to the couch. I sauntered 
over to Kerry, and I could see him inhale sharply. He took 
something out of his pocket and put it between his lips, light-
ing it with a pocket torch.

“Hey there, beautiful eyes,” I said, sitting on the side of the 
chair. “Can I have a puff?”

He looked at me with those smoldering orbs, then li0ed the 
joint for me to inhale. I took some in my lungs, then leaned 
over and let the smoke escape back into his own mouth.
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“Mmmmmmm….” I purred. “Smooth.” I put my arms around 
him, trying not to let the jumpsuit of whatever the fuck ride 
up between my legs.

He looked up at me. “Let’s go,” he said and took my hand 
leading me offstage somewhere.

I winced a little, not wanting to leave Sarah in the arms of 
Olivier the apeman, but followed along. My heels clicked on 
the wood of the stage as I tottered a0er him.

We got to a small alcove where he li0ed the joint back up to 
my lips and let me smoke again. “You’re packing aren’t you.”

It wasn’t a question. “Ummmm, no? I’ve never touched a 
gun in my life.”

“Not  a  gun,”  he  said,  reaching  his  hand  to  cup  my 
tucked-back cock. “Here.” He fondled my package, and I am 
ashamed to say, my cock rose in response.

“You discovered my secret,” I said between breaths. When 
had I started to pant? And was a squirming? WTF?

“I noticed your legs too and the way your shoulders are. 
I can always tell a Genmorph. You’re part of the Artistique, 
right?”

I nodded quietly, wondering if he would have me tossed, 
and not caring.

“I figured.” He took another toke on the joint then passed it 
to me, and I inhaled deeply not wanting to face whatever the 
fuck was happening.

“Are you going to have me thrown out?”
He looked a bit startled at that. “No, why the fuck would 

I do that? Hell, we wrote Transgenerosity, and even though 
we’ve written and produced tons of shit, that’s the only song 
anyone associates with us. It’ll be our closer, by the way.”

I winced a bit at that. We had to get out of there before the 
ending song.

“So you don’t mind that I was a boy?”
“Fuck no,” he said and gave me a brief kiss to prove his 

point. “You look amazing.”
I smiled. “Thank you.”
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He ran his fingers through my hairdo. “You know you’ll be 
able to change this, right?”

“I will?” I patted the curls at the back of my head. “How?”
“Well, when you are complete, the nanos le0 over will cre-

ate a little heads-up-display inside your head. You’ll have full 
control over color, style, length, texture…you name it. Your 
face too will have a hud. It’s all a part of the package.”

“Wow,” I said, sounding like a vapid blond but meaning it. 
“You know everything.”

“Mmhmm.” He kissed me again, running his hands up and 
down my thighs. “God, you’re beautiful. What’s your name.”

“Jane,” I said so0ly, shivering at his touch. The way his 
eyes looked at me so intensely made me feel lightheaded. Or 
maybe it was whatever the fuck we were smoking.

“Jane what?”
I almost said my real last name, but stopped. “Par-ra” I said 

shaking my fog away. “Jane Parra.”
“Well, Jane Parra, you want to know what I want to do to 

you a0er the concert tonight?”
I smiled, and leaned into him, whispering in his ear. “Tell 

me.”
“First,” he said, looking me in the eye and running his hand 

down my neck to my breasts. “I’m going to take off your 
fucking clothes…”

I listened, entranced by his eyes. “Yes?” 
“Then…” he said, moving his hands to my ass. “I’m going to 

li0 you up in my arms, right here, like this…” he he0ed me, 
grunted a little, then set me back down. “Okay, well, a0er the 
concert I’m sure you’ll be a bit more petite, but you get my 
dri0.”

I giggled. “Yes?” I was a bit breathless. “And then?”
“And then,” he said, stroking the side of my neck and plant-

ing so0 kisses there, one a0er another, trailing down. “I’m 
going to kiss you right here.”

“Ooooh,” I said, moaning so0ly, my damned body pressing 
even tighter into him. “And then?”
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“Then…” he said, still kissing me and sucking on the smooth 
skin of my neck. “I’m going to go down here, and use my 
mouth on whatever is le0.”

I closed my eyes, inhaling, lost in the sensations my body 
was sending me. My breath came out in a hoarse whisper. 
“And then?”

“And then….” He whispered, parting my legs and clamping 
his hand over my arousal. “I’m going to fuck you in every hole 
you have in your body.”

I felt something then, a wave course through me, my stom-
ach clenching in response. It felt wonderful, his hand being 
the focus of it, playing me like a fine instrument. I clenched 
my toes against the wave flowing through me, giving a little 
scream as it made me shake and tremble in his strong grasp. 
Holy fuck did I just do what I think I did?

“Mmmmm yes. So sensual. I knew you would be,” he said 
so0ly in my ear, as the shuddering eased.

He set me down and lit another joint. Someone came over. 
“2ffi minutes,” they said in a quiet voice.

He put the joint between my lips and chuckled. “I haven’t 
felt this way in a long time, Jane,” he said. “I hope you are still 
here a0erward.”

“Ooooh,” I said, pu3ng on the joint.
He stroked my hair so0ly, gazing into my eyes with a smile 

on his face. “You know, Jackeline is also part of the Artistique.”
“Really?” I said, still entranced, my brain floating off into 

clouds of sensuality.
“Mmhmmm…you know what her name is though?”
I glanced over where Jackeline had taken the stage. She 

looked a bit…butch, since she was also riding the wave of the 
Artistique. She had dark skin, slight breasts, and her thighs had 
thickened in response to the impending change. She looked 
familiar, somehow, as if I knew a relative…

“What?” I said, staring at Jackeline.
“Daphne,” he chuckled. “Isn’t that a hoot? Does she look 

like a Daphne to you?”
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I inhaled sharply, choking on the smoke and he laughed 
some more. I giggled. “No, she doesn’t.”

He gave me one more kiss, then whispered. “I gotta go, 
babe. But I’ll see you a0er the concert.”

I kissed him back. “Alright.”
And Kerry Oehlenschlager, lead singer of UNK, took the 

stage with Olivier Posis, and Jackeline 4ide….who also went 
by the name Daphne Kincaid.

I teetered back to where Sarah was sitting on the couch look-
ing a little disheveled. I sat down next to her, trying to catch 
my breath and clear my head.

“Jesus,” she said in my ear. “You smell like a Filet-of-Fish 
sandwich dressed with perfume fucked Marijuana.”

“Thanks,” I said. “You too.” I blinked my eyes, shaking my 
head trying to clear it a bit.

“What’s wrong?”
I pointed at the drummer. “That,” I said, clearing my voice 

and trying not to slush my consonants. “Is Daphne Kincaid.”
“OMG!” Sarah said, then clapped her hand to her mouth. 

“We need to get out of here; my IQ is slipping too!”
“I know,” I said loudly, now that the band had started 

playing. Everyone in the audience let out a loud cheer as 
they started their first number. The raucous sound coming 
from the guitars plus the deep gutturals shouted from Kerry’s 
throat. I was a bit captivated as he sang, fascinated that his 
throat could make that kind of sounds.

“Do you think he has to see a genomic frequently to fix his 
throat?” I shouted in Sarah’s ear.

“No, the more damaged they get, the better they are, appar-
ently.”

I started bobbing to the music, standing up. “We should get 
out of here!” 
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“I know!” Sarah said, standing up with me. We couldn’t peel 
our eyes from the stage; she was following Olivier everywhere 
he moved, back and forth like a caged lion. I couldn’t fault her; 
I was doing the same with Kerry.

“Maybe we listen to just a couple songs and then leave?” I 
said, shouting in her ear.

She grinned. “Okay!” And we danced together, smiling and 
laughing as the music swept us away.

Two hours later we were still laughing and singing, jumping up 
and down and enjoying ourselves. Then Olivier stepped up 
to the microphone and said. “Well, it’s been a lovely evening 
with you fine people. Hope to see you soon!”

The audience erupted in howls.
“What?” Olivier said, cupping his hand to his ear. “You have 

a particular song you’d like us to play?”
“TRANSGENDEROSITY!” The crowd roared back in re-

sponse.
“Did you hear something Kerry, Jackie? I think they want us 

to play something!”
“TRANSGENDEROSITY!”
“We better go,” I said, dragging Sarah away toward the back 

of the building. “This will force me to go through another 
change.”

“Would that be so bad?” she said. “I mean, you’re already 
more than halfway there.”

“No, but I also don’t want to see what happens at the end of 
the concert. Kerry said something about ripping my clothes 
off and throwing me in the mud or something.”

Sarah laughed. “I don’t think it was mud he was thinking 
about.”
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“Yeah, yeah. Let’s go already before it’s too…” I glanced 
ahead of us where someone had stepped into the backstage 
area.

Someone dressed in a skin tight catsuit, leaving nothing 
to the imagination. Blue-black curls danced merrily with her 
eyes, as the assassin Syn pointed at me and winked.

“Aww, fuck,” I said, looking for another exit.
“What’s wrong?” Sarah said as Transgenderosity began to 

play.
“Run, Sarah….” I said or tried to say, but the music invaded 

my skull, forcing me into a fog, the sound filling my mind as 
tingles filled my body.

I could feel Sarah shaking me, and could see Syn approach-
ing us. She walked with a purpose in her step, moving quickly.

The weed, plus the sensual feelings of this body, plus the 
music with it’s tones that doubled, trebled, made my mind 
dri0 away, my eyes open and staring. I wanted to shout at 
Sarah to run, hide, get away, but nothing could stop this float-
ing feeling and the wave of sensuality that coursed through 
my veins. I tried to pull myself away, but couldn’t. It was like 
my brain filled with cotton, and my whole being became a 
mannequin standing sti'y, changing, rearranging in time with 
the music. Sarah shouted something in my ear, but I didn’t 
hear. She pulled my hand, and at first, I was able to sorta 
stumble along, but then Syn was there, with a couple of large 
male attendants.

“Get them!” She said, pointing at us who must have been 
gen enhanced.

One of them threw Sarah over his shoulder. She kicked and 
screamed, but no one heard her over the loud music. The 
other one threw me over his shoulder as if I weighed no more 
than a bundle of rags, which I suppose I did at this point.

“I’m afraid youOre going to miss your date with your little 
boyfriend, Cupcake,” Syn said in a loud voice near my ear.
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I wanted to struggle against my captor, free Sarah, but all I 
could hear was the music of change and feel the tingling of my 
body as it slipped through its final set of rearranging.

Syn grinned up at me as they carried us to a waiting black 
van. “I am so happy I didn’t have to kill you! You have made 
this so much easier, cupcake, I can’t tell you. They took some-
thing out and started putting it over our heads.

“Where are you taking us?” Sarah screamed as the hoods 
came down over our vision.

“Oooh, you two have an appointment with someone very 
important. You’re lucky!”

I heard Sarah scream, distantly. “Don’t do this to us, you 
bitch, if you know what’s…” but then someone struck her, and 
she gave a short scream of pain and fell silent.

“You two lovelies enjoy the ride. I’ll play some music for 
you, so you don’t miss out on anything.” Syn gave a giggle as 
she turned on the stereo and Transgenderosity played over 
the speaker system.

I don’t know if it was the changes, or the music, or the nar-
cotics, but shortly a0er the music started I fell into oblivion.
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Chapter Ten

My sense of time slipped away. I awoke in darkness, and I 
knew I was riding in a vehicle, that we had been taken, we, 
someone else was with me. Sarah! I tried to shake myself 
awake, but unconsciousness had other ideas, and I slipped 
under the waves again.

Eventually,  consciousness  returned,  when  someone 
splashed some water over my face. “Wakey wakey, eggs, and 
bakey!” I heard, and I choked on the water, coughing, and 
spluttering.

I was in a chair, bound at wrist and ankle. Syn stood in front 
of me, grinning her perfect grin and holding an empty cup of 
water. Sarah sat in a chair next to me, and was also bound, and 
also wet, and had been gagged.

“What the hell?” I said, struggling against my bonds. My 
voice sounded dramatically different.

“Oooh, you sound luscious,” Syn said. “Say something else.”
“Something else, you stupid bitch.”
“Ooooh, beautiful.” She said, stepping to the side. Two 

goons loomed near her, both very musclebound, both very 
bald. Both appearing to sweat though, I knew the temperature 
to be perfect.
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I sighed. “What do you want, Syn? If you’re going to kill us, 
do it quickly, I don’t have any patience for games.”

“I know!” she said, giggling. “But I do! My life has been 
soooo booooringgg up til now, so thank you for making it ever 
so much more interesting,” she said.

“So what the fuck do you want, Syn.” I squirmed a little 
in my chair, trying to loosen the bindings on my ankles and 
wrists, but they were stuck fast, immobile. I suspected they 
were an electromag cuff.

“We’re going to play a game,” she said, her voice bouncing in 
a little girl cadence. “If you answer correct, nothing happens!”

“And if I answer incorrect?” I said.
“Well, THAT is where things get interesting, so I do hope 

you answer incorrectly. 
I sighed. “Alright, what’s the first question?”
She took on a theatrically serious face. “Hmmmm,” she 

tapped a perfectly manicured nail against her delicate chin. 
“What to ask first.”

“Get on with it, and cut the theatrics.”
“Okay.” She smiled, then sat across from me. “First, who 

have you contacted regarding this case!”
I shrugged. “No one.”
She turned her head a little. “Now, I know you have been 

to at least two police departments. We know what you said to 
NPPD, but what about NC? Are you telling me you just went 
and donated to the officer’s ball?”

I shrugged. “Other cases, other issues. I’m a busy guy, lots 
of evil to correct, children to save, lives to rescue. All in the 
life of a PI.”

She smiled. “I don’t think you are telling the truth.”
Shrugging, I turned my head a bit.
She clapped her hands together quickly. “Yayyy! You’re 

resisting. This is what I was hoping for.” And she turned to 
something that was behind her, draped in fabric. She took off 
the cover with a whoosh, and I could see a chair similar to 
a dentists’ with a “U” shaped apparatus surrounding it. There 
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was a control panel on one side, and I instantly knew what it 
was.

“Do you know what this is?” she said, again in a theatrically 
pitched whispery voice.

“A genomic’s station.”
“Exactly!” she said, in a loud exclamation. 
“Let’s get on with it. There’s nothing much worse you could 

do to me.”
“Oooooh, but there is.” She giggled and gave a signal to the 

looming goons. “But this isn’t for you, my dear Paradise.”
My stomach took a tumble. “No, you wouldn't.”
“Oh, I would! How utterly convenient it was for you to bring 

us the instrument of your leverage!”
The goons stepped down from the little dais and began 

unstrapping Sarah who yelled against her gag. She kicked and 
managed to catch one of the goons in the leK temple, but it 
only annoyed him, so he cuffed her hard across the mouth.

“FUCz!” I said. “You’re crafly! Leave her alone! I’m the one 
you want to tango with, not Sarah!”

Syn ignored me, and opened a set of restraints at wrist and 
arm for Sarah, then secured her into the genomic station.

“Don’t!” I said. “Please don’t do anything to her!”
She smiled, her teeth bright white against the ruby of her 

lipstick. “I will give you one more chance. Who did you talk 
to, and what did you tell them?”

I sighed. There was no way out of this. I didn’t know what 
horrors she could in-ict on Sarah, and Syn had a demented 
mind. I knew nothing was actually “permanent” in this society, 
so anything done to her could be undone, but I imagined they 
could make it extremely uncomfortable, even painful for her.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Syn said, turning the device 
on so it could run through its POST. “You think, in our world 
of genetic manipulation of today, nothing is actually “perma1
nent,” right?” she used air quotes to emphasifle her point.

I didn’t respond, only gritted my teeth.
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“Well, before you respond, may I direct your attention to 
Door Number Two!” and she liKed the fabric from another 
piece of apparatus.

An innocuous seeming SmartScreen was underneath, sim1
ilar in most aspects to the one in the hotel this morning, yet 
with a metal frame.

“Do you know what this is?” she said, making a -amboyant 
gesture with her hands.“A smartscreen” I said.

“Not just any smartscreen, but an ID Matrix smartscreen.” 
She giggled.

I felt a cold feeling in the pit of my stomach. With that, 
she could change our Matrix ID, our original information. We 
would literally be recognifled by every genomic and router as 
whatever she decided to program into it. I happened to know 
a couple of folks that could “undo” whatever manipulations 
she could make to our matrix, but best not to let her know 
that.

“I know what you’re thinkingggggg.” She said in a singsong 
voice.

“What’s that,” I said, dourly.
“You think that you, like me, have access to all sorts of types 

of people in all worlds of civiliflation. A phone call or two, and 
you could contact someone to change your, or Sarah’s, Matrix 
back to what it had been. However, I have found an ingenious 
solution to that!”

“What’s that?” I said.
“Well, I can’t reveal everything. But let’s just say it might be 

a little tougher to undo whatever changes I decide to in-ict 
on the two of you.”

“How would you manage that?” I said, trying to keep the 
tremble out of my voice. I wasn’t that successful.

“Oooh, you’re scared, aren’t you? I think things are starting 
to sink in.” She smiled and walked over to me, then twisted 
my nipple, hard. I yelled loudly, but what I heard come out of 
my mouth was a scream.
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“Yessss.” She moaned and twisted my other nipple. I tried 
not to scream this time, but it bubbled out of my mouth 
anyway. “Oooooh, you scream so gooood,” she said in a low 
voice.

Panting, I looked up at her through tears. “I’ll tell you,” I 
said. 

“I’m listening,” she smiled.
I panted a bit more, watching Sarah struggle on the table.
“I talked to New Chicago PD. They arrested me for having 

illegal genomic alterations done to myself. Sarah told them 
that the genomic activity occured before I visited Carlos 
Badilla, and they released me on my recogniflance.”

“What else?” she said.
“Nothing else, that’s it, I swear.”
She raised a perfectly shaped eyebrow at me. “What about 

dear Daphne zincaid? What did you tell them about her?”
“Nothing,” I said. “They wanted to know why I was poking 

around at CREAM, but I said nothing about Daphne.”
She tapped her chin brie-y. “So you expect me to believe 

you were in police custody for over J hours and you didn’t tell 
them about who you were working for, and anything about 
your current case? And they just “let” you go on your recog1
niflance?”

I nodded. “Yes, I swear.”
She walked thoughtfully around to Sarah and removed her 

gag. She came up spitting into Syn’s looming face.
Syn giggled as she washed the spittle off her perfect fea1

tures. “So dramatic. Did you hear what 2ohn said?”
“YES!” You stupid bitch, I heard him!”
“And do you have anything to add?”
“Let us go!” she screamed. “There’s no reason for you to 

hold us here against our will!”
“Hmmm,” Syn said moving over to the control panel. “What 

do you think, boys?”
The two goons remained silent, just glowered a bit more at 

Sarah and me.
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“I know, that’s what I think too,” Syn said, and pressed a 
button.

The machine sprang to life with a needle plunging into the 
side of Sarah’s neck.

“I told you everything!” I said. “Stop the process… there’s no 
reason to do whatever it is you’re about to do!”

She smiled at me and pressed another button. The immense 
overhead light -icked to life and began to rotate around Sarah.

“Oh, but there is,” she said soKly, moving over to me and 
kneeling down beside me, watching the apparatus begin.

I thrashed my head, trying to head butt her, but she stayed 
out of range. “What? Why?” I yelled.

“She called me a bitch.” Syn smiled, staring into my eyes. 
“And no one calls me that. By the way, I’ve not given her 
any anesthesia. She is going to feel every change she’s going 
through.”

“Stop! What do you want from me, I’ll do anything! I’ll sign 
your damned form, just stop the machine!”

She smiled and patted my head. “I know, Cupcake, I know. 
We’ll get to signatures here in a moment. But first, she called 
me a bitch, and now she must pay3” her voice dropped off.

Sarah started to scream.
“By being one.” 

The following three hours were easily the hardest in my entire 
life. Sarah screamed herself hoarse, and her body changed. 
First, she shed mass through her arms and legs disintegrating 
themselves from her body, dissolving away, consumed by rav1
enous nanites.

Her torso lay on the table, armless legless, and then things 
began to shiK. Her hair completely fell out, and the top of 
her skull tented out, forcing it into a completely different 
shape, making a cone then the wide part of the cone shiKing, 
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with her eyes retracting into her head and migrating up into 
new positions where the back of her skull had formed twin 
pockets.

Her facial features sagged as jaw and cheekbones were 
absorbed then migrated upwards along the cone, her mouth 
widening as her skin darkened. Soon her face had completely 
merged with the cone which blunted, then split into a snout.

Her new appendages appeared next, printed from the raw 
material of her old body, attached at different points than 
previous. Her hips had twisted downward as her pelvis dis1
integrated, with her knees formed downward.

I vomited several times, but Syn appeared not to notice, 
engrossed in the transformation of the love of my life.

A tail extended from her posterior, as her vagina and anus 
pulled up into their new positions. I heard the snapping and 
popping of her spine as her bones fused together, sealing her 
into quadrupedal position.

Her voicebox returned, and instead of screaming, I could 
hear whimpering, crying as each change settled. Soon, her 
changes slowed, and the twisted form of Sara lay panting on 
its side, her eyes darting leK and right.

“That’s about all I can catabolifle right now,” Syn said, get1
ting up and going to the dais. “Her fur and nails will grow 
in over the next few hours.” She stretched a bit, her breasts 
prominently displayed. “Now to part two, of our little show.”

She pulled up the smartscreen, and I saw Sarah’s informa1
tion presented alongside her picture both as she was when her 
current matrix was last recorded.

Syn pulled up a second screen, throwing it up alongside the 
first, only with blanks in all the areas where Sarah’s informa1
tion had been.

“You see, this has to be done quickly. I figured out that 
the database refreshes itself each 06 to the minus 0; times. 
Which is a pico second, one trillionth of a second? What I do 
is create Sarah’s new matrix completely, then upload it into 
the database within that timeframe.”
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She typed in the information into Sarah’s chart. “Let’s start 
with species,” she smiles. “Canis lupus familiaris.” The letters 
appeared as she spoke.

“Breed. German Shepherd.”
The letters appeared again. 
“Birth date5” and she continued to enter the information, 

pulling a picture from a file within the computing platform. 
She took a blood sample from Sarah, who yelped awake, then 
returned to the workstation and placed the sample onto a 
covered device.

I watched as the genome appeared in the provided box, 
recording Sarah’s genetic information completely.

“Name,” She said, then giggled and typed. “Molly.”
“Now then,” Syn said, watching the screen as she manipu1

lated the IO device. “To substitute one for the other.”
She pressed a button, and instantly the shepherd informa1

tion overwrote Sarah’s.
“Now,” Syn said theatrically. “The reason you will have so 

much of an issue reverting this3.”
She opened another window. “You see, pets are in a com1

pletely different database than humans.” She dragged and 
dropped the Molly Matrix ID into the pet database.

“Confirmed.” The workstation said quietly.
Syn giggled. “I know I made that look easy, but it really isn’t. 

There is flero transfer from human to pet and from pet to 
human for just this specific reason. You don’t know the lengths 
I’ve gone to secure this window, a window of a picosecond, to 
transfer one to the other. There’s another secret I won’t share 
with you about the transition, but safe to say, it is five 9s of 
impossible to achieve the transfer from human to pet, and it’s 
nine nines to move from pet to human databases. I couldn’t 
do it now, even if I wanted to.” She giggled.

She went to Sarah and unlocked her bindings.
“She’s a full canine now, and will even breed true,” Syn said 

in a delighted voice. “It’s going to take her some time to get 
used to her new body, but I’ve given her an internal HUD to 
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help her to learn. It’s a wonderful little device… it’ll train all her 
limbs quickly and efficiently. We’ve put quite a bit of R7D 
into it, but it comes down to this. The more she acts like a 
dog, the more it builds neural pathways inside her little doggy 
brain. If she acts like a human, it will cause brief pain inside 
her head. When she acts like a dog, it will release dopamine in 
the pleasure centers of her brain. There’s a few other surprises 
it will do too3.” Syn laughed soKly.

“Such as,” I said, feeling an oily twisting in my stomach.
“Well, such as speech. Her ears will hear, exceptionally well, 

but any speech she hears will be distorted. She’ll probably 
be able to figure out what you are saying, but the words will 
be meaningless, except for a few. Good Dog, Bad Dog, those 
kinds of things. If you refer to her by her old name, or in any 
human fashion at all, the HUD will filter it out as meaningless 
noise.”“Great,” I said.

“And the signals to her brain will be different as well,” Syn 
said. “Such as her sense of taste. She no longer has taste buds, 
but her strong sense of smell will make up for it somewhat. 
Dogs have flero facial recognition skills too, so her olfactory 
senses will build new neural pathways based on odor.”

I nodded.
The truly ingenious thing about it, the quicker she learns 

how to “be” a dog, the less she will have to rely on the HUD 
as new neural pathways are created. AKer the pathways are 
created, and she uses her own neural pathways, the nanos go 
to work on her old homo sapien pathways, destroying them. 
She will use her new canine neural pathways to operate her 
body. Her neural plasticity will follow canine paths then, not 
human. At that time, the distortion effect will also go away, but 
we’ve found that transformees who go back to being human 
aKer the HUD dissolves and canine plasticity in place are 
unable to return to humanity. Oh, sure, they look human, but 
without the neural pathways she once had, she won’t be able 
to “remember” how to speak, walk, eat, or perform any human 
functions anymore, like breathing. Since autonomic functions 
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in such different regions of the doggy brain from the human 
brain, they quickly die.

“You’re despicable,” I said.
“I know, right?” She giggled. “Take the bitch down to the 

kennel,” Syn said soKly. One of the goons liKed her in his arms. 
I saw her struggle, brie-y, then fall back asleep.

“Now to you, Cupcake.” She said aKer Sarah had been taken 
from the room.

I swallowed. “What are you going to do to me?”
She tittered. “Nothing so dramatic, I assure you. Put her 

in the chair.” She said, and one of the goons complied by 
releasing my bonds and gripping my wrists.

I struggled but to no avail. My body just didn’t have the same 
in-uence it had before or the strength.

They clamped me down in place, and Syn stood above me.
“You said you would sign the form now, yes?”
I nodded. The fight had leK me. AKer what they’d done 

to Sarah, I didn’t want to see what other horrors they could 
in-ict.

She smiled. “I’m soooo, glad you’ve made the right decision. 
You know we will be working together? I think it’ll be so nice 
to have someone by my side I can completely trust.”

I felt the needle slide into my neck. “So what will you do to 
me? Make a matched set?”

She shook midnight curls. “No! I wouldn’t undo the per1
fection that has been wrought upon you these past few days. 
No, I won’t dehumanifle you, Cupcake, but I will take steps to 
make you a bit more3compliant.”

I frowned a bit at that. “A genomic has no power over the 
mind, I thought.”

She giggled. “You win the prifle, Cupcake! You’re very cor1
rect… I can’t force your mind to do anything. However, I can do 
what’s already been happening to you. You are -ooded with 
estrogen, and with precious little testosterone and androgen, 
yes? You’ve felt the effects, like earlier when you were with 
that little piece of scrumptiousness in the band?”
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I winced at that. “Yes, I remember.”
“Good,  because  that’s  what  I’m  going  to  do.  Change 

the3balance a bit of your body. We’ll remove the last of 
the nasty testosterone, make it, so you produce estrogen on 
a magnificent scale. I’m also going to increase things like 
Dopamine and oxytocin, and make it, so your pheromone 
levels are off the scale! We’ll give you a nice complex MHC 
level, so anyone noticing you will nearly cum in their pants, 
and if a person of the opposite sex touches you in any way, 
those Dopamine levels are going to go off the scale for you.”

She pressed a button, and the apparatus came to life and 
slowly began circling me. 

“Unfortunately, there are some side effects, however.” She 
giggled.

I could feel tingling inside me, coming from nearly all areas 
of my body. “Which are?” I said, noticing that my voice had 
changed again, ascending in pitch.

“Well, those dopamine levels are going to make it, so you 
are feeling pleasure at nearly any stimulation. The high es1
trogen and low androgen and testosterone are going to raise 
your voice delightfully, probably higher than mine, and will 
make you so sensitive you will quickly be craving the touch of 
someone, anyone.”

“So you’re turning me into a nymphomaniac,” I said gasping 
as things in my body changed. Sound took on a different 
quality.

“Yes, and so much more.” Syn giggled. She spoke some 
more, but I was awash with so many feelings and sounds that 
I could hardly pay attention. Then the machine stopped.

“Modification complete.” It said.
“Mmmmmm, Cupcake, you are amafling,” Syn said, releas1

ing my bindings.
She helped me to sit up, and I put a hand to my head, trying 

to remember what I needed to do to her. Was I going to hit 
her earlier? I frowned in confusion.
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She placed the SmartScreen in front of me, and my image 
leaped into view. I glanced up at Syn. “Is that me?” I coughed, 
putting a delicate hand to my throat, trying to talk in my lower 
tone. “Me?” It did nothing to change the high pitched voice I 
had.

“MMm yes,” Syn said.
I stared at myself. I was a caricature of femininity. Large 

breasts, platinum blonde hair, still in that rockabilly style I’d 
had earlier. My legs and torso had thinned dramatically while 
my hips and ass had filled out to match the large bust. I was 
shorter, standing a head lower than Syn, now, even perched 
on the stilettos I’d worn to the concert.

“Change me back,” I said, in the little girl voice.
“Oh no, sweetheart. You are tooo scrumptious for words!”
She turned took out a hypno and pressed it to my neck. 

“Ow!” I said as it bit into me.
Placing the hypno into the apparatus, she pulled up my 

Matrix. I could see my old face there, ugly with the misshapen 
nose, short hair, thick neck. She pressed the button near the 
hypno, and my genetic material matrix sped through a number 
of changes. Then she subsituted my current picture for the 
older one.

“Name,” hmmmm.
“My name is 2ohn.”
“Not anymore, Cupcake.” She giggled, and said “Cupcake.”
The word 2ohn had disappeared from my matrix, and Cup1

cake was now in its place. She deleted my last name.
Modifying the rest of the fields, she quickly made the adap1

tations to my matrix. “And save.” She grinned at me.
“Modifications accepted.” The smartscreen said.
“Now, to introduce a bit more difficulty3” 
She pressed another button and the screen cascaded. I saw 

things like my relationships screen pop up, change, then my 
past residences, past employers, all of them -ickered by. My 
social media pages all fell away, and new ones appeared as if 
by magic, with history, pictures, an entire lifetime. 
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2ust not my lifetime.
“Now, it shows you were born zim Pierce, but you changed 

your name to Cupcake back in high school.”
I knew I should be alarmed at all this, and be thinking of 

people who would be able to help me change it back, but my 
brain just didn’t want to function.

She took out a tablet and set it on the table.
“I need you to sign this, Cupcake,” she said soKly. “Sign your 

name as 2ohn Paradise.”
I used the tip of my index fingernail and did as instructed. 

“And click accept.” I pressed the green button next to my 
name.

“There,” she said, gathering me into her arms. I moaned a bit 
as I felt my breasts pressed up against her. “Let’s get you setup 
in your living situation, shall we? Then we can bring Molly in 
to see you.”

I nodded, still trembling a bit from the hug. “Molly?”
She giggled. “Sarah, remember Cupcake?”
“Oh!” I said. “Yes, Sarah. I want to see her now!”
Syn smiled and took my hand, leading me down the corri1

dor.
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Chapter Eleven

The apartment was wide and spacious with a huge Master 
Bed, bathroom, living area. It was outfitted in various shades 
of pink.

Syn handed me a card. “This is the key, cupcake. Let me 
warn you, that you must be inside your room by six o'clock 
every evening, or you will be punished. Do you understand?”

I nodded taking the key in my small hand.
“Good. And if you press this button here…” she pressed it, 

and a panel in the wall opened, and I could see something 
lying inside. “You can be with Molly. Isn’t that nice?”

“That’s Moll…I mean, Sarah?” I said.
“Yes, She’s sleeping right now, but she’ll wake up soon, and 

you can play with her.”
“Alright,” I said in my high soW voice.
“I’ll be along in the morning to collect you,” Syn said. “!e 

have an important event tomorrow-”
“!hat event?” I said.
“The grand finale of The Artistique. !on’t that be wonder1

ful?”
I smiled, thinking about it for a moment, then looked back 

at the sleeping dog.
“You know who will be there?”
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“!ho?” I said, glancing back at Syn.
“fferry. You remember fferry, yes?”
I immediately saw green eyes in my memory, smoldering, as 

he took a puj on his ;oint. “Yes, I remember him.” I giggled as 
I remembered how he touched me down there, and what he 
wanted to do to me. “Ne must have been disappointed when 
I wasn’t there aWer the concert today,” I said.

“Ne was-” Syn said. “Ne missed you so so much, Hupcake. 
But he’ll be there tomorrow, and will be so happy to see you-”

I giggled and smiled.
“Eow, you get some rest, we have a big day tomorrow-”
“Alright,” I said as Syn walked out the door.
I knelt and went to the kennel.
The dog lay on her side, hairless, panting. Ner eyes were 

closed. I knelt and touched her side, feeling the stubble of her 
impending coat.

I petted her soWly, my small hands brushing her stubbled 
skin. Ner eyes opened, and I noticed they had changed too. 
Eo longer were they the color of sky, but brown all the way 
around, with no white showing through except at the very 
edges. I stroked her around her eye, and down her hairless 
ear.

“It’s okayz I’m here,” I said, petting her. She gave a small 
whimper in response. “I know, but I’m here now.”

I realifled it was true. Yes, I’d been changed, and Jooded 
with all kinds of girlmones, but I was still me, still Oohn Rar1
adise. Still the kick ass, take names, dick of the world. 

Vkay, maybe not dick…but I was still me, deep down. 
Hhanged, struck low, but I still had my brain if I could keep 
my head straight. I’d get through this. !e’d get through this, 
somehow.

I sat in the kennel with Sarah and lay her head on my lap.
Together we dofled then slept.
Sometime during the middle of the night, she woke me up. 

!himpering, she attempted to get up, but couldn’t coordinate 
herself.
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Ner fur had grown in, Uuite a bit, a rich dark tan. “!hat’s 
wrong, honey?”

She whimpered again, trying to get up, but her legs wob1
bled.

“Vh-” I said. “I bet you have to use the restroom.”
She gave a soW bark. “Vkay, ummm…” I said, glancing 

around. I found a mat hanging near the kennel entry. I set it 
down. “I think this is a doggy mat. You can use this.”

She tried to walk over to it but was unable to…I liWed her 
up, but she was very heavy for my little arms. “Vooh- I don’t 
know how we are going to do this-”

I got her to stand, and she managed to walk, carefully, over 
to the mat. Almost immediately she loosed her bowels and 
bladder, then walked carefully back, standing in the kennel.

I pressed the button on the side, and the ojal was sucked in 
somewhere. “There-” I said, patting her. “Do you feel better?”

She cocked her head at me and gave a soW bark.
Ner fur had grown in overnight, and she was, for all intents 

and purposes, a German Shepherd. “Do you think you can 
walk? I want to try to get out of here, but didn’t want to leave 
you.”

She walked forward a few feet, placing each leg down care1
fully one aWer the other, but unable to make much progress.

I sighed. “Noney, Syn told me you had an internal N4D that 
could help you.”

She turned her head sideways at me, her canine eyes dart1
ing back and forth.

I  pointed to my head,  then her head…then up to the 
smartscreen. “In your head,” I said pointing between her ears.

She turned her head the other wayz then something must 
have clicked because she gave an excited bark, and was able 
to walk normally. 

Like a dog would.
“Good girl,” I said patting her head. She turned it sideways 

again, confused. 
“Good dog,” I said. And she gave an excited bark.
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I knelt and gave her a hug, wrapping my arms around her. 
She sat then, on her haunches. Learning Uuickly, I thought. 
Sarah always was so smart. 

I took the card from the table. “Let’s see if we can get out of 
here,” I said. She cranked her head, but I patted my hand on 
my leg, and she followed. “Good dog,” I said, and we leW the 
apartment.

The door opened onto a hallway. There were other doors, 
but I didn’t see other people. I walked Uuickly down the 
hallway, then out into a foyer that featured a large waterfall 
and a grassy area under a transparent dome. The night sky of 
Hhicago stretched overhead as I Uuickly followed the pathway 
to the next building. I was surprised to see that my card 
opened that area as well.

Sarah followed, actually running at one point, then falling 
back into a walk. I realifled she must be cycling through the 
settings on the N4D5 !alking, running, trotting, etc. Because 
her movements were abrupt, mechanical.

!e came to a front entrance, and I could see the pneuma 
tube of a Hhicago street beyond. “!hat the hell,” I said, and 
attempted to open the door.

It was locked of course. Sarah sat beside me, then whim1
pered as I tried to open the door with my card. “Locked,” I 
said, but Sarah canted her head, and whimpered again.

“It’s locked, honey. !e can’t get out.”
She used her paw and scratched at the door.
“Eo, it’s locked sweetheart.”
She growled then and turned around. She went back a 

few paces, then began running and ;ust before the door she 
leaped.

Hrashing and crying, she landed in a heap.
“It’s no use, Sarah, you won’t be able to break through that.”
She stood up again, walking back a little farther, then trig1

gering the run. She again crashed into the door, making it 
shudder, but not breaking the glass.

She whimpered and cried, holding one of her paws gingerly.
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I grasped it, and she gave a little sUueal, but momentarily 
she was able to walk on it again.

“If only I had my gun,” I said looking at the door. But it was 
in my “purse” that had been taken when we’d been captured.

“Let’s see if there’s anything we can use in any of these 
rooms,” I said, walking along the hallway. My card opened 
some of the doors, and others were unlocked. Pach one had a 
dijerent purpose, conference rooms, o6ces, meeting areas. 
I was unable to gain access into any of the lab areas or other 
doors without any indication of purpose.

!e walked for the better part of an hour, before returning 
to our apartment.

She gave a whimper or two. “I know honey,” I said. “I’m 
frustrated too.”

I knelt down, cupping her dog face in my hands. Ner fur 
was much longer now, stretching past her chest and covering 
every inch of her body. I stared into her brown eyes, and she 
stared back at me.

“Han you understand anything I am saying to you?”
Ner head canted a little to the side as if she were trying to 

decipher my words with no luck.
“Sarah?” I said her name. “Han you hear me?”
Ner eyes darted back and forth a bit, with her eyebrows. 
The fur around her muflflle and the top of her back was 

black, the rest being dijerent shades of tan and brown. I really 
wished I could see something of my old Sarah in those eyes, 
but I didn’t, they were dog eyes set in a dog face with a dog 
body.

“Molly?” I said into her face. 
She gave a short “woof.”
“Vkay we have to figure out a way around the N4D,” I said, 

thinking.
Hanted head.
“Good dog?” 
Sarah’s tail began wagging, and I wondered if that was the 

N4D or an automatic response.
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“Bad dog?” 
Ner tail stopped wagging, tucking under her hindUuarters.
In one corner of the room, several dog toys had been placed 

in a bin. Apparently, they wanted me to “play” with Sarah. I 
grabbed a ball.

She stared at it, then glanced over at me with an expression 
on her face that said5 “really?”

“Look, I don’t know. !e have to find a way to communicate, 
right?”

She shook her head and sighed.
I tossed the ball. She watched it go, bouncing.
“7etch,” I said.
She looked up at me with disdain written all over her face, 

then began walking toward the ball. !hen she got there, she 
appeared to try to use her paws to pick it up but was unable 
to get any purchase. She opened her ;aws, and very gingerly 
grabbed the ball, then walked back to me and spat it to the 
side.

“Vkay, so you understand fetch.”
“!oof,” she said in a disdainful voice. 
I giggled at that. “Vkay, okay. I get it.”
I didn’t know any other commands that she might under1

stand so I went to the smartscreen and searched on “Dog 
Hommands,” to find some I might be able to use.

AWer reading for awhile, I came back to where Sarah was 
laying. She looked very depressedz her forelegs crossed over 
in front of her snout.

“I’m really sorry for this, but we have to find a way around 
the N4D,” I said soWly. “!e need to be able to work together 
and communicate, okay?”

She canted her head, then lowered it. 
“Molly,” I said. “Yes?”
She rolled her eyes up at me. “!oof.”
“Molly, Eo.”
She rolled her eyes at me again.
“!oof !oof,” I said. “Eo.”
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“!oof woof,” she replied.
“Yay--” I clapped my hands.
“Molly, sit,” I said.
She bared her teeth at me.
“Vkay, I get it, you understand.” Giggling, I tried another.
“Molly, Stay.”
She bared her teeth and nipped the skin of my wrist. “Vw-” 

I said. “Bad Dog-”
She growled at me, then hit me in the shin with her paw.
“At least we are communicating-” I said, but she only canted 

her head at that.
“Molly, ffiss,” I said firmly. It was one of the commandsz I 

thought I’d try.
She looked up at me, and I opened her arms. She tried to 

pucker her lips, but then suddenly winced in pain.
“Awww, shit,” I said. Licking my arm, I said. “Molly ffiss,” 

soWly again.
She sighed and walked up to me. Sticking out her tongue, 

she gently gave me a small lick.
“Good dog-” I said. 
She bared her teeth at that, growling.
“I know, I know, but at least you know the word kiss,” I said.
Something seemed to snap inside her, and she gave me 

several sharp barks, then turned around and went to the bed. 
Oumping up she looked back at me and nosed the covers.

“Alright, I’m tired too,” I said walking over to my side of the 
bed. I pulled the covers back and let her under them, then got 
under them myself.

She stretched out beside me like she used to do when she 
was human. She yelped, suddenly standing up.

“!hat’s wrong?” I said
She pawed the air a bit, then buried her head under the 

covers, and yelped again.
The N4D wasn’t going to let her sleep under the covers, 

apparently.
“Molly,” I said, and patted the top of the covers. “Lie down.”
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She looked at me a bit confusedz then something must have 
clicked because she turned in a circle and lay down, her body 
coiled into a neat circle with her head over her hindUuarters.

I patted her on the head. “Good dog, baby,” I said soWly, 
then lie back under the covers.

She whimpered soWly, crying. I stroked the fur of her head 
gently. “I know, baby. I know. !e’ll get out of this somehow.”

I felt tears welling up in my eyes too. I closed them, and they 
spilled over my smooth cheeks and into the pillow.
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Chapter Twelve

The next day, I awoke with Sarah laying next to me, still coiled 
in a ball. I needed to use the restroom, so I climbed off the bed 
and went into the bathroom.

I hadn’t examined myself since the day before, and I was still 
wearing the skin tight outfit Sarah had purchased a lifetime 
ago.

Taking  off  my  clothes,  I  stared  into  the  bathroom 
smartscreen.

“Height, weight, and general characteristics,” I said to the 
screen.

“With shoes: height one hundred fi-y5two centimeters, KK 
Cilograms.”

“vonEert to Fnglish.”
“Height: qiEe feet, one inch, weight one hundred and twen5

ty5one pounds.”
“Holy shit,” I said. I stepped out of the shoes, then s1uealed 

in pain as I tried to stand on my feet.
There was a small chair on one wall, and I tiptoed oEer to it 

to examine my feet.
They were dainty and small, with polish that matched my 

fingernails. They were aligned downward at an extreme angle.
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I held my leg straight out and tried to force my toes back but 
pain from my Nchilles shot up my leg, and I 1uickly abandoned 
the attempt. They were permanently pointed downward.

“Ponna be hard to catch bad guys like that,” I whispered in 
my so- Eoice. I tip toed back oEer to the mirror and stepped 
into the heels again. Immediately, my feet felt better.

I stared into the mirror. I was petite, with alabaster skin. 
fly narrow shoulders set off by full breasts, and wide hips 
shrank to an impossibly narrow waist. fly legs were feminine 
and smooth, my buttocks rounded. fly hair had not changed 
55 still perfectly coiffed in a platinum rockabilly hairdo. I had 
crimson and gold Yaked lips, pencil thin eyebrows, Yuttery 
extreme eyelashes, and a small mole under my le- nostril.

I sighed, stepping into the steam shower. I heard Sarah 
enter, and she nosed the door open. I allowed her to come 
in.

When the water hit her, she gaEe a little bark, and as it 
poured oEer her the smell of wet dog permeated the small 
enclosure.

“Rewwww,” I said giggling. “Uou smell like wet dog.”
She canted her head at me again as I shut off the shower, 

and stepped back into the bathroom.
Sarah stood for a few moments looking at me, then must 

haEe found the right internal H!M to push and shook herself 
Eiolently. I s1uealed as water droplets cascaded around me, 
all smelling like wet dog.

“GoB” I said. “jad dogB” and I opened the door to let her 
back into the room.

Tucking her tail between her legs, she le- the bathroom, 
and I showered off the smell of wet dog again.

qi-een minutes later I had dressed in a pair of zeans that had 
been conEeniently le- for me and a red halter top. N pair of 
red heels in my siLe fit perfectly, and I glanced back into the 
mirror to see a striking retro goddess wearing rolled up zeans 
and halter top.
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I sighed, patting my hair absently, then went out to find 
Sarah lying on the bed. Her fur had grown longer, and she now 
had claws on all four of her paws.

I sat next to her, examining her paws. They were black on 
the underside but rough with thick pads. She wiggled them a 
little, and I clutched one to me. “I will find a way out of this, I 
promise.”

She canted her head at me again, her eyebrows darting le- 
and right.

I pushed the fur back on her face and kissed the side of her 
snout. “flolly Ciss,” I said so-ly. She gaEe me a couple of so- 
licks as I hugged her to me. She nuLLled me with her snout, 
and I caressed her smooth fur. “Pood dog,” I said so-ly, and 
she gaEe a short growl but then wagged her tail gently.

The door chimed, then whooshed open. Syn stood in the 
doorway.

“Mid we haEe a good night…” she said, grinning widely.
“Go,” I said. “What is Sarah supposed to eat…”
“Uou mean flolly…” Syn giggled. “We are going to breakfast 

now. She can zoin us if you’d like.”
“Ues, please,” I said in a so- Eoice.
We walked through the hallways toward the cafeteria. I 

prepared two plates of food, one for me and one for Sarah. I 
sat down and was about to put Sarah’s food on the Yoor when 
Syn said: “What are you doing…”

“I got Sarah some food, so I was going to giEe it to her.”
Syn shook her head, grinning. “Mogs eat oEer there. Nnd 

they eat dog food.” She pointed at the grassy area near the 
waterfall.

“Then we’ll eat oEer there,” I said taking both plates oEer to 
the grassy area and sitting on the wall of the fountain.

Syn followed us. “Uou can try to giEe her the food, but 
remember what I said about the H!M… The moment it senses 
you are treating her like a human, it will force her to obey as 
a dog.”

I ignored her and set the tray down in front of Sarah.
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She opened her mouth, but then s1uealed. Fach time she 
tried to approach the plate she’d yelp or s1ueal, zust inches 
from the food.

Syn giggled and went oEer to a small dispensary near the 
end of the fountain. She pushed a button, a chime sounded, 
and a door opened.

“This is the food bitches eat,” Syn said placing the dog bowl 
in front of Sarah.

Sarah gaEe a few short barks and tried to lunge a Syn, only 
to s1ueal and fall to the ground.

“Nwww,” Syn said in mock sympathy. “Uou found what hap5
pens when you try to attack me… It only gets worse, bitch” she 
hissed, and Sarah’s head came up at the last word. Npparently, 
the H!M allowed her to hear that word.

Syn giggled. “jITvH jITvH jITvHB” She held her face 
right in front of Sarah’s muLLle, but the moment Sarah bared 
her teeth, she s1uealed and yelped again, falling to the ground.

“flolly, FNT,” Syn said loudly pointing to the dog bowl.
Mefeated, Sarah got up and walked slowly to the food. She 

opened her mouth, tasting it, but appeared unable to eat 
itffiuntil a few moments later when she must haEe found the 
right H!M button. She began wolfing the food down.

I shook my head, and held my food in my lap and tried to 
eat. fly breasts got in the way, so I was forced to hold the plate 
up under my chin which was awkward.

We ate in silence, as the sun rose oEer Gew vhicago. I 
watched Sarah eat, growing more and more at ease with her 
body and I knew we had to get out of there before it was too 
late.

“So where is the eEent tonight…” I said a-er we’d finished 
and returned to the table. Sarah sat obediently near my chair, 
but then started sni3ng suddenly, putting her nose down and 
following it around the eating area. When she encountered a 
scrap of food, she’d wolf it down.

“It’s  back in NriLona,” Syn said.  “Uou are going to be 
amaLed.”
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I shrugged. “What more could happen to me… I’m already 
complete.”

“Well, there are a few moreffiadditions, you will receiEe. Uou 
will get your H!M, of course, and a few adzustments to your 
body.”

I sighed, not wanting to know what that would entail.
“Nnd a-er… Mo I get to go home…”
“;h, no Sweetheart. Midn’t you read the contract I had you 

sign last night…”
She knew I hadn’t. I’d been in such a mind fogJ I was lucky 

to scratch out my name.
“Uou are returning here, of course, to be with flolly.”
“Waitffiisn’t Sarah coming with us…”
Syn shook her head, grinning. “4ust a little extra insurance 

policy.”
“quck,” I said so-ly.
“;h, yes, honey. Uou’ll be breaking your cherry tonight, I’m 

sure, with that Cerry boy. jut first, you haEe a Eery important 
meeting to attend.”

“Uou said that last night.”
“We had to prepare you for your meeting, sweetheart.
“So who is it I’m to meet with…”
“Someone you came here, specifically, to find out…” Syn’s 

eyes twinkled merrily.
“Nnd whom might that be…” I said.
She gaEe me an enigmatic grin and shook her midnight 

curls.
I sighed. “What’s the point… Uou’Ee won, Syn. I know where 

Maphne is, I’Ee signed your damned form, you’Ee successfully 
transformed Sarah and me beyond recognition, what more 
could there possibly be… How much more damage could you 
possibly inYict…” Ns I said the words, I looked oEer at Sarah 
who was still sni3ng around the room and licking up scraps 
from the Yoor. !gh, we needed to moEe.
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She smiles. “Nww, vupcake, we haEen’t eEen begun yet. 
HaEe you thought about the ramifications yet… ;f the big 
reEeal tonight…”

I frowned. “Go…”
She stood. “Well, you haEe a few hours to think, vupcake. 

I know your pretty little head is spinning right now with the 
brain chemistry cocktail I induced in you, but try to hold two 
thoughts together so you can consider it.”

I sighed and nodded.
“Uou know your way back, yes… We caught your eEening’s 

antics last night on the cameras, by the way. flolly about gaEe 
herself brain damage trying to break through the glassB”

“We know our way back, yes.”
“Then go prepare, vupcake. Take a nap, bathe, get dressed. 

I’ll pick you up in four hours. I gaEe you some specific clothing 
I want you to wear tonight.”

“I’m sure there’s nothing reEealing about it at all,” I said.
“Sarcasm does not become you, vupcake. I haEe ex1uisite 

tasteJ I’ll haEe you know.”
I shook my head, not wanting to get into it any further. “I’ll 

be ready.”
“Pood. flolly will need to be le- in the kennels. They are 

the opposite direction of the cafeteria along the path you 
walked. It would be good for you to drop her off there today 
at some point. She will haEe so manyffifriendsffito play with, 
and teach her how to be a real dog.”

I looked up at her in horror. “GoB van’t she zust stay in my 
room…”

Syn smiled sweetly. “Honey, the 1uicker she gets used to 
being the jITvH that she is, the betterB”

flolly started barking, and again tried to lunge at Syn, then 
yelped as the H!M kicked in.

“Stop torturing herB” I said, tears forming in my eyes. 
“HaEen’t you done enough…”
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“Nwww, sweety. 4ust let this be a lesson to you. In our future 
endeaEors together, remember that I always winB” She smiled, 
her eyes alight with an inner fire.

I nodded and slapped my thigh for Sarah to follow.
We  got  to  the  room,  and  I  immediately went  to  the 

SmartScreen. If I had cloud access, I might be able to at 
least keylog the entry codes of this place, or maybe disable 
some of the automated systems. I used the on5screen 1werty 
keyboard since I didn’t want any of my Eoice entries logged. 
They were probably logging eEerything about me, anyway: 
talks with Sarah, anytime I le- the room, hell probably how 
much urine I expelled. jut one could hope, and maybe there’d 
be a weakness.

I worked for a couple of hours. Sarah, dutifully, lay at my 
feet, then zumped on the bed and did her circle thing to coil 
into a doggy circle. She took a nap while I worked. N-er 
not getting anywhere / they had seEeral layers of 2A0— bit 
encryption / I lay down next to her 1uietly. I could see her 
eyes moEing under her lids as she slept, and she eEen began 
whimpering a little in her sleep. I stroked her head, and she 
calmed somewhat, but I wondered what was going on in that 
human6canine brain, knowing full well that the unconscious 
mind sought balance for the conscious and since she had such 
an imbalance between human and dog it would seek the path 
of least resistance.

“Stay with me,” I said. “I can’t bear to lose you.”
She opened her eyes blearily for a moment and gaEe me a 

couple of doggy lick kisses, then put her head back down and 
went to sleep.

I doLed a bit as well, though this new body chemistry was 
creating many feelings inside of me that I didn’t want to think 
about. Syn had mentioned Cerry being at the eEent tonight, 
and zust the thought of those eyes gaEe me goosebumps, so 
I 1uickly turned my thoughts to the current Miamondbacks 
roster, player, number, position, and batting aEerages.

I’d made my way to the outfield when I finally doLed off.
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I dreamed as I slept. Sarah and I were somewhere in the 
south Racific, and her body was lithe and tan, supple in the 
coastal a-ernoon. We swam in the ocean, laughing, then had 
flai Tai7s by the pool. Sarah wore a sarong thing and had put 
a Yower in her hair, and she smiled that so- secret smile of 
hers anytime I s1ueeLed her hand. We went up to our room 
and made loEe, slowly, gently, Sarah riding on top of me and 
I felt so happy and at peaceffibut then the dream changed.

qrom one moment to the next, I realiLed the person on top 
of me wasn’t Sarah at all, it had been Cerry all along, and he 
had worn white linen trousers by the beach, and I was the one 
with the Yower in my hair. N Perman Shepherd danced with 
the waEes. We swam and had flai Tai7s, and I taught him how 
to Salsa dance before making loEe out on a lounger by the 
pool. 

Ngain the dream changed and we weren’t in some Rolyne5
sian paradise but in the ;mni where Sarah and I had made 
loEe long into the night in our flediterranean bungalow, but I 
wasn’t penetrating her, she was penetrating me, and we both 
came, screaming together in each other arms. jut a-er a 
moment, the person holding me in their arms wasn’t Sarah it 
was Cerry, and I startled myself awake with a zolt.

Sarah snored so-ly beside me, her eyelids moEing in her 
dreams as well. I glanced at the clock and realiLed I’d slept 
a long time and needed to get bathed and dressed for the 
“eEent.” 

I didn’t want to go, but knew I would be forced to. I won5
dered who this meeting was going to be with55someone I had 
come to vhicago toffiof course. The vhairmanB I shook my 
head, rolling my eyes as I got out of bed.

Sarah’s head came up, startled, but I patted her gently. 
“Pood Mog,” I said so-ly, and Sarah thumped her tail. “flolly 
stay,” I said so-ly, and she gaEe a little huff and lowered her 
head again.
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Instead of a shower this time, I started the water running in 
the bathtub and added some of the bathing salts and lit a few 
of the candles.

;kay, in my entire life I can honestly say I haEe never used 
bath salts or lit a single candle. In fact, the times I’Ee taken a 
bath I could probably count on one hand.

Something about it felt right howeEer, and I inhaled the 
scent of the salts with the candles and moaned so-ly as the 
tub filled.

Taking off my halter top and zeans, I eased myself into the 
bathtub. ;kay, baths were far better as a girl than as a boy. 
The other nice thing was for the first time in my memoryJ my 
feet did not reach up the other side of the tub to stick out of 
the water like a sunken treasure ship. I was able to completely 
submerse myself in the fragrant water, and the heat and aroma 
made me feel like I’d died and gone to heaEen.

There was some laEender oil on the side of the tub, so I 
opened the bottle and poured some into the cap and then into 
the bath. Taking the bottle of shampoo, I worked it into my 
hair tendrils, then submersed myself again, rinsing it out.

I lay back then, enzoying the feeling of the bath for a long 
while. When the water grew cold, I allowed it to drain out, and 
I got out of the tub, finding a nice Yuffy pink robe on a hook 
beside the door.

Inhaling deeply, I found the clothing Syn wanted me to wear 
to the eEent hanging in the small closet. It was a Eintage style 
black pin5up mermaid long dress, with black silk stockings, 
strapless corset, garter belt with garters, and stiletto heels. 
It took me awhile to figure out the order of lingerie and to 
get myself into the mermaid dress, but I finally looked pre5
sentable. 

Stepping into the mirror, I gasped a little at what I saw. 
I was a Poddess. Rlatinum hair artfully arranged into the 
retro rockabilly with tousled curls trailing down my back. 
vreamy smooth alabaster skin. Rerfect succulent lips with 
their crimson color and gold metallic Yake. Sweeping pencil 
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thin brows with extreme5length Yutter eyelashes. The dress 
looked painted on as I moEed from side to side in the mirror, 
the towering heels feeling perfect on my altered feet.

I sighed, it was going to be hopeless.
In that moment, I realiLed something. I might haEe lost my 

manhood, the loEe of my life might haEe been transformed 
into an animal, but I still had my brain. It wasn’t right that 
this group should be able to do this to other people, wasn’t 
right that eEen now, young people were preparing for this 
eEent without haEing been through any proper psychological 
care, preparation, or conditioning. It wasn’t right that vDFNfl 
would finish this Nrtisti1ue and moEe on to the next without 
any thought to the participants in this eEent or their a-er care.

I thought about Maphne64ackeline and her transmogrifica5
tion. I hadn’t been able to get ahold of vyrus to let him know 
his daughter was safe and sound and a successful musician. ;r 
that his daughter was about to become his son. These people 
needed to be stopped, somehow.

I was zust the guy to do it. Smiling, I pursed my lips and 
kissed the mirror.

Walking back into the bedroom, Sarah’s head came up. I 
went to her, taking her head in my lap and stroking her fur 
gently, murmuring in her ear. “Pood dog,” I said so-ly. “flolly 
kisses,” I said, and this time she lapped at my cheek three or 
four times, her tail thumping.

“I know you can’t understand me right now, but I am work5
ing as fast as I can to get us out of here,” I said in a so- murmur 
as I stared into her eyes. “Uou haEe to stay human in there for 
me, Sarah, we still haEe an amaLing future ahead of usB”

Her tail thumped, but her head cocked to one side. The 
tail worried me. It didn’t seem like it was the act of a H!M, 
her motions and moEements were becoming more and more 
natural.

“Uou’re going to haEe to stay in the kennels until I get back, 
flolly,” I said so-ly. When I said her name, Sarah’s eyebrows 
moEed upward, and her tail thumped.
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“I loEe you, babe,” I said kissing the side of her snout. She 
licked me in response. “Pood dog.”

I stood up, and she watched me. “flolly come,” I said. Sarah 
did as instructed, zumping down from the bed.

“flolly heel,” I said and walked forward. She gaEe a brief 
growl but followed a-er me. I opened the door, and we walked 
down the hallway opposite the cafeteria.

The Cennels were right around the corner. There was a 
doggy play area out front, and I could see three or four dogs 
of different breeds running around or lounging in the sleeping 
areas.

I shook my head, sighing. I didn’t want to leaEe her here, 
but I had no choice. If I was going to bring down vDFNfl, I 
couldn’t be worried about where Sarah might be at any giEen 
moment, eEen if Syn allowed me to bring her.

I knelt in front of Sarah. “Uou need to stay here, babe. I’ll 
be back for you.”

She tilted her head a bit. I opened the gate, but Sarah did not 
enter. “flolly heel,” I said, but Sarah tucked her tail between 
her legs and sat outside the gate, staring up at me with her 
Moggy eyes.

“flolly comeB” I said, clapping my thighs, but again, Sarah 
refused to budge, giEing a low growl in response.

“Here, you might need this,” N man said, handing me some5
thing. I glanced down at it. N red collar.

quck.
“flolly, do you want me to use this…” I said pointing to the 

collar.
Sarah didn’t moEe, she lay down beside the gate, unmoEing. 

She put her head between her paws.
I went oEer to her and slid the collar around her neck. 

Surprisingly, she didn’t growl. “I know, jabe, it’s zust a little 
while.” 

Rulling her collar, I forced her into the Moggy play area.
“flolly, stay,” I said closing the gate.
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“We’ll take good care of her, don’t you worry.” The atten5
dant said. “Some dogs start as anti5social, but a-er awhile they 
warm up to the enEironment.”

“Take extra5good care of her, please,” I said.
“Mon’t you worry about a thing, she’s in good hands, aren’t 

you, flolly…”
Nt her name, Sarah glanced up at the man.
“She does know some simple commands,” I said.
The man clipped a leash to the collar. “We haEe obedience 

training eEery day, so when you get back, she’ll know some 
new commands.”

I groaned at that. “Mon’t worryJ it’s Eery humane. We also 
bathe and brush them for you. When do you expect to be 
back…”

“Rrobably tomorrow at some point,” I said. “Though it may 
be longer.”

He smiled. “Mon’t you worry about flolly while you’re gone. 
We’ll take great care of her.”

“Thank you,” I said and could feel tears sliding down my 
face.

Sarah watched me walking away. She opened her mouth 
then, 

Nnd howled.
When I got back, Syn was standing in front of my apartment. 

“;h, vupcake, you look gorgeousB
Syn wore a matching mermaid dress in blood red, with red 

stilettos and black silk hose. She looked amaLing as well, but 
fuckitall if I was going to tell her that. I nodded but did not 
smile. “Vet’s get this oEer with so I can get back here to Sarah 
as soon as possible.”

Syn grinned. “Nwww, was parting di3cult…”
I glowered at her, but I knew with this current body my 

glower probably came across much different.
“Well, let’s get to our routerport, and we can make the zump 

to GR.”
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I nodded and followed Syn back toward the main building. 
She took me to an area I’d neEer been and used her keycard 
to open the door.

It appeared to be a priEate routerport, with two pods sitting 
side by side. Nn attendant was entering data into a tablet in 
front of them.

We got into the pods with assistance from the attendant. 
Syn gaEe a signal, and both pod canopies closed. I glanced 
oEer at Syn who was grinning at me from ear to ear. The pods 
entered the transporter, and a few moments later was open5
ing in a similarly e1uipped priEate routerport with a female 
attendant this time.

“Welcome to Gew Rhoenix,” the attendant said. 
I did not respond, as Syn was helped out of her pod.
She crooked an arm for me. I glowered again at her. “Suit 

yourself, but pouting isn’t going to help.”
I sighed.
This compound was a bit different from the one in Gew 

vhicago. N-er leaEing the routerport, we were outdoors. 
Musk was  falling  oEer Gew Rhoenix,  and  I  could  smell 
mes1uite in the air. The smells of home.

“Uou are to be on your best behaEior, vupcake. Mo you 
understand…”

“;r what…” I said so-ly.
“;r how about instead of a Perman Shepherd I make her a 

qrench poodle…”
I sighed, gritting my teeth.
“I’ll take that as a yes,” Syn said so-ly and led us into a small 

building with stucco walls.
We walked down a small hallway and into a conference 

room with a large SmartScreen at one end.
We both sat down in matching arm chairs in front of the 

SmartScreen. It was a bit surreal. We were both dressed in 
similar retro fashion, her dark hair to my nearly white hair. 
Hers was shorter, in a bob that did Lero for her face in my 
opinion, but the rest of her body was Eoluptuous to an ex5
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treme. I was a bit more petite, but no less Eoluptuous in reality, 
zust a smaller Eersion of Syn. 

“So, what now…” I said.
“We wait, vupcake,” she said in a whisper.
I nodded, taking a deep breath. The dress was di3cult to 

wear. I kept feeling like different parts of my body would be 
falling out at any moment, but somehow eEerything stayed 
put. It was a little tricky to breathe with the corset on, but if I 
took shallow breaths, it made it a bit easier.

I didn’t know what I was going to do. I was going to take 
them down, somehow. I glanced around the room looking 
for a weakness, a weapon, anything I might be able to lay 
my hands on. I knew I wasn’t made for hand to hand any5
moreffiwell, if Syn could do it I could learn, I supposed.

fly stomach churned butterYies into soup, then mixed 
them with a cement mixer. I’d neEer felt so small, so weak, so 
frail in all my life. jut I had my mind, dammit, and all I needed 
was an opening.

The screen Yickered to life. I saw the vDFNfl logo.
The logo changed, and a face appeared. N face I knewffi
“Well, well, 4ohn. I’Ee been waiting for your report for some 

time now.” The face of vyrus Cincaid filled the screen, chuck5
ling so-ly.

fly mouth fell open, and the butterYies began dancing the 
tango.
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Chapter 
Thirteen

Cyrus Kincaid chuckled so.ly" S,oJ IohnJ w knom you tusv 
hafe a lov oq Muesvions"S

gy touvh mas svill hanpinp apa“e av mho w sam on vhe 
screen" 

B…uv youWwWS svatterinpJ w shook ty head" S?hy vhe hell 
mould you infolfe te in vhis”H

-e looked vhouphvqully domn" S?ellJ IohnJ your infolfeA
tenv in vhe ’rvisiMue mas acvually an accidenv"S -e looked 
“oinvedly av ,yn"S?e donbv vend vo hafe accidenvs repularlyJ 
fiuv vhey do ha““en"S

B…uvJ mhy hire te in vhe <rsv “lace” w teanWS w siphedJ 
vryinp vo pev ahold oq tyselq"Sw did vhis as a >i/qafor>!i/ vo you 
fiecause you mere vhe cusvodian av ty old schoolTH

-e noddedJ rufifiinp his chin" SYhavbs mhy w hired youJ IohnJ 
w needed soteone w could vrusv"S

w shook ty head"S…y >i/fireakinp>!i/ efery ounce oq vrusv w 
tiphv hafe had in you”H

-e nodded prafely"Sjou seeJ IohnJ w knem vhav iq w Rusv hired 
you as a devecvife qor CE1’g you tiphv nov acvually “rofe 
yourselq qor tany years" Yhis mayJ wbfe fieen afile vo see hom 
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you handled vhis fery dire sivuavion <rsvhand" ’nd w tusv sayJ 
IohnJ you did an adtiral RofiJ Rusv adtiralTH

w closed ty eyesJ “uvvinp ty hand vo ty head"S?aivJ hold 
on" wbt pevvinp an iceAcreat headache qrot vhis xi“ xo“"S

-e chuckled so.ly" S,ynJ pev Iohn sote as“irinJ mould you 
doll”H

,yn stiled and silenvly rose and le. vhe root" 
Bw knom you are morried afiouv ,arahJ Iohn" …uv lev te vell 

youJ vhav sivuavion is qor vhe fiesv"S
w shook ty head" S?-’Y” -om in all vhe preen heafens is 

vhav qor vhe …esv”H
B,he mould almays hafe fieen a tani“ulavion “oinv mivh 

youJ Iohn" flonbv you see vhav” w teanJ look av youJ riphv nom" 
joubfe apreed vo a lov vhav you nefer mould iq she hadnbv fieen 
infolfed" ’t w riphv”H

Bwq you tean sipninp vhe qortJ vhen yesTH
Bw tean e'acvly vhavJ Iohn" jou allomed yourselq vo fie taA

ni“ulaved invo sipninp vhav qort vhrouph your qear qor ,arah" 
jou nefer pafe an ounce oq consideravion vhav tayfie she pafe 
u“ her fery hutanivy Rusv so you could hafe vhav decision" flo 
you see”H

,yn handed te vmo vafilevs qrot a ca“ and a clear plass 
oq maver" w considered mhav had ha““ened vo teJ fiuv av vhis 
“oinvJ w didnbv pife a ravOs ass iq iv vurned te invoJ mellJ a E’Y, 
’,,J so w smallomed vhe “ills and sucked domn vhe maver" 

BGoTS w saidJ mi“inp ty touvh on vhe fiack oq ty art" Sw 
donbv see" Can you svarv qrot vhe fiepinninp”H

Cyrus chuckled" SFkayJ Iohn" -ere iv isJ in “lain sit“le 
lanpuape" w manved you vo fie “arv oq veat CE1’g a.er vhav 
incidenv lasv year mhen you solfed vhav turderJ do you reA
tetfier”H

BFq courseJ vhe zlores case"S
B’tanda zloresJ yes" Yhav mas ata5inp morkJ Iohn" jou 

vook  sotevhinp  vhav  vhe  “olice  had  as  a  dead  <le  qor 
>i/years>!w/ fireavhed nem liqe invo ivJ and solfed vhe caseJ and 
you qound vhe acvual turdererJ IohnT jou safed vhav ovher 
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tan qrot s“endinp efen a tinuve tore fiehind fiarsJ mronply 
incarceraved qor a crite he didnbv cottivTH

Bwbt a fiiv qatiliar mivh vhe devailsJ yes"S
B,oJ a.er vhav caseJ w mas readinp vhe nems“a“er and w sam 

your nate as vhe -ero" w need a -eroJ IohnJ so w hired you vo 
B<nd ty dauphver"S -e used air Muoves qor et“hasis" 

B,o you knem all alonp vhav your dauphver mas acvually 
Iackeline qrot vhe fiand"S

-e chuckled" SFq course, w didJ IohnJ mhy do you vhink iv is 
vheir sonp vhav is vhe cenver“iece oq vhe Artistique” w manved 
vo pife her a chance vo shineJ pife them a chance vo shine and 
she had fieen so qrusvraved mivh her datned “sychiavrisv mho 
reqused vo sipn o6 on her Pender Eeassipntenv"S

w siphedJ rufifiinp ty vet“les" S,oJ she manved vo fie tale all 
alonp”H

BjesJ IohnJ oq course" ,hebd fieen receifinp “sychovhera“y 
qor years, IohnJ and he denied her reMuesvJ four times! flo you 
knom hom amqul vhav mas” -om amqul is iv qor you nomJ in vhe 
mronp skin” gayfie you can syt“avhi5e mivh her “liphv a livvleJ 
yes”H

w planced domn av ty fiounveous fiouncinp fioofiies and 
said" SjesJ w can relave sotemhav"S

B,oJ w hired you vo <nd her" ’ fery sit“le caseJ Iohn" 
…uvWmellJ tisvakes mere tade"S

Bgisvakes like pifinp te vhe nanos in vhe <rsv “lace so vhe 
cavalysv mould chanpe te efery vite iv cate on vhe radio”H

-e nodded soletnly" SPodbs honesv vruvhJ IohnJ w vhouphv 
you mould see fla“hne u“ on svapeJ recopni5e herJ re“orv iv 
vo teJ and wbd hire you on vhe s“ov qor vhe “rifave devecvife 
“osivion w hafe o“en mivh CE1’g" w nefer vhouphv you mould 
fiecote mra““ed u“ in vhe ArtistiqueJ and w sincerely a“oloA
pi5e"S

w shuv ty eyesJ and could qeel ty lonp lashes firushinp ty 
cheeks" SYhen mhyJS w saidJ vryinp vo dram enouph air invo ty 
lunps"S ?hy did you hafe your Assassin hereJ vry vo kill me”
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Cyrus looked vroufiled av vhav qor a totenv" -e retained 
silenv qor amhileJ and w vhouphv he tiphv acvually pev u“ and 
leafe" …uv vhen he seeted vo reach sote kind oq decision and 
said7 B…ecause you mere a loose cannonJ Iohn"S

w e'“lodedJ svandinp u“" S’ loose cannonTS w shriekedJ nov 
enRoyinp vhe sound oq ty foice echoinp o6 vhe ittense 
screen in qronv oq us" S’ loose cannon” ?hy vhe quck didnbv 
you Rusv vell te”H

B,iv domnJ IohnJ and wbll e'“lain" …uv w monbv e'“lain iq you 
pev hysverical"S

BwWS w qelv like ty filood ty e'“lode riphv ouv vhe vo“ oq ty 
head av vhav “oinv"SFoooohTTTS w saidJ sivvinp domnJ “anvinp" 

,yn “avved ty hand penvlyJ and w nearly “unched her in vhe 
touvh" 

B-afe you calted domnJ Iohn”H
w vook a qem dee“ fireavhs" zuckinp esvropen" SjesTS w said in 

a viphv mhis“er" 
Bjou mere a loose cannon" jou menv vo vhe “olice in 

Dhoeni'J and in Chicapo" jou fisived ty headMuarvers vhereJ 
and tade Muive a svir mivh your livvle vroRan “ropratsJ fiy vhe 
may"S

w pafe a livvle snicker av vhav" -eheh w liked hearinp ty 
snickerJ w “lanned vo do tore oq vhav" 

Bjou menv vo vhe “olice hereJ you infolfed ,arahJ you fisivA
ed ty Muarvers in ChicapoJ and mere arresved" ’ll mivhouv vhav 
release qortJ Iohn can you see hom uncotqorvafile vhav tade 
te”H

w fireavhed slomly" wv mas like eferyvhinp he said liv te on 
<re" w masnbv used vo vhis kind oq etovionJ and convrollinp iv 
mas vakinp eferyvhinp w had" 

B?e had vo ansmer sote vouph Muesvions fiy fiovh Dfls" w mas 
afile vo pev “asv vhe GD Dfl fiecause oq ty relavionshi“ mivh 
…ennieJ fiuv GCDfl mas a di6erenv svory" ?ebre fieinp audived 
riphv nomJ fiy vhe Civy poferntenvJ did you knom vhav”H

w shook ty headJ nov vrusvinp ty touvh vo say mords vhav 
tade any sense" 
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B’ fery uncotqorvafile audiv" flirecvly due vo your inverfenA
vion" ,o you can seeJ me needed vo vake sve“s" ?hen you mere 
qound av vhe concervJ w canbv vell you hom reliefed me mere 
vo <nally pev you under our cusvody so me could mork vhese 
vhinps ouv"S

B?ork iv ouv”S w saidJ clenchinp ty veevhJ ho“inp sveat 
masnbv cotinp ouv oq ty ears" Sjou vurned vhe lofe oq ty liqe 
invo a DOG"S

Bw vold you mhy me did vhavJ Iohn" wvbs in your omn fiesv 
inveresvJ w “rotise you"S

B-oo fioyJS w saidJ plancinp av ,yn" Sflo you hafe alcohol” w 
need alcoholJ likeJ “ronvo"S

,yn planced u“ av CyrusJ mho pafe a mafe and a nod" ,yn 
silenvly le. vhe root apain" 

Bw knom you donbv fieliefe te riphv nomJ IohnJ fiuv vhe 
lonper she is leferape apainsv youJ vhe tore danper you mill fie 
“laced" ?e hafe tany enetiesJ IohnJ and me canbv allom our 
o“eravifes vo hafeWentanglements vhav tiphv cot“rotise 
any tission you tiphv fie assipned"S

BCould you av leasv ke“v her hutan”S w saidJ and ty foice 
cracked on vhe lasv mord" SDlease” Can you “lease revurn herJ 
av leasvJ vo fieinp hutan” w tiphv consider an arranpetenv iq 
you mould do vhav"S wvbd fie vhe only may w mouldnbv fiurn vhe 
mhole vhinp vo vhe proundJ fiuv w held ty se'y vonpue" 

BGoJ IohnJ no tavver mhav kind oq hutan me tiphv take 
herJ  shebll  almays  fie  a  source  oq  tani“ulavion  qor you" 
?hevher you mork qor usJ or nov"S

B…uv vhavbs mhav fieinp a hutan is all afiouvTS w said"Sw teanJ 
mhav afiouv your miqe” floes she really hafe cancer”H

Cyrusbs qace qell av vhav" S,he didJ Iohn" ’nd she mill die qrot 
ivJ fery soon"S

B’nd hom mould you hafe qelv iq your “redecessor had 
decided she mas a source oq tani“ulavion qor you and vurned 
her invo a Damned dog!!

Cyrus looked u“ av te vhen" Sjou vhink you knom” Yhav w 
donbv knom your “ain” 8ev te shom you sotevhinpJ Iohn"S
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Yhe fiem chanped" w sam vhe cot“oundJ vhenJ vhe kennels" 
w efen sam ,arah layinp domn in one oq vhet" Yhe fiem 
didnbv retain on herJ smee“inp vo anovher area mhere anovher 
dopWtuch hairier and rounderJ a Chom w vhinkJ lay “anvinp on 
mhav a““eared vo fie a hos“ival fied"S

w rolled ty eyes" SjouOre shivvinp te" jou manv te vo fieliefe 
vhavbs your wife"S

B,he svo““ed fieinp ty miqe afiouv a do5en years apo mhen 
w cate invo vhis “osivionJ Iohn" Gov she is ty “ev"S

w manved vo fotiv av vhav “oinvJ in qacvJ w papped a livvle" 
B’nd you”S w said vo ,yn" Sws vhere soteone in vhe kennels 

vhav is soteone you care afiouv”H ,he shook her headJ a livvle 
sadly" SGo“eJ Daradise" gy miqe ,erena mas used in an avvet“v 
vo BflissuadeH te apainsv cervain acvions w vook in …ovsmana" 
,he died screatinpJ on <reJ mhen w didnbvWaccede vheir mishA
es"S

w slut“ed in ty chairJ deqeaved" 
?e all sav in silence qor a qem totenvsJ mivh our indifidual 

vhouphvs" 
B,oJ a.er w mas a loose cannonJ you kidna““ed teJ kidA

na““ed ,arahJ chanped te invo a motanJ and chanped ,arah 
invo a dop" ’nd nom you manv te vo work qor you”H

Cyrus stiled vhen" S?e mould" w vhink your skillsJ invelliA
penceJ misdotJ qearless resolfe in vhe qace oq unknomn danA
perJ and cottivtenv vo vhe veat mould fie oq preav fiene<v vo 
us"S

w shook ty head in disfielieqJ svill voo svunned qor mords" w 
could qeel vhe curls dancinp alonp ty fiare u““er fiack" 

B8ike vhisJS w saidJ holdinp ty hands u“" S’ <feAqoov novhinp 
meak pirl”H

,yn pippled" S…einp a pirl is sooo tuch qunJ vhouph Cu“A
cake"S

BYhere tay fie soteWoperations in mhich me tiphv need 
you vo mear a tale afavarJ vhav is vrue" …uv qor vhe tosv “arvJ 
yesJ you mould retain as you areWor as you mill fie av vhe end 
oq voniphvbs efenv"S
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w shook ty head apainJ svill shocked" 
B8ookJ pife iv sote vhouphv" 1nRoy vhe efenv voniphvJ w vhink 

you mill fie ata5ed" Po fiack vo vhe cot“ound and lofe golly" 
Yhink afiouv iv" Yhen pife te your ansmer one meek qrot 
voday"S

B’nd iq ty ansmer is noJ do w hafe vo pev used vo fiirvhinp 
“u““ies as mell” Fr mill you Rusv vreav te vo a fiullev in vhe 
firain”H

-e stiled" SGovhinp so dratavic" GoJ me monbv revurn you vo 
your oripinal fiodyJ vhav is vrueJ fiuv me mill allom you vo leafe 
untolesved"S

BEiphv" …ecause your vrack record has fieen so pood"S
B,eriouslyJ Iohn" ’.er voniphvJ no tavver mhav you tiphv 

say or do mould fie toov anymay" jou mouldnbv hafe any 
“omer vo hurv usJ so yesJ you mould fie allomed vo po on your 
may"S

B’nd ,arah”H
BgollyJ wbt aqraidJ is mho she mill fie qor vhe resv oq her 

liqe" ?havefer you decide vo do or nov vo doJ me mill nov fie 
chanpinp golly fiackJ and vherebs a fery sit“le reason qor 
vhav"S

B?hich isWH
B?ellJ fiy vhe vite you take your decisionJ golly mill hafe 

losv her invellecv due vo vhe vransivion qrot hutan vo canine 
mivhin her firain and mould die in vhe avvet“v vo referv her"S

BYhen mhy nov lev te po nom” Consider iv re“aytenv qor 
vhe tisvake oq fieinp qorced vo “arvici“ave in vhe Artistique 
apainsv ty mill"S

-e shook his head" SGo" ’nd w really tusv de“arv nomJ vhe 
efenv is afiouv vo svarv" ,ynJ vake her vo vhe efenv and kee“ an 
eye on her" ?e mouldnbv manv her vo sli“ amay and cause tore 
vroufile qor us"S

B0ndersvoodJ fioss"S
Bw really ho“e you pife iv sote vhouphvJ IohnJ and cote 

mork qor us" w vhink mebd take a preav veat iq you can lev 
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fiypones fie fiypones" w teanWmebre doinp vhis vo chanpe vhe 
morldTH

’nd mivh vhavJ he mas pone" 
w “anvedJ s“envJ sivvinp in ty chair" w planced ofer av ,yn 

mho mas svarinp plassy eyed av vhe screen" 
Bws all vhav he saidJ vrue”H
,he looked av te"S1fery mord"S
Bwbt sorry afiouv your miqeJS w saidJ and w sur“rised tyselq fiy 

teaninp iv" 
,he pafe a livvle shrup"S?ellJ vhav mas a lonp vite apo" ’nA

ovher liqe"S w could hear a livvle Muafer in her foice" 
BDlease ,yn”S w pov domn on ty knees and “uv ty hands in 

her la“"S8ookJ wbt fieppinp you" wbll do mhavefer you all manv" 
wbll fie your “erqecv po vo puyWerWpal" wbll fie a “arv oq vhe veatJ 
fie a “roducvife cot“onenv oq Yeat CE1’g" ’ll oq iv" Dlease 
chanpe her fiack”H

B,he called te a fiivchJS ,yn said so.lyJ her eyes in vhe 
tiddle disvance" 

Bw smearJ wbll valk vo her" ,hebll nefer call you vhav apainJ w 
“rotise"S

,he shook her headJ tidniphv curls dancinp around her 
shoulders"Swvbs nov u“ vo teJ cu“cake"S ,he mouldnbv look te 
in vhe eyeJ vhouphJ and w mondered av vhav" 

Bw knom he lisvens vo you" jou all manv te “arv oq vhis veatJ 
and wbll do ivJ w smear" …uv w canbv do iv iq ,arah is a canineJ w Rusv 
canbv"S

,he siphedJ lookinp u“ av te and w could see vears in vhe 
corners oq her eyes" 

Bwq you canbvJ av leasv hel“ te vo esca“e" jou can do vhavJ 
canbv you” ’novher livvle B’ccidenvH tayfie you Rusv leafe your 
card on vhe vafile in ty root”H

,he planced u“ vo  vhe  ceilinp  and said  novhinp  qor a 
tinuve"SGoJ cu“cakeJ w canbv" jour fiivch called >i/te>!i/ a 
fiivch so she mill life her liqe ouv like vhav"S 

Yhere mas no fenot in her mords vhis viteJ homefer" w 
reali5edJ efery tofe ,yn tade mas “rofiafily cavepori5edJ 
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recordedJ scruvini5ed" ’nyone in vhe prou“ mivh a license vo 
kill cervainly mould fie"S

,he planced av te vhenJ and w could see sotevhinp in her 
eyes" 

B’lriphvJS w said “layinp alonp" Sw puess wbll vhink iv ofer" wv is 
a lofely “laceJ av leasvJ and w knom me tiphv fie ha““y vhere"S

,yn svared av te a totenv vhen said so.ly" Sw couldW" really 
useWa qriendJ you knom” Yhavbs mhy w pov us vhe tavchinp 
dresses" w vhouphv iv tiphv fie nice qor us vo fie qriendsJ or sisvers 
under vhe skin" ?e fiovh cote qrot sitilar fiackproundsJ and 
fiovh could fie morkinp in vhe u““er echelon oq CE1’g" w Rusv 
vhouphv iv mould fie nice qor us vo fie qriendsJ Cu“cake"S

BCu“cakeJS w said so.ly" 
,he prinned" Swv is qunnyJ you hafe vo adtiv" Yhe fiip vouph 

e'AtarineJ e'Adevecvife qorefertore fieinp called Cu“cake” 
Cote onJ you can see vhe hutor in ivJ riphv”H

w reali5ed in vhav totenvJ ,yn mas acvually fieinp honesv 
mivh te" Sjou reali5eJ vhis is “rofiafily vhe first discussion 
mebfe had mhere youbfe acvually fieen fulnerafile mivh te”H

,he pafe te a prin" S?ronpJ cu“cake" wbfe acvually fieen 
fulnerafile vhe envire vite" jou are Rusv nom only recopni5inp 
iv" wbfe fieen “leadinp qor you vo fie mivh us vhe mhole viteJ iq 
you retetfier"S

,vunnedJ w sav fiack" ,he mas riphvT ,he had fieen “revvy 
honesv mivh teJ u“ unvil vhe Bkidna““inpH incidenv" ’nd qor 
vhavJ shebd Rusv fieen doinp her Rofi" 

w mas seeinp her in a nem liphvJ a liphv w didnbv like" w needed 
vo hate ,ynJ nov fie syt“avhevic vo her" 

B’lriphvJ soJ arenbv me su““osed vo be sotemhere riphv nomJ 
sister?H

,he planced ofer av vhe vite on vhe ,tarv,creen" SFhT jesT 
?ebre poinp vo fie laveTH

,he pov u“J and w qollomed herJ dashinp ouv oq vhe root and 
invo vhe niphv oq Gem Dhoeni'" 
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Chapter 
Fourteen

The ballroom was grand. The old Hyatt Regency had been 
rebuilt in the center of New Phoenix to be a towering plasteel 
spire that dominated the skyline with sky blue and silver 
neolights that could be seen from Apache Junction. The old 
Compass restaurant that had circled the top of the old Hyatt 
had been reconstructed at the apex of the new Hyatt plank 
by plank and given a face-lifl. The entire ballroom ,oor had 
a transparent aluminum skin so the dancers could see all the 
way to the city streets4 5“ stories below.

GIood thing ’ don”t get vertigo4S ’ said as Fyn and ’ made our 
entrance. Mor this4 ’ allowed her to lead me4 arms linked4 as we 
were announced.

G!ay ’ present4 the lovely ladies4 !iss Fyn4 and !iss Par-
adiseES the announcer said4 as we entered the room to the 
gasps of many well-dressed people. Wveryone wore high-end 
tuxedos and ,oor-length gowns. 1e were the only two scan-
dalously dressed in shimmering satin mermaid gowns4 back-
less and strapless4 with shimmering neolights that accented 
our curves.
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1e both strutted into the ballroom4 swinging our hips4 smil-
ing and giving Gthe Oueen”s waveS as Fyn called it4 turning 
our wrists slightly to the oglers in attendance. Fyn”s two bald 
bodyguards followed close behind us. ?ne of the goons” hands 
could wrap itself completely around my little neck now and 
snap4 no more wiseacre ex-detectives.

G!iss Paradise;S ’ said4 waving to all as we made our way 
down the entry chain.

Gqon”t worry4 cupcakej ’”ll change your name back before 
the night is over. No Jane4 though4 6ust Paradise. ’t suits you 
better than Cupcake.S

GThank you4S ’ said without making a snarky comment. 
1hich was hard. qamned hard.

G1e are two gorgeous broads4S ’ said4 between clenched 
smiling teeth.

GThat we are4 Cupcake4 but never forget4 this gorgeous 
broad-handed you your ass when you were a Y”5S mountain 
of man-meat.S

G’ don”t remember it like that4S ’ said soflly. GFeems to me4 
it was a draw.S

G’t wasn”t a draw if you take into consider your width and 
breadth at the time. And strength. And the fact you had testos-
terone swimming in your blood to help you be more aggres-
sive.S

G’ wasn”t a trained assassin in my past life4S ’ said4 still 
clenching my teeth. Iod4 would this entry never cease; 

G’”ve seen !arines kill an armed opponent with a single 
hand chop4 Cupcake.S

GUou never let me get in close enough4S ’ said. 
Fhe sighed4 still smiling as we took our place in the chain. 

GWxactly.S
GWh4 ’ couldn”t hurt a girl4S ’ said. GThen.S Placing heavy 

emphasis on the word.
GAnd now you can;S
G’ am a girl4 now. Fo yes. No holds barred.S
Fhe giggled. G’ look forward to it4 Cupcake.S



CHAPTWR M?fiRTWWN D5“

’ sighed4 looking at my scrawny arms4 my sofl hands. And 
no abs. G’t”s going to be awhile before ’ am in Lghting shape 
again.S

G1hen you are4 ’”ll be there.S Fhe said4 smiling. As a group4 
the entire audience took their seats facing forward.

?n the stage4 a man stood behind a podium. G…adies and 
Ientlemen4 welcome to the Lnal event of …e Irande Artis-
tiOueES

A round of applause went up from the audience4 but not as 
much as ’”d expected. That made me frown a bitj ’”d thought 
everyone who had participated in thisK

GMirst4 on our program4 is a dance routing by TheologisES 
and with a ,amboyant wave of his hand4 the !C directed 
everyone”s attention to the stage.

G1hen does fiNff come on4 ’ whispered to Fyn.S
Fhe looked at me. G…ast4S she said with a wide smile.
Gqo you think we4 ’ mean4 ’4 or weKoh4 can ’ go see fferry 

before he takes the stage;S
Fhe smiled broadly. GFo you can give him a good luck kiss;S
’ nodded4 smiling the vacant smile of the wonton cocksuck-

er she was trying to make me.
GAlright4 but ’”m sending Thing ?ne with you. No funny 

stuz4 Cupcake4 you say your peace and get back here.S
GUes4 !a”am4S ’ said soflly. Fhe grinned at that but waved me 

away.
The reason ’ wanted to get backstage had 'ero to do with 

The !an with the Iorgeous Wyes4 and everything to do with 
qaphne. Fhe was the missing piece in this little drama. ’ 
wanted to get her true story before ’ lit the Lre that made 
everything burn.

Thing one towered behind me as ’ Ouickly found my way to 
the backstage area. A chaperon tried to stop me4 but with a 
glower from Thing ?ne4 he opened the rope and let me pass.

Ioons could be handy4 ’ see.
?nce through the backstage area4 we entered the green-

room where the evening—s performers ate complimentary 
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food4 drank complimentary drinks4 and 6ust in general com-
plimented each other on their compliments. ’ turned to the 
towering hulk of muscle4 pitching my voice like ’”d heard Fyn 
address them. GUou stand here. 1ait for me. ffeep your eyes 
on me at all timej ’ don”t want anyone trying to take advantage 
of a piece of ass like mine.S

He clenched his 6aw4 crossed his arms4 nodded4 and as-
sumed a position at the door. ’ Lgured ’ was 6ust giving him 
the orders Fyn had already told him4 but ’ didn”t want him 
looming directly behind me.

fink was seated in a group of chairs near the back. ?livier 
spotted me almost immediately4 and ’ heard his voice cry out 
in happy recognition.

G1ell4 look who”s here4 fferryES he stood and intercepted 
me with those arms4 bringing me in close. GUour cuckoldES He 
planted a deep kiss on my lips4 his tongue doing far too much 
exploring.

’ kissed him back4 disentangling myself from his arms4 and 
sitting next to fferry and qaphne 7 who looked like a slender 
young man now. He wore a black t-shirt that emphasi'ed his 
obvious upper body strength. G?ooh4S ’ said in a sofl voice4 
wrapping my arms around qaphne. GUou are turning out well.S

GThanks4S he said soflly4 his voice in the male register. Fhe4 
or he4 looked like he could be qaphne”s twin brother with a 
strong 6aw4 chiseled abs4 and it was very obvious he was male 
now.

GHey babe4S fferry said to me4 but ’ ignored him. ’f ’ saw 
those eyes4 ’ knew this would be a missed opportunity.

’ leaned into qaphne and dropped the act. G’ need to speak 
to you in private. Uour father hired me to Lnd you4 and ’ 
wanted to ask you a couple of Ouestions. qo you mind if we 
go somewhere and speak;S

He looked up at me with a haunted expression. G1hat good 
would that do; Nothing can be done now.S

’ frowned a bit. GPlease; ’t might be worth your while.S



CHAPTWR M?fiRTWWN D5‘

He shrugged and got up4 his arm draped around me. G1e”ll 
be back4S ’ said with a salacious grin4 and ?livier laughed and 
laughed.

GThat Fheila is one afler me own Beart4S ?livier said in his 
heavy Australian accent. GUou better claim what”s your part-
ner4 or qave there going to steal her from ya.S

Gqave;S ’ said soflly as we walked.
He shrugged. G8etter than anything else ’ could come up 

with.S
1e found a Ouiet spot near the back4 and ’ made a show 

of cupping his chin and kissing him on the mouth4 lifling 
my leg and grinding my pelvis into his hip. ?livier laughed 
uproariously.

GUour father sent me to GLndS you4 and ’ ended up in this 
ArtistiOue against my will4S ’ said4 not knowing where to start. 
GAre you okay; He said this is what you wanted;S

He glared at me. G!y fatherKS he said in a low4 dangerous 
tone. GThinks he can control anyone.S

’  frowned4  confused.  GFo you didn”t  want this  gender 
change;S

GIod noES he whispered. Gqid you see the way ’ used to 
look; 1hy the hell would ’ want to give that up;S

’ shook my head4 still wrapping a leg around him. GThen 
why are you doing it;S

GAll ’ wanted to do was perform my music. !e and the 
guys came up with that song4 Transgenderosity4 and ’ played 
it for my dad one night 6ust because ’ wanted him to be proud4 
you know; Next thing that happens4 he”s co-opted our group4 
made us pop stars4 and that damned song is playing on every 
radio station in the country.S

GAnd you didn”t want that;S
GNoE ’ wanted to come by our fans with integrityE ’ feel like 

we are a sellout now4 and ’ can”t wait for this to all be over.S
GFo he used this song you wrote as hisKS
qave shrugged. GHis inspiration for the ArtistiOue4 yes. ’ 

think he did this4 6ust to prove he couldES
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Thunderstruck4 ’ almost dropped the act. ’ could see fferry4 
stalking his way over to us4 and his eyes caught me oz guard.

GAhh4S ’ said soflly. G1ell4 ’”m going to do something about 
it.S

G’t”s too lateES qave said. GAfler tonight”s song is over4 it”s all 
Lnished for this event.S

G1ell4 maybe ’ can pull the Lre alarm4 or get a message out 
to the copsKS

GAll bought and paid for4 baby4S qave said. G!y dad thinks 
of every angle. He bought the policej he”s disabled any alarms4 
this event will go through even if a tidal wave from the Iulf of 
California rose up and tried to sink the southwestE ’t”s why he 
chose Ari'ona for the Lnale in the Lrst place.S

’ felt crushed. GThere has to be something we can doES
He looked at me with cold eyes. GThere”s nothing we can 

do. The only way to bring my dad down would be to be in 
his inner circle. ?r if we could get through to Fyn4 that cra'y 
bitch. 1e”d have to be on his advisory team somehow4 and 
there”s no way he”d take advice from meES

fferry came up and grabbed my arm4 taking it away from 
qave.

G’f you can do something4 babe. q? ’T.S He hissed. GHis next 
event will be even worseES

GHeyES fferry said4 wrapping my arm around his neck. 
G1hat the fuck are you doing;S

’ shook my head4 then glanced down at fferry whose smol-
dering green eyes stared down into my soul. GAbout time4 
darling4 ’ was getting exhausted trying to lure you out.S

He kissed me hard on the mouth then4 his hands Lnding my 
ass and ’ didn”t have a lot of cognition afler that.
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Fome time later4 afler ’”d been to the ladies” room to pull 
myself together4 ’ found Thing ?ne4 and we went back to our 
seats in the audience.

Fyn grinned widely at me. Gqid you have a nice time;S
G!mhmm4S ’ said4 but ’ was very distracted. ’nner Circle; 

1asn”t that exactly where Cyrus wanted me to be; 1ith a 
tumbling in my stomach4 ’ reali'ed ’ was positioned perfectly. 
’n fact4 ’ couldn”t be better positioned if ’ tried.

fiNff came on the stage to the mad cries of the audience 
and began to play. ’ registered it distantly4 my mind ,ying 
down pathways4 putting things together4 crafling a plan.

’ stood with the rest of the crowd4 swaying in time to the 
beat. ’ felt a few tingles in my body4 and something assembled 
itself in my mind—s eyeKthe Hfiq Fyn had mentioned. ’ would 
toy with that later4 right now ’ had to focus on my next stepsK

Farah had less than a week if that. ’ couldn”t wait for Cyrus 
to bring me back for the follow-up interview4 ’ needed it to 
happen now. ’n the past4 ’”d used my muscles and blundering 
attitude to get me past most circumstance. The time for the 
blundering detective was over. ’ was a woman now4 and ’ had 
to use my brain muscle4 not my physical being to achieve 
what ’ wanted. ’ needed to become part of this Ginner circle4S 
Lnd out what was going on for the next event and take action 
but from within. ’ would have to gain their trust so ’ could 
dismantle what they had created.

’n the past when ’ needed something to happen4 it usually 
involved something exploding4 a diversion4 followed by a car 
chase and me shooting it out with the bad guys. The tables 
had turned4 however4 and now ’ needed to be crafly4 weigh 
options4 be mentally adept. ’”d never been known for my brain 
power4 but it was a complete necessity now that ’ was a Lve 
foot nothing piece of arm candy.

A week. …ess than a week. ’ needed not only to bring them 
down but ensure they would never build back up. They would 
burn for what they”d done to us4 to Farah. All of them would 
burn.
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G1hy aren”t you screaming4 cupcake; Uour boyfriend is on 
stageES

’ sighed and gave some half-hearted whoops to get into 
character. 

Afler the band had stopped playing4 the Wmcee came back 
up onstage.

GCongratulations4 ladies4 and gentlemen4 the ArtistiOue is 
now completeE ’f you direct your attention up to my leflKS

’t showed an image of everyone who had participated in the 
event. ’ could barely make out my original face4 followed by 
my name4 followed by my former gender. Ftrangely4 ’ looked 
oaLsh to my new self4 the smile crooked4 the nose broken. 
How had ’ lived like that;

’ shook the thought from my head4 listening.
GThis is your current matrix as it exists in the governmental 

database. 1hen ’ give the signal4 everyone will count down 
from ten4 and we”ll make the switch.S

A drumroll came from qave in the back. 
GWverybody ready;S
GUWFES Cried the audience4 but again4 with less enthusiasm 

than ’”d anticipated. Fyn4 however4 was vociferous. Fhe put 
her arm around me4 smiling. ’ would have ob6ected4 but it 
placed my lefl arm within inches of her tablet.

GTWN4 N’NW4 W’IHTES
’ shook my head4 thinking of Farah4 her face cast in my mind 

as she smiled4 laughing the other night as we danced. ’ knew ’ 
couldn”t steal the tablet without being noticed4 but if ’ found 
the right sectionK

GFWXWN4 F’24 M’XWES
’ remembered the way she looked on our Lrst date4 three 

years prior. Fhe”d worn 6eans4 cowboy boots4 and a ,annel 
shirt. ’”d been in love from the moment ’”d met her. Fyn 
giggled and smiled at me4 still holding me close in her right 
arm. Iirlfriend ’ thought4 grinning madly at her.

GM?fiR4 THRWW4 T1?ES
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Fyn gripped my shoulder tighter. ’ leaned in and whispered 
in her ear. G’ want to see Cyrus right afler this.S

G1hy;S she said4 a little breathless.
G’”ve made my decision.S ’ smiled widely4 the same smile 

Fyn used. 
G?NWES the crowd yelled4 and the Wmcee pushed the but-

ton. 
?n the screen4 everyone”s matrix changed4 picture4 gender4 

and speciLcs. Mireworks erupted into the Phoenician night4 
pink and blue4 then blue and pink. Wveryone ooo”d and aaaah-
hh”d. 1hile Fyn was distracted4 ’ placed the microdot from 
her handheld on the mole 6ust above my lip. 

 Ah4 the price of beauty. 
’ 6ust hoped ’ had it right side out4 or this little ruse would 

produce a whole lotta subcutaneous fat from the inside of my 
lip and not my target.

GHe can meet with us brie,y4 right nowES Fyn said in an 
excited voice.

’ gripped her hand. G…et”s go4 girlfriendES

1e went back to the same conference room where we”d been 
and sat down in the chairs. ’ held Fyn”s hand tightly4 laughing 
with her as we walked. Fhe had found champagne at some 
point4 and we”d been drinking a wee bit.

GCome on4 CyrusES Fyn said in a loud voice4 then belched. 
Then giggled.

’ giggled. GF? ladylike4S ’ said.
G’ know4 right; Fhe drank straight from the bottle. GUou and 

me4 Paradise4 we are going to be sooooo awesomeES
’ grinned4 holding my glass out for more. Fhe splashed some 

in4 and ’ took a noisy gulp. 1hich was far more theater than 
actual drinking.

The screen ,ickered on4 and Cyrus faces Llled the area.
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G’ don”t have much time4 but what did you need4 John;S
GParadise4S Fyn corrected.
G?h4 yes4 excuse me.S Cyrus smiled4 which appeared forced. 

G1hat do you need4 Paradise;S
G’”ve made up my mind4S ’ said smiling.
G?h; And what is your answer;S
’ smiled. G’”d like to be a part of the team.S
Gqo you now4S the qirector said4 crossing his legs. GThis is a 

surprise.S
G’ know.S ’ gripped Fyn”s hand tightly. G8ut ’”ve made a 

friendship that will last a lifetime4 and ’ can”t wait to start 
helping CRWA! achieve its goals.S

Fyn giggled4 and her eyes shone at me.
G’ see.S The qirector said. GAnd what of Farah;S
All ’ could see was her face as she kissed me on our last 

night together. ’ swallowed a little and said3 G1ell4 ’ gave it 
some thought. ’ do love Farah4 don”t get me wrong4 but as 
you”ve so carefully have demonstrated4 she is a liability to me. 
Wven were ’ to go back to my old life4 ’ see this now. 8etter 
this wayj ’ can en6oy her in her current form as my pet4 and 
carry out my duties in the service of CRWA!. Fince Farah is 
still with me4 ’ have no desire to getKS entangledS with anyone 
else.S

G1hat about tall dark and soulful;S Fyn said with a grin.
GNot seriously entangled with anyone else4S ’ said4 smiling at 

Fyn. G1ith the notable exception of my sister4 here.S
Please forgive me4 Farah.
Cyrus nodded. GAnd you”d be willing to submit yourself to 

the will of CRWA!; 1e have a bit of an induction program4 
parts of which you might not en6oy.S

G1ith all due respect4 Fir4 ’ was a !arine. Their induction 
program is the best in the world.S

He raised an eyebrow at that. GAlright4 ’”ll give you the 
beneLt of the doubt4 JohK’ mean Paradise.S

GThank you4 Fir.S
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GUou”re welcome4S he sighed4 standing up. G1ell4 ’ must 
go to my next meeting4 but for now ’ welcome you aboard4 
Paradise. 1e”ll meet tomorrow afler you are inducted4 and we 
can go over the next pro6ect and what it will entail.S

G<uestion4 Fir;S
G’ have exactly one minute4 what is it;S
GCRWA! has always abided the law4 and the transforming 

of humans into animals for reasons of coercion is an infrac-
tion of the ’nternational Ienomic Codes. How4 exactly4 has 
CRWA! avoided detection all these years;S

He smiled. GUou”d be surprised how much we can write oz 
as fetish4 Paradise. There are thousands of people who have 
themselves transformed every year into pets4 voluntarily. 1e 
simply adhere to the same format4 and voila. 1e”ve also4 as ’”m 
sure Fyn demonstrated4 obtained directory access to federal 
domains and databases. A pico second does not seem like a 
long time to you or me4 but when we are talking about the 
writing of a database4 a picosecond can seem like throwing a 
baseball through an open window.S

’ nodded. G’ thought as much4 Fir.S
GFtop calling me Fir4 dammit4 we”ve known each other for a 

long time.S
G?kay4 Cyrus4S ’ said4 smiling. 
He began reaching for the switch.
G?h4 and Cyrus;S ’ said.
G1hat;S
’ smiled4 gripping Fyn”s hand tightly4 entwining my Lngers 

with hers. G’ won”t let you down.S
He gave a small grin at that. GNo4 you won”t.S And his image 

,ickered oz the screen.
GUAUUUUES Fyn 6umped up and down4 throwing her arms 

around me. G’”m so happy you changed your mindES
’ smiled4 hugging and 6umping too. G1e are going to have 

such funES
Fhe giggled4 6oy dancing in her eyes as we walked back 

toward the private routerport.
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They would all burn. 
Ftarting with this bitch on my lefl.

>WNq 8??ff ?NWR
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Chapter Fifteen

Syn led me to a suite on the highest floor of the Hyatt. "We 
have a mission tomorrow here in NP, so the boss has told us 
to stay here."

I nodded, feeling slightly dizzy. I hadn’t had much to drink, 
and wondered why my head was spinning. 

“What’s wrong," she said. 
“Just a bit dizzy. I guess I had too much to drink," I said as 

Syn opened the door to the suite, and we both gasped a bit. 
New Phoenix stretched below us in a glittering tableau 

of twinkling lights. She held my hand, smiling as we stared 
outward at the view. It was hard to believe that only three days 
earlier I was staring out at a view with Sarah and holding her 
hand. 

“Beautiful," I said soYly. 
Syn nodded, brushing my hair back from my neck. "?ou can 

change this all now, you know."
“?eahU" I said. 
She nodded. "?ou have a nice HDff that will control your 

cosmetics, hairstyle, lash length, skin tone and other e…ects. 
In my mind, I saw it. "How do I-" but in a moment I saw. It 

came up in the right1hand corner of my leY eye. 
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“Took at the selection you want, then blink twice to engage. 
Pretty simple."

I did as instructed, staring at a banged hairstyle very similar 
to Syn’s. I blinked twice and could feel my hair tendrils re1
arranging. ;hen I pointed at a di…erent colorF blue1black. We 
went and stood in the doorway, and our hair matched almost 
perfectly. 

“Aan I change my heightU" I said. 
She giggled. "No, that would be a bit too much for entropy 

to handle."
“ffamn, I said." filickering through other styles and colors, 

I ‘nally settled back on platinum with the rockabilly Mdo I’d 
been wearing for days now. 

Syn smiled. "I knew you would like that style, eventually."
“?eah, it’s sorta grown on me," I laughed. "Titerally."
She took my hand and brought it up to her cheek. "?ou can’t 

know how happy I am, Paradise."
7y stomach did a lazy roll. LeallyU Was I really going to have 

to do thisU
I staggered a little in my heels that wasn’t altogether faked. 
“?ou must be exhausted, cupcake. Tet’s lie down."
She led me to the bed where we stripped o… our dresses to 

our lingerie, and scooted under the covers. 
“I don’t expect anything more from you than friendship, 

cupcake," she said and I could hear the smile in her voice. "I 
know you are still in love with Sarah."

I nodded a bit and felt tears sting my eyes. I gave an unin1
tentional little sob. 

“Shhh, I know." She stroked my arm beneath the covers. 
I cried silently, not wanting to give Syn the satisfaction of 

comforting or torturing me in either way. 
I touched the microdot on my mole once, switching o… the 

recording. I had Ayrus’s confession all on video. Probably. But 
I had no idea how, and when to use it. Best to at least go 
through a couple of days and see how I might best leverage 
my revenge on the entire organization. 
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ffaveffiffaphne’s words haunted me. Why would Ayrus lie 
about all thatU Well, to initiate the Artistique of course. But 
why would he put up his own daughter like thatU Gnd what 
else was he lying aboutU I decided he was a megalomaniac, 
his skewed artistic vision of the future was becoming a lot of 
peoples’ nightmare. 

;he microdot had evidence now. If I could escape, I could 
take it to the police, or if I could gain access to a tablet, I could 
upload it directly. He admitted to top1level genomic crimes. 
;hing was, who would I take it toU If ffave was telling the truth, 
Ayrus had high1level police and government o:cials in his 
pocket. So who could I take it to that would not instantly turn 
me overU 

I wanted to think on it some more, but sleep wrapped me 
in its warm embrace. 

;he next morning, I rose early. Syn was still sleeping next to 
me. I briefly considered rifling through her belongings to ‘nd 
her tablet, but she’d notice in an instant and I’d be back at the 
farm, probably birthing puppies. I got up and ran the shower 
super hot. Before I stepped in, I ordered us both out‘ts for the 
day” ffress suits, mine in cream and her in crimson. I ‘gured it 
would play up the “girlfriendO angle and I did want her to trust 
me at this point. 

Normally, I would have rushed into attempting to send out 
the info I had. ;he old me would have done that, for sure. I 
would have found whatever weapon I could and bashed pretty 
7iss Syn’s brains in while she was sleeping. I think this was a 
test of some kind, however, ;hing 8ne and ;hing ;wo were 
noticeably absent and were probably lurking behind a false 
door somewhere in the suite. ;he instant I failed the test it 
would be all over. 

GYer my shower, I stood in front of the Smartscreen in 
mirror mode. I aimed my eyes at the di…erent skin colors 
and enhancements, playing with the di…erent combinations. 
I suppose in di…erent circumstances it might be fun to try 
something new, but I stuck to the old look I’d been handed, 
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the crimson and gold1flaked lipstick, winged eyeliner and 
flutterbye lashes. 

I rolled on the white silk stockings, lingerie, followed by the 
suit skirt, silk cami, and !acket. I selected a french twist for my 
hair, something newq

I  stepped  out  into  the  room,  and  Syn  gave  a  little 
gasp."8ooh, so professional todayqO

“Well, it seemed to go with the new !ob and all," I said. “I 
picked one for you too, same as mine but in crimson."

“LeallyU" she said, dashing into the room to see the auto1
closet. She took it out and held it against her. “I love itq ;hank 
youqO

She hugged me then, and I hugged her back. “Seemed the 
least I could do since you chose our dresses for last night."

She pulled away, wiping a tear. “I can’t tell you-" she smiled 
again, and wiped another one away. “Gnyway, let me get ready 
real *uick and I’ll be out in a !i…yqO

“8kayq" I said, trying to match her tone and hugging her 
again. 

She closed the door and I sighed, rolling my eyes. ;his was 
going to be a long day. Rven longer since we were here and 
not in NA where Eod knows what was happening to Sara in 
the kennel. Hang in there baby, I’ll be there soon, I promise. 

KKK

GYer breakfast in the hotel, we went to a meeting room 
where again we had a large smartscreen in front of two chairs. 
“ffoes anyone else work for ALRG7 other than you and meU" 
I said, as we sat down. 

She giggled. “?ou are a special case, cupcake. Dntil you are 
indoctrinated we aren’t taking any chances."

I nodded as the monitor flickered to life and the face of 
Ayrus 9incaid ‘lled the screen. I touched the microdot on the 
mole of my lip to begin recording. 
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“I hope you two had a nice evening and a good sleepU" he 
said glancing at each of us. 

“?esqO Syn replied. “Paradise chose our out‘ts todayqO
I smiled and actually felt myself blush a little. 
“Well, well, Paradise. I never knew you had it in you. ?ou 

look lovely."
“;hanks, Boss," I said. 
“Well, I would love to get into the details of our next case, 

but step one is for you to go through onboarding and indoc1
trination. Gre you prepared, ParadiseUO

I shrugged. “Will it hurtUO
He grinned. “8nly if you want it to."
I sighed. “So what, exactly, does it entailUO
He glanced down at a tablet he had in front of him. “Well, 

last night, as you might have guessed, was a bit of a test. We 
allowed you to share a room with Syn to see if you would take 
any untoward action against her. We are happy to see you have 
changed your ways, John- I mean, Paradise."

“I didn’t see the point. I do want to earn your trust, Sir."
He nodded at that. “;oday you will receive a dose of nanos 

that have *uite a di…erent function from the cosmetic doses 
you’ve had up to now. ;hese are much more robust and have 
*uite a di…erent function."

I didn’t like the sound of that. 
“fiirst, your nanos will *uietly record everything you see, 

hear, or speak. ;hey will automatically upload this to ALRG7 
servers and it will be archived."

I nodded, feeling butterflies in my stomach again. 
“Second, you will receive training and defensive nanos that 

will assist with reintegrating your current body with your 
‘ghting style. I’m sorry to say that should you ‘nd your way 
back to being the C’0 male as before, you will have a very 
di:cult time operating it. ?our Nanos will only function in this 
particular female form unless you are deployed on a ALRG7 
sanctioned mission."
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I nodded at that too. It was getting hard to remember what 
it had been like when I’d been male, anyway. I was growing 
more and more comfortable with this body and frankly, the 
thought of going back to my old body gave me shivers. 

“Dnderstood," I said soYly. 
“;hird, you will have a series of obedience nanos in!ected. 

;hese will make things very di:cult for you if you choose 
to disobey any direct orders by myself or Syn, or any other 
ALRG7 functionary above your pay grade."

“I’ve always had a little “problemO with authority." I said 
soYly. 

“We know. Gnd given your reluctance to participate and 
what is at stake for you, we felt some extra insurance was 
necessary."

Ggain, I nodded. I hated the sound of all of it, hated the 
thought that my thoughts, actions, behavior would all be at 
the behest of someone else. I would be a thing, a puppet, with 
very little of the “real meO leY. 

8r so they thought. 
“Tastly, there’s this," 9incaid said, holding up a vial. 
“Gnd what is thatUO
He grinned. “Tet’s call it a failsafe. If at any time, for any 

reason, we feel you are acting outside the boundaries of the 
best interests of ALRG7, we will activate these nanos."

“G doomsdayU" I said in a soY voice. 
“?ou could say that. Basically, it causes every cell of your 

body to interlock with ad!oining cells. ?ou are still aware, still 
conscious, but a statue for all intents and purposes, immobile 
until one of us can release you."

“Why not !ust kill meU I’m sure you have nanos that could 
!ust stop my heart or li*uify my lungs or whatever."

“?ou are about to become a very valuable piece of ALRG7 
property, Paradise. G lot of time, e…ort, and money has been 
devoted to your creation."

I sighed at that. “Gnd SarahUO
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He shrugged."Sarah, or 7olly, as you’ve been instructed, 
will continue to be your companion. Nothing further will be 
done to her in any form."

“PleaseU" I said, giving a slight whimper. "I know what I’ve 
promised, but can’t you see how much I need her to be re1
turnedU I will do anything you say, but there’s no reason for 
her to remain an animalqO

He shook his head, standing up. "Dnfortunately, no Please 
don’t bring that sub!ect up again, Paradise. Her fate, and 
yours, have been sealed." He paused a moment and said in 
a gru… tone. "Besides which, from the report I’ve been given 
she’s almost completely utilizing her canine brain at this point 
anyway. Her intelligence was very high so she has adapted 
remarkably well. Rven if I were to return her to human form 
immediately, she would have an excruciating recovery to say 
the least. Rven if she could recover, there would be perma1
nent damage."

;ears spilled over my cheeks. 
“;hat’s enough of that," Syn said soYly. 
I nodded and wiped my eyes. 
“;his won’t hurt a bit, cupcake," she said, pressing the hypo 

too my neck. I felt a brief sting, and then some warmth as the 
nanos flooded into my veins. 

“We can go back to NA, now," Syn said. ";hat cocktail is 
going to make you very sleepy."

“It really records everything I do or sayU" I said. 
She nodded. "I’ve had it for years. ?ou don’t notice it af1

ter awhile. It’s not like there’s someone behind the scenes 
scouring every record. But in case something happens, like 
the other day when you and I danced our tango, records are 
taken for liability and documentation. ;his way we are sure 
we haven’t missed anything when you begin your missions."

“What missionsU" I said, already starting to feel fatigued. 
Syn smiled cryptically. ";hat will be explained to you to1

morrow cupcake. Now, let’s get back so you can play with 
7olly."
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I nodded, wanting to see her. 

KKK

We walked back to the private router port. ;hese were all 
the rage now, with the Dberrich and famous. ;hey were fairly 
new, and thus, a bit unregulated. It made me a bit nervous to 
use the private routerport instead of the public one. Louter 
technology had tons of safeguards against arriving at your des1
tination discombobulated from the printers. Private ports did 
not have near as many safeguardsF the theory was that private 
owners would be much more careful with any transmission 
that might take place. 

“No guardrails, I see," I said as we both entered our pods. 
“No real need," Syn replied. "I mean who is really going 

to step into the beam mid transmissionU It’s !ust a waste of 
material to put up guard rails for the few of us that use these."

I nodded, ‘ling that away for future reference. 
We arrived at the ALRG7 facility in New Ahicago. I imme1

diately began walking toward the kennels. 
“I’ll leave you to your happy reunion, cupcake. I’ll pick you 

up at j sharp in the morning, okayUO
I nodded. “;hank you, Syn, for giving me this second 

chance."
She grinned. “;his will be so much funq ?ou’ll see."
I smiled back and walked toward the kennels. 

KKK

;he attendant greeted me at the door with a smile. “How 
has she beenU" I said. 

“Perfect," the attendant said. “She performed flawlessly at 
obedience class. If you’d like to bring her, we meet each day 
at /”'2 am."
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“I’ll-. give that some thought," I said, knowing I wouldn’t 
bring her. I did not want her acclimating any more than she 
already had. 

“She really en!oyed the classes, for what it’s worth. I do 
hope you bring her."

He went out into the exercise yard and I gasped a little. 
Sarah was dashing around the area, tail wagging, tongue lolling 
!ust like any of the other animals. Gnother large Eerman shep1
herd chased her for a moment, then turned and Sarah chased 
him. ;he attendant clapped his hands and both dogs paused, 
and he pointed a ‘nger down. Both dogs sat on their haunches 
obediently. 

;he attendant clasped a leash to Sarah’s collar and led her 
back to me. 

“7olly sit." ;he attendant said. 
Sarah sat obediently. 
“7olly, stay." ;he attendant said and placed her leash on the 

ground next to her. 
Sarah, of course, did as instructed. 
“8h, and she made a new friend." ;he attendant said. 
I frowned. “8HUO
He grinned and nodded toward the exercise area. ;he large 

Eerman shepherd was whining near the door, tail up straight 
behind him staring straight at Sarah. 

“;hat’s Prince. He’s grown fond of 7olly, but rest assured 
not “tooO fond if you get my driY. We don’t allow the males 
and females to procreate."

“Eood thingq" I said, my stomach tying itself in knots. 
He grinned and handed me her leash. “She also knows heel."
I smiled. “I bet she does."
Sarah gave a short sigh, and I gently tugged her leash. 
We got back to our suite and I unhooked Sarah’s leash and 

leaned down to take her in my arms. 
She smelled di…erent-more doglike. I wanted to give her a 

bath. 
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“ffo you want to take a bath, honeyU GYer all that time at the 
kennelUO

She canted her head a bit. 
“7olly bathUO
She still had her head canted, though her tail did thump a 

bit on the floor. 
“A’mon honey, let’s get you washed."
I walked into the bathroom and began ‘lling the tub. I 

added some bubble bath, and inhaled the scent of the soap. I 
realized that women were much more attuned to their oth1
er senses. I wanted to crawl into the bathtub myself, and I 
laughed at that thought. 

“Sarah, let’s get you into the tub," I said, turning to her. 
She gave a short bark and leaped up into the bathtub, 

causing soap and water to cascade all over us and onto the 
floor. 

I leaned over the tub, clothes soaking, and worked the suds 
into her fur. She lapped a bit at the water, then shook her 
head. 

I turned on the spigot, and she lapped at the freshwater 
flowing out of it. I couldn’t decide if this was a doggy action 
or a Sarah action-she might have !ust been thirsty. 

When was the last time Sarah ever drank out of the bath 
spigot, ParadiseU ffe‘nitely a doggy action. 

I sighed, not knowing what to do. I now knew the location 
of the routerport, but had none of the controlling information. 
I would need at least a password or access key, and they had 
yet to trust me with any of that. Gll I really needed to do was 
get Sarah out and into the hands of Aarlos, but howU 

I thought about that, biting my lip, as I scrubbed Sarah’s fur. 
GYer a bit, I pulled the plug and let the water run down the 
drain. 

“8kay, Sarah, out you go."
I patted my leg and Sarah leaped from the tub. Glmost 

immediately she shook herself, causing me to s*ueal as water 
spattered all over me, soaking me even further. I grabbed a 
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big flu…y e1towel and passed it over her fur, wicking all the 
moisture o…. 

“I love you, baby," I said soYly into her rear. She gave me a 
slurpy doggy kiss. 

GYer toweling her dry, I went out into the room and turned 
on the smartscreen. I had apparently been granted more priv1
ilegesF I could now watch entertainment applications and had 
access to the Net. I did some random searching on ALRG7 
and watched some of the news sources. 

;he Artistique had been a grand success. ;housands of 
young people had participated for the chance to have their 
Iff7atrix completely rewritten and their genetic shape ran1
domly chosen. ;hey gave a *uick interview of DN9, with 
8livier performing flawlessly in front of the camera, his white 
teeth and easy smile loosening the panties of all young girls 
everywhere. I saw 9erry in the background, glowering, and o… 
to the side was the new ffave, who also gave a short interview. 
He didn’t smile, however, but gave lip service to the wonder of 
ALRG7, the Artistique, and how much fun he was now going 
to have as a dude. 

I sighed. I had failed, miserably. 
Sarah leaped up beside  me and automatically turned 

around and put her head in my lap. I absently petted her head 
and ears, feeling the clean fur beneath my ‘ngers. 

What did I haveU I had been turned into a twin of Syn 
with platinum retro hair. 7y head was swimming in a sea of 
estrogen, I’d lost all body mass, and with my muscles could 
probably not pull the top o… a water globe, much less stand 
up in a ‘ght with Syn. 

Glthough-I thought about 9incaid’s words. Part of the 
nano programming was to make me “comfortableO in combat 
situations with my body. 

I stood up and walked a few feet forward and entered some 
tai1chi stances. I moved through each slowly, deliberately, 
feeling the blood in my veins, the air in my lungs, the earth 
beneath my feet. I moved from form to form, feeling each one, 
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‘rst stretching my muscles, then flexing and tightening each 
one in turn as I progressed. 

Breath came very easy. I felt lighter than air, much lighter 
than I had. I could feel every inch of my body, each ‘nger 
and toe, from nose to heel. ;he moves came fluidly, each 
progressing to the next, and my head cleared as I breathed 
deep into my new lungs. 

Invigorated,  I  flipped  a  yoga  Gpplication  onto  the 
smartscreen and followed along with those exercises as well, 
my body flexible and strong, each position perfectly balanced. 
I’d never been a big fan of yoga, I was more into wrestling, 
boxing, and martial arts, yet the yoga moves made me feel 
born again, as if I was walking on the planet anew, refreshed, 
reinvigorated. No longer was I the hulking mass of muscle, 
this shape and form was sleek, balanced, and even my breasts, 
though large, did not !iggle with fat but tightened in response 
to each pose. 

fieeling fatigued, I crossed my legs and entered a meditative 
trance for a bit, clearing my mind of all extraneous thought, 
allowing it to flow out of my body like water through a screen. 
I thought of nothing, and everything. 8ne with the chi of the 
world, my chi !oined with the earth chi, feeling my soulthrum. 

I blinked on the soul HDff, and opened my eyes. I could 
now see Sarah’s soulthrum surrounding her body. I’d been 
able to do this, briefly when I had been John, but now I was 
able to stare at it fully. Her thrum was a deep orange, that shiY1
ed into the brown spectrum. I could see her thrum evolving, 
changing, as her thrum and mind adapted to her new body 
as well. Gt the edges, a somewhat neutral gray was entering, 
dampening her thrum as her brain learned new patterns. ;he 
gray was shaded in many di…erent gradiations and streaked in 
various places with white bands. In many ways the gray was 
far more complex than the orange, which confused me-but 
maybe it was related to her new condition or something. I’d 
have to watch it and ‘nd out. 
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I realized then that things were dire, but not as dire as I’d 
thought the night before. I was still human, at least, and could 
still think. Sure, my brain was swimming in estrogen and other 
chemicals, but I was still me under here, still John Paradise. 
Sarah was my priority, I had to get her out somehow, before 
that creeping gray could replace her orange. 

I did a run down of everything I knew. I was in a compound, 
granted employee status, but heavily restricted by recording 
nanos, obedience nanos, backup nanos, and other devious 
devices. But no matter what they in!ected me with, I still 
had free will, could still act, make decisions. I could run, had 
incredible balance and agility, and I knew I would still keep 
my cool under ‘re. 

I knew the location of the private routerport, and would 
be given insight into ALRG7’s next action in the morning. I 
hated to wait that long, but I knew if I could save a lot more 
people by waiting a bit it would be worth it. Syn was beginning 
to trust me, !ust a little, and I’d use that trust to my advantage. 
I knew asking them to let Sarah go was a waste of breath. 

I had net access-but I also knew everything was being 
recorded including myself, sitting here, right now. ;hey didn’t 
need external cameras when they could !ust peer into-but 
really that was playback only. It wasn’t real1time. I could a…ect 
an escape before my brain downloaded the dayPs events if I 
!ust knew when the download happened-

Eetting up I walked to the smartscreen. ;here was no way 
I’d be able to access my old cybertools without ringing count1
less alarms-

I thought about it some more. ;he brain dump had to 
happen once per cycle with incremental uploads throughout 
each day. If I could identify when it happened-

7y tablet sat on the table. Gpparently, Aream wanted me 
to use it for a portable Smartscreen. It had a wireless ear1
piece-which gave me an idea. 

I took out the earpiece and studied it carefully. Gs I thought, 
it utilized di…erent types of technology but every wireless 
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communication device was really !ust a radio, rightU If I could 
‘nd the right band-

I set the earpiece to wide spectrum and inserted it into my 
ear. I heard acacophonyy of white noise. I separated out the 
signals from the Smartscreen and ;ablet, since I knew those 
by heart. ;hen I waited. 

Gbout ‘Yeen minutes later, I heard another sound which 
normally would be ‘ltered. It lasted only a few seconds, then 
cut o…. fiiYeen minutes later, the sound came again, before 
cutting o…. 

Hmmm, they would know I was monitoring the wide spec1
trum, but not why. I then sat on the floor with my legs crossed 
and my hands on my knees and closed my eyes. G girl needs a 
little white noise in order to meditate, dontcha’ knowU I sat in 
this pose for a very long time, calculating each interval of the 
sound and the duration. 

;ime passed slowly. I was hyperaware of my body, my 
breath slow and steady, my limbs relaxed. I could feel the 
twinges in my muscles as each one relaxed aYer the workout. 
I thought about 9erry, then *uickly replaced him with Sarah, 
then 9erry again and I grew aroused. I didn’t give into my 
carnality, forcing myself to calm and count each 56 minute 
cycle. 

Sarah licked my face at one point and I almost stopped 
the meditation charade, but then I heard her go over to the 
doggymat and relieve herself. 

Near 3 G7, the tone changed, becoming much longer. I 
smiled. 

fiirst upload complete. 
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Chapter Sixteen

“So, Ms. Paradise, I’m sure you are anxious to find out what is 
in store for you," Kincaid said, the next day. We had gathered 
in a small conference room and this time several other people 
were in attendance. I wore the cream business suit and skirt 
combination with my hair tendrils pulled back into the french 
twist again. Syn was similarly dressed in her crimson suit. 
Three other people sat around the table. Kincaid was on a 
SmartCube, this time in the center of the table, with everyone 
seated able to see him clearly. I wondered where he might 
actually be. 

“Yes, I’m sure." I said soJly. 
Kincaid chuckled."With us today are our department heads. 

This is Dack A’Frcy, Eran Washington and you know Sandra 
Vricson." 

Vach of the people nodded at me in turn. 
“Dack is HP of Sales, Eran is our RO Airector and Sandra is 

my right arm, leg, hand, you name it as Airector of -peraN
tions."

“Gice to meet all of you," I said soJly. 
“jood, now, down to business. -ur next pro:ect will be 

entitled1 Phantastique Fnd with a theatric wave of his hand, 
all the lights went out and the SmartCube went dark. 
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“Imagine an event in which your very essence is transfixed." 
I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face. F low glowing 
sphere illuminated on the RoloCube which became three 
dimensional.  "and then transformed." on the screen an older 
man shiJed becoming lithe and supple, young and strong. 

flImagine being immersed in an experience so real, every 
sense of your body becomes involved." I felt wind on my face 
and smelled lilacs as the screen lit up to show a field of 
lavender ?owers with a small home in the distance. I could 
feel warmth on my face from somewhere as if the sun were 
shining behind me. Oain appeared, sudden and dramatic, and 
the the air became cold with the scent of damp ?owers filling 
the room. Wind blew into my face and I felt moisture. 

Oolling my eyes, I sighed. 
"Now, imagine, if through the use of shamanic Ayahuasca, 

these senses could be manipulated into facing your greatest 
fear." F lion leaped out of the screen and I gave a little :ump, 
standing automatically and entering a defensive position. I 
noticed Syn had done the same, a weapon appearing in her 
right fist. I chuckled and glanced at her. She smiled in reN
sponse as we both sat down. “Or your deepest desire." Fn orN
gasmic female voice emanated from the screen as two curvaN
ceous ladies cavorted around a handsome man who caressed 
each of them with his hands. 

 "Phantastique will combine all the arts: visual, sensory, 
auditory, tactile, and genomic, into one major extraordinary 
experience, unlike anything you’ve ever experienced. Music 
filled the room as the lion paced in front of us. I could smell 
it, feel its presence almost like a physical force. “Combined 
with the latest in jenomic science."

My stomach tumbled with butter?ies. What the fuck was 
this maniac cooking up nowX

 "The Coalition for the Realistic Expression of Art and Mu-
sic seeks the elite of humanity to experience Phantastique! F 
sensory artistic experience designed to entice and enhance 
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everything from your greatest fear to the heights of pleasure 
and passion. Doin usff

The presentation finished and the lights came back on. Fll 
of us were panting :ust a bit from the extreme sensory illusion. 

“FyahuascaX" I said. “That’s pretty dangerous stuB. Fnd isn’t 
it illegalXfl

Kincaid smiled. “Got if used for spiritual purposes in the 
pursuit of religious ceremonial events."

“Fhh," I said. 
“Indeed, Ms. Paradise."
“So you’re going to get them stoned, throw them into an 

isolation chamber, and then whatXfl Sandy Vricson said. 
“The participants will be ?ooded with -ntological Ganites."
I frowned. So did most of the other attendees. Vxcept 

for Sandy. “Those are highly unpredictable and considerably 
dangerous."

“-kay, I’ll ask it," I said. “What the hell are -ntological 
GanitesXfl

Kincaid turned to me. "To be or Got to …e, Ms. Paradise."
I sighed. 
Sandy interrupted. “They take whatever might happen to 

be going through your mind at the time and create changes 
within the body as a direct result. They are very experimental, 
bleedingNedge technology. We have absolutely no empirical 
evidence on them at all, and this could result in2fl

Kincaid interrupted her. “I knew you would have an issue 
with the Ganites, Ms. Vricson."

“ProblemX" she said, her face turning red. "Why would I 
have a problemX We’re still assessing the possible damage 
from the last jenomic Vvent you orchestrated, and you want 
to push on with another pro:ectX Row long do we have for this 
oneXfl

“Eriday," he said with a grin. 
The table erupted in gasps and moans. "Fre you kiddingX 

Why so fastXfl
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Kincaid sighed. "I’m afraid we have an express timeline on 
this due to2legal matters."

The group fell silent at that. 
“I’m sure you are aware our last production is still being 

scrutiniqed for legalityXfl
The small group nodded and some “yesfl answers murN

mured. 
“Then you know we have been given a “byfl by the InternaN

tional jenomic Council."
Fgain the group nodded heads. 
“That “…yfl expires at midnight on Eriday. I want to s3ueeqe 

the last possible drop of jenomic freedom from our time. We 
have the nanites, I’ve purchased the sensory dep tanks. I’ve 
already arranged for an Fmaqonian shaman to be in attenN
dance. -ur attendees will be given a tea that contains both 
the -ntological Ganites and the Fyahuasca. They will have a 
four hour session in the tank in which they will be sub:ected 
to music that they have selected along with a few selections I 
have had prepared. The nanites will create an amaqing artistic 
statement within the attendees, each creation will be comN
pletely uni3ue. Can you imagine what it would be like to be 
given a dose of hallucinogen, then allowed to meditate deeply 
through an experience of light, sound, and tactile responsesX 
I think we will witness some amaqing transformations."

“People could die," Syn said 3uietly. 
Kincaid nodded sagely. "People could die, Syn. It is true. 

We will have medical staB on hand to ensure no emergencies 
takes place. We will have instant access into the chambers and 
can eBect full genomic repairs if necessary."

This sounded about as brilliant as an elephant in a China 
shop. "What do you want us to do thenX It sounds like all 
arrangements have been madeXfl

“I need to identify the 7” individuals. I want them to be the 
elite of the elite."

“Fnd you haven’t had any takersX" Sandy Vricson said. 
Kincaid’s face fell a bit. "-ne."
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“Row many have you askedXfl
“Two hundred."
There were murmurs at this. 
“Fnd no one else wishes to participateX" Sandy said. 
“Well, they have yet to respond to us." Kincaid cleared 

his throat. "We’ve called several times and have not heard a 
response."

Fgain, I rolled my eyes. I thought about the situation, the 
Phantasi3ue or whatever craqiness Kincaid wanted to enact. 
I thought about the type of people he wanted to recruit, the 
elite of the elite. I’d known people like that, o5cers of upper 
echelon during my time of service in the marines. I shook my 
head. jads, the best way to get them to do something was to. 
.

I laughed soJly. 
“Is there something you wish to state, Ms. ParadiseXfl
“I know how to get them to :oin."
“Please, share with the group."
“Well, :ust let me have * minutes with any of them and I can 

practically guarantee you’ll have ten before the week is out."
Kincaid raised his eyebrows and looked at Syn. She nodded 

serenely. 
“Flright then. You and Syn will depart this aJernoon. I’d like 

to see how you might accomplish this."
I rolled my eyes, then nodded. 
“If that will be all, we shall reconvene this Eriday. I shall 

attend this event live, in person. I hope to see you all there, 
and that Ms. Paradise’s idea will work."

There were various mumblings of assent around the table. I 
realiqed this was one embattled group. I had carefully recordN
ed the entire meeting on my cam. Ropefully, soon, I’d have 
someone to show it to. 

444
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Aavid Pressler was a young, up and coming jenWeb enN
trepreneur. Re’d invented several intellectual products that 
had scored big and had an immense following. Re was young, 
charismatic, outgoing, and adventurous. 

Syn and I had arrived in his Mexico City hacienda less than 
an hour aJer the meeting. I had taken Sarah to the kennel 
again, but this time her tail had been wagging furiously as 
we approached. I didn’t want to think about what that might 
indicate, so I :ust hoped her mind stayed human long enough 
for me to get through this ridiculousness. 

Syn and I stood in his outdoor foyer in front of a hedgerow 
of lovely white and pink ?owers. I touched one gently. They 
reminded me of home2-leander. I smelled one. …itter. It 
seemed a very appropriate aroma for me right now. I plucked 
the ?ower and put it in my hair with parts of the stem and 
leaves. 

“-oh, that’s a beautiful look for you, cupcake." Syn said, also 
plucking a ?ower and putting it in her hair. "We can be twinsfffl

I sighed, closing my eyes brie?y and allowing the pain and 
anguish to ?ow through me, draining out. It wasn’t the time, 
not yet. 

“Wow, they didn’t tell me you’d be so beautiful," Aavid 
Pressler said entering the foyer. Syn and I smiled. 

“Rello, Mr. Pressler." I said holding out my hand. 
Re was blonde, with whitened teeth and extended incisors. 

Re wore his hair in a curious fashion, like a lion’s mane1 long 
locks that ?owed out from his head in a halo. Ris skin was 
slightly mottled with spots as he took my hand gently in his 
and kissed it with strangely soJ lips. I felt something tickle 
inside me, and I inhaled. I didn’t want these feelings. 

Re led us into the hacienda, up an elevator to the sixth ?oor, 
and into a conference room. We sat at the thick wooden table 
and he ordered us glasses of water that came in thick Mexican 
water glasses. 

“So, Mr. Pressler." I said. "I show we are currently holding 
an application from you regarding our next COVFM event." I 
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held my tablet out in front of me as if regarding impressive 
data. I’d also put on a clear pair of spectacles to look more the 
part. 

Re shrugged, yawning. "Yeah, well. I know it’s on Eriday but 
I have a ton of shit to do this week.fl

“So did you intend to participateXfl
Re shrugged. "6ike I said, I’m pretty busy. Maybe if I were 

to be given certain juarantees2fl he looked me up and down 
with a smile. 

I ?ipped the cover on my tablet closed with a snap. "I :ust 
wanted to let you know, we made our selection and you didn’t 
make our list. Thank you for applying however, and we will 
keep you in mind for the next round." I smiled, standing and 
holding out my hand. 

“-hff" Re said, standing and taking my hand. "Well, then, this 
is a short meeting.fl

I smiled brightly. "Thank you for your interest in COVFM 
Mr. Pressler. We’ll reach out to you again if we feel you meet 
our standards.fl

Re released my hand, frowning. "You’re welcomeX So that’s 
itX That was the meetingXfl

“Yes." I started walking out the door. "So sorry to take up 
your time, but we do value the “personal touchfl even on our 
turnNdown list. Thank you again."

“Go trouble at all Ms. .fl
“Paradise." I said and walked out of the room. 
Syn followed, a stormy look on her face. Rer voice was a 

hiss. "What are you doingX We are supposed to recruit them, 
not re:ect themfffl

I raised an eyebrow. "Keep walking."
We nearly made it to the elevator before I heard a loud 

voice. "Rold onfffl
I laughed soJly. "…ingo."
Aavid Pressler ran out of the room toward us. "May I ask, 

whyXfl
“Why what, Mr. PresslerXfl
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“Why I was re:ectedXfl
I glanced down at my tablet. "Well, I’m afraid I am not at 

liberty to say. Fs you were told, we have a high standard for 
who we allow into this event. It is truly for the elite of the elite. 
We :ust didn’t feel your2portfolio2matched with whom we 
were looking for."

“Who did, thenXfl
The elevator door opened. I smiled and turned to leave. 
“Go, seriously, who made it onto the listX" Re held the door 

to the elevator open. 
I glanced down at my clipboard. "Well, I’m not supposed to 

share that information, Mr. Pressler." I gave him a look though, 
a conspiratorial one. 

“I can definitely make it worth your while." Re said, with a 
smile that I’m sure he felt was disarming. 

“-h, Mr. Pressler." I glanced down. "I might lose my :ob 
were I to reveal that to you."

Re stepped into the elevator. "I’m going to follow you until 
you tell me."

The elevator door closed. 
I smiled. 

444

FJer a halfNhour meeting in which I allowed Aavid Pressler 
to daqqle me with his wit, charm, and salesmanship he said1 
“So, I can expect a reNevaluation thenXfl

“jiven this new information, I’m sure things will work to 
your benefit." I said, standing up from the table. 

Re put his hand on my back and kissed me lightly on the 
lips. "8ntil next time, then."

I smiled soJly at him." 8ntil we meet again."
Syn cleared her throat, grinning, and we leJ the room. 
"You did itff" she whispered in the elevator, and I shushed 

her and pointed at an invisible camera in the corner. 
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She gripped my hand as the elevator door opened. I stepped 
out. 

-n the way out, I stopped in the 6adies’ room. Fs I sat on 
the stool, I 3uickly peeled the recording device oB the mole 
above my lip, and placed it in the corner of the stall’s Smartab. 
-pening a web address, I directed it to bring up the latest 
fashion emag. Without removing my eyes from the screen, I 
brought up another tab behind the first and keyed in a series 
of numbers for a netaddress, and enabled the transfer. Erom a 
shell command, I sent a simple link address to …enny in Gew 
Phoenix. 

“Re certainly had your ticket, didn’t he cupcakeXfl Syn said 
from the next stall. I :umped, startled, but stayed in control. 

“I think you have it backward," I said. 
“-h, you had him figured out for sure," Syn said, opening 

the stall door. 
“I guess I haven’t earned any privacy yet," I said. 
She grinned as I finished up. "I :ust love watching that lovely 

new snatch of yours in action."
I gave a small grin, finished, and pulled up my skirt and 

panties. 
Fs I drew near to her she whispered in my ear. "Fdmit it, 

Cupcake. You love the thought of that very handsome, very 
rich man sticking his large throbbing2fl

I turned my head and kissed Syn full on the lips. My tongue 
darted out and danced with hers, as I pressed my body up to 
her tightly. I felt her stiBen in response, then relax, her arms 
wrapping around me. We kissed for a few moments and I felt 
my damned heightened libido kick into full gear. 

“Ris e3uipment isn’t what I’ve been dreaming about," I said, 
in what I hoped sounded like a husky whisper. 

“-h, baby," she said soJly. "You don’t know how long I’ve 
ached for you to say that. 

Fs we kissed, I reached my hand back and peeled the 
recording device oB the Smartab. I entered a key combination 
by feel, erasing all history of the exchange. Then I closed the 
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encrypted session and let the screen return to the fashion mag 
I’d been reading. 

Panting, I pulled away from her. Rer face was ?ushed, 
breath coming short and 3uick. She stared at me with her 
smoky green eyes. 

I stared back into her eyes with my cobalt blue. My hand 
gripped her ass hard and she gave a breathless s3ueal. 

“I think someone might need a good spanking," I said in her 
ear. 

“-ooh, yesff" she said." I’ve been a bad bad girl."
“Mmmm, I know that," I said, giving her a bite on the neck. "I 

think it’s time you and I got to know each other a little better, 
don’t youXfl

“6et’s go homeff" she said, nearly running out the door. 
I watched her leave and glanced back as the smartab clicked 

shut. My “eyesfl had only seen the fashion mag and the enN
counter with Syn. They couldn’t record every input and they 
couldn’t record my thoughts. Ropefully, …enny would get the 
recording and take action. 

-r he could see the message from me, remember the last 
dickpic I’d sent him, and delete it. 

444

Frriving back at COVFM central, we were greeted by Sandy 
Vrickson. "I see you were successful in your endeavors, Ms. 
Paradise." 

“The best way to get someone at that level to do something 
is to tell them they can’t."

“F Masterstroke, Ms. Paradise. …rilliant."
I smiled. "Well, we’ll see Sandy. The next one might not be 

so easy."
She tapped my fireNwalled tablet. "I’ve taken the liberty to 

send you your next few contacts."
“Fre we to leave nowX" I said. 
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Syn smiled lasciviously." Got until tomorrow morning, 
…aby." 

Sandy looked up abruptly. I raised perfectly sculpted eyeN
brows and gave a slow wink. Inside I shuddered and bit the 
inside of my cheek to stave oB revulsion. 

We walked back to Syn’s suite, hand in hand. She nibbled 
at my neck and I had to pretend to en:oy it. Eact was, it wasn’t 
:ust the fact that the bitch had transformed Sarah, I was having 
a very di5cult time being aroused by her body. Sandy was 
a beautiful woman too, but in my mind, all I wanted was to 
maybe emulate her hair color and makeup style, not fuck her. I 
tried to think of the old me making love with my familiar cock 
and my familiar body. …ut it returned to Sarah in my mind, 
her smile, her laugh, her scent. Fll the times we’d kissed and 
caressed, made love in the middle of the night. Then to her 
body, changing, screaming, and the way the top of her head 
had pushed up to become her new dog’s snout, and my ardor 
immediately slackened. 

Something had tripped in my brain. Fpparently, Syn didn’t 
know this either, because she was looking forward to our 
encounter. 

Rer door whooshed open, and we entered. I took the opN
portunity to move in, being the former man that I was. I took 
her in my arms, and liJed her :acket oB. I unbuttoned her 
blouse and planted my lips on hers. 

Inwardly, I pictured Aavid Pressler. Eollowed by Kerry, 
FGA -livier. My libido responded as I fantasiqed, clearing my 
mind and letting my body do the rest. If I allowed myself to 
think of Sarah, it returned to the horror that had happened to 
her so I pictured my new body making love to cacophony of 
the band members of 8GK, Aavid, hell even old Kincaid got 
some action and I was able to increase my ardor. 

Syn panted as I eased her skirt down her hips, then kissed 
her soJ inner thigh. I nipped it and heard her moan in reN
sponse. In my mind it was Aavid I was kissing and biting, my 
imagination running wild. Syn gave a soJ moan and I moved 
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on to taste her labia, licking soJly then plunging in deep, and 
back out again to tease her clitoris. I felt Syn’s fingernails in 
my hair tendrils, holding my head to her sex, the nails deep in 
my tendrils2which could strangely2feel. 

I gasped at the sudden feeling and looked up and into her 
eyes. 

“-h, I see you hadn’t discovered that yet," she said in a 
breathless voice. "Yes, your scalp and hair tendrils are basically 
one giant erogenous qone."

She demonstrated, taking my tendrils in her hand and letN
ting them slide through slowly. I moaned unintentionally at 
the feeling, as if I had hundreds of sexual appendages all being 
stroked at the same time. I realiqed, that was exactly what I 
had and it caused me to moan even more. 

I returned to ministering to her sex and she ran her fingers 
through my tendrils. She gasped, pulling harder and harder, 
and I responded in kind, unintentionally, Aavid had been 
replaced by Kerry. Syn orgasmed suddenly, gushing into my 
mouth and she gave a long scream of delight as she writhed 
beneath me. I was close as well, but she gave a devilish laugh 
and gripped me by the shoulders ,and pulled my head up to 
kiss her mouth. 

“I have another surprise for you, lover." She said between 
kisses. 

“What’s thatXfl
She leaned over and took something out of a small case. It 

looked like a disk. She reached down and put it between her 
legs, and I felt something in?ate. 

“-h jodff" she said, her voice a bit deeper. "I’ve always 
wanted to use thisfffl

She gripped me hard, then rolled us over, rolling on top 
of me. I felt the artificial phallus press between my legs and 
suddenly I was being penetrated and I gave a small scream as 
something tore away inside me. 
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“I broke your cherry," she said, grinding into me. I moaned 
in response, the feeling of penetration combined with the 
orgy of men in my head liJing me to new heights. 

She thrust deeply into me, moaning in turn as the apparatus 
seamlessly integrated with her nervous system. 

“-h, jod, I can feel itff Inside youfffl
I could only gasp in response as we continued. She kissed 

me again, licking my neck, her hands in my hair tendrils and all 
I could think of was being in the arms of Aavid Pressler with 
his cute smile and hard abdominal muscles. She massaged my 
breasts, then kissed and licked them and I screamed at the 
feeling. 

She continued to writhe and penetrate me, then she pulled 
out and turned us over again, to pull me up into an embrace. 
Then she guided my head back down and I took the thing in 
my mouth and for all intents and purposes, it felt very real. 

“-h, jod YVSff" she said. "It’s as if I have a real cockfffl
I opened my mouth, licking and sucking, lost completely 

in the fantasy of my mind. I tickled the base of it and she 
screamed again as it plunged into and out of my mouth. She 
continued to stroke my hair, and I licked and sucked until 
she exploded in my mouth and I felt it e:ect a sticky salty 
substance and I had to swallow to prevent choking. 

She liJed my chin to hers. "Row does it feel to be such an 
amaqing cocksucker, babyXfl

I couldn’t speak, and she kissed my mouth again, driving 
once again hard cock back into my vagina. I gasped again, and 
this time she pulled me on top of her and I rode the cock thing, 
liJing myself up and down it’s throbbing surface. 

I glanced in the mirror above her bed and could see the 
two women, the blonde atop the brunette, both with creamy 
skin, both naked, both gyrating. I opened my mouth as orgasm 
erupted through me causing me to clench, my toes curling as 
I pressed my breasts against hers tightly. 

“Mmmm, there you go, lover." She said in a husky voice. 
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“-h. My jod." I said, still feeling the orgasm moving through 
me. The cock was still buried deep, and I liJed myself oB and 
lay next to her. 

“I’ve wanted to do that to you since we first met," Syn said 
soJly. 

“Mmmm," I moaned in response. 
“Sex as a girl isn’t so bad, rightXfl
“Go, not bad at all," I said, closing my eyes and feeling the 

aJerglow. 
“I told you, you’d love being a girl." She held me in her arms 

then. 
I allowed myself to be held. Ft first, I’d wanted to use this 

opportunity to gain her trust even more, but she’d brought me 
to such an extreme sexual high2I looked up into the mirror 
above our beds. I still didn’t find RVO attractive, but I certainly 
did en:oy the experience and wondered what it’d be like with 
someone with a real2

“You should probably head home now, lover." She said. "We 
have an early morning tomorrow."

“Yes," I said, trying to liJ my head, and failing. 
“-r you could stay right here."
I nodded, weakly feeling a strange lassitude sweep over me. 
She stroked my hair tendrils, and I fell asleep. 

444

The next morning I awoke still in Syn’s arms. She was 
snoring soJly. I rose and padded naked over to my clothes and 
began to put them back on silently. 

I sat at her kitchen table, fingering the ?ower I had taken 
from the hacienda the day before. I was wrung out, and not in 
a good way. I felt dirty, like I’d betrayed Sarah, but I needed 
to gain the upper hand in this relationship or I’d never get out 
of here. I wondered what …enny might be doing. The police 
could be getting ready to swarm this place any minute, or he 
could have deleted the message. I’d passed messages to him 
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like this in the past, and he had sent replies2I sure wished I 
could gain net access somehow. 

If only I could gain access to Syn’s tablet or SmartScreen. 
I glanced over at the darkened device on the wall. It was 
password protected, of course, but I might be able to open 
her tablet if she had been careless the last time she’d been on 
it. 

I glanced into the bedroom and saw her sleeping soundN
ly. She might be sleeping soundly, but Thing Two could be 
anywhere, lurking, a piece of furniture, a space behind the 
curtain. I’m sure I was being observed. 

I fingered the plant, breaking the leaves apart absently, 
smelling the waxy aroma of the -leander. 8gh, I’d need to 
wash my hands because2

I blinked. -leander. 
Standing, I walked over to her coBee maker and directed it 

to prepare two cups of Syn’s favorite coBee. 

444

“Morning lover,fl I said soJly, bringing a tray and setting it 
down on the side of the bed. Syn looked up at me, blearily. 

“What time is itX" she said in a soJ voice. 
“Flmost eight oOclock. You must have been tired."
She stretched."Mmm, and you made coBee."
I handed her a cup and took one for myself. "What time is 

our next appointmentXfl
“Vleven," she said, sipping from her cup. 
I smiled. "Perfect. I need to go shower, change clothes and 

see Molly."
She sipped. "Mmmm, delicious. Thank you, cupcake, for 

the coBee, and for last night."
…iting the inside of my cheek I leaned over and kissed her 

on the lips. "You’re welcome."
She kissed me back. "You’ll be back to pick me upXfl
“-f cours,." I said, standing and walking toward the door. 
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She smiled and gaqed aJer me fondly, as she sipped her 
coBee. 

444

I went to the kennel first. The young man I’d met earlier 
was standing in the play area with dogs all around him barking 
and dashing to and fro. I spotted Sarah. Rer tail was up as she 
?itted around the other jerman shepherd, nipping at his neck 
and back. Then the male would snap back and Sarah would 
dash oB, with the male on her heels. They’d run for a bit, then 
Sarah would stop and the male would crash into her. 

Fs soon as she saw me, she ran over, moving naturally, powN
erfully, her tongue lolling out of her mouth, her tail wagging 
furiously. 

6ike any of the other dogs. 
I triggered my soulthrum hud instinctively and passed it 

over her. I could still see a faint orange amidst the complicated 
gray mixed with black swirls. Fs she ran up, she tumbled into 
my legs, and I nearly fell oB my heels. 

“Goff" I said sharply, and Sarah’s tail instantly drooped and 
stopped wagging. 

I knelt down and gathered her in my arms. "I’m sorry, you 
:ust nearly knocked me oB my feetff" I said, hugging her tightly. 

She licked my face with her long doggy tongue and I had to 
keep moving it out of her reach. 

“Molly, sit." The attendant said sharply. 
Sarah obediently sat on her haunches, her tail still wagging. 
“Ri," he said, smiling. 
I realiqed I liked that smile and smiled back in response. 

"Rello again."
“I’ve taught her some new commands. Would you like to 

seeXfl
I smiled. Re had neatly combed hair with very tan skin 

that looked completely natural. Ris teeth were white, but 
not abnormally so, and I could see his muscles under his 
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collared shirt. Fs he turned to direct Sarah, I gaqed down at 
his backside and noticed that was taught and firm too. I felt 
that 3uivering again, and I twirled my hair absently and tried 
not to shiJ my legs too much against the moisture that was 
gathering between them. 

“Molly, fetchff" Re said and tossed a plastic bone into the 
play yard. 

Sarah obediently ran and picked up the bone in her mouth, 
then trotted back to the attendant and dropped it at his feet. 
"jood girlff" he said, and scratched the area around her collar 
roughly. 

“Molly stay," he said and moved away from her. Sarah sat, 
watching him, her doggy face following him. 

“Come," he said, and Sarah stood and walked to the attenN
dant who again petted and scratched her. 

“Wow," I said, moving over to them. "You’ve done an incredN
ible :obff" 

“She’s really smart." Re said, looking into my eyes. 
“Mmm, I think you might be the smart one," I said, taking his 

arm in mine and holding it to me. What the fuck was I doingX
Re smiled, a little uncomfortable, but en:oying the attenN

tion. "I’m Aale," he said. 
“You can call me Paradise," I said, releasing his arm. 
“You’re new here," he said in a soJ voice. 
“Mmhmm," I purred. "I need someone strong and handN

some to show me around."
“OeallyX" he said. "Well, I mean. I could show you around 

the compound sometime. If you’d like."
I took his arm in mine again and leaned in close. "I’d like 

that a great deal."
“Row about this aJernoonX I’m oB at zXfl
“Fwww," I pouted. "I have to work all day today. Row about 

tonightXfl
“Yesff " Re said a little too loud, and I giggled. "I mean, okay. 

Tonight would work great."
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“-kay, Aale," I said, releasing his arm and gyrating my hips 
to grasp Sarah’s collar. "Thank you for taking such good care 
of my dog."

Re blushed deeply. "Go problem, ma’am. It’s our service."
I smiled and leaned in toward him. "Well, you do it very 

well."
Re pulled a leash out of his pocket. "Rere, you can lead her 

back inside."
Re leaned down to clip the leash on Sarah’s collar, and I 

couldn’t help but run my hand over his firm tush. It was like I 
couldn’t keep my hands oB him. What the fuckX

“Thank you so much," I said, my voice like melted butter. 
Re turned, smiling. "You’re very welcome, Ms. Paradise."
I brushed my breasts across his chest as I leaned down to 

take her leash. "8ntil tonight, Aale."
Re cleared his throat and I could see his pants tenting in 

response. "Yes, err. Yes. You can find me at suite 7z”z Gorth."
I leaned in and kissed him warmly on the cheek."7z”z. I’ll 

remember that. See you tonight, Aale."
I literally had to tear myself away from him to lead Sarah 

back into the kennels. 
Shaking my head, I eased the gate open to Sarah’s stall and 

she obediently walked inside. I stroked her fur, scratching at 
the area around her collar. She arched her neck, apparently, 
it was her favorite spot. I looked at her kennel with food bowl 
and water dish in one corner and the sleeping pad in the other. 
She lowered her nose to the ground and sniBed over to the 
food bowl and wolfed it down voraciously. Then she lapped 
at the water and returned to me. 

Vvery motion seemed natural. She moved from one to the 
next to the next without pause. I knew each passing day she 
lost more and more of herself. Considering my actions with 
the attendant, the same thing was happening to me. 

“It won’t be long now, baby," I said soJly into her doggy ear. 
 She panted, licking my face. I thought about the oleander 

tea I made this morning. 
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“Things are finally in motion."
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Chapter 
Seventeen

I returned to my suite, stripped out of my clothes, and took a 
very hot shower. I wanted to rid myself of Syn’s stink, and the 
shame I’d been feeling. I tried to picture the guilt and all of 
it sluicing down my body and into the drain and was mildly 
successful. 

It was important to gain her confidence. It was important to 
distract her from the real goal of what I’d sent to Benny. She 
trusted me to hand her a full cup of coffee, with its deadly 
payload of crushed oleander. I didn’t actually know if her 
nanites would counteract the poison or not, but it seemed 
like a perfect opportunity to begin exacting my revenge. I 
suspected her nanites, like mine, guarded against viruses, bac-
teria, and the like but hoped maybe the oleander might sneak 
through since it was a biologic poison. 

I had little hope of her actually dying from ingesting it, and 
as soon as she knew she was poisoned, she’d probably put 
two and two together with the oleander, and I would be held 
accountable. But I prayed for a little window of opportunity 
here, at least maybe enough to sneak Sarah out and into 
the hands of Carlos. I needed to play up the “Twin sisters” 
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angle, so she’d know I was madly in love with her and couldn’t 
possibly do anything to harm her. 

I sighed. It leq such a vile taste in my mouth. But I needed 
to take advantage of this window of opportunity as much 
as possible. I actually had a method of disposal for her that 
wouldn’t involve an extended fight, but I wasn’t Kuite ready to 
take Syn completely out of the game yet because I hadn’t yet 
figured out what to do with Fincaid. 

The perfect opportunity would be Mriday, I thought. He’d 
actually be onsite and vulnerable to attack. Mriday, it had to be. 
I hoped I could forestall Syn’s suspicion of me for at least that 
long. It was Sarah’s deadline too, but if Syn were ill, perhaps I 
could sneak Sarah out without anyone being the wiser. 

I finished with my shower and went out into the dressing 
area. jy hips automatically started grinding the instant I saw 
myself. Muck, this libido kept me almost constantly aroused. It 
clouded my zudgment, and if I wasn’t careful I’d be a complete 
nymphomaniac shortly. 

I thought of the artificial phallus from last night and closed 
my eyes against the remembered feelings. I went through the 
starting lineup for the AriWona YildBirds to try to stave off all 
the sexual imagery. 

I stared at myself in the mirror. Ye were nearly identical 
twins, I thought. I accessed the hair hud and played with 
different styles and colors. I styled it similar to Syn’s with 
the same midnight black severe bangs, and short slanted bob. 
Then I dialed in the lipstick, mascara, eyeliner, and lashes to 
match. 

Hmmm, I thought. She had larger breasts than I did, but I 
was nearly identical cosmetically. jy nose was slightly smaller 
and upturned, and I was smaller in height as well, but other 
than that I could be a dead ringer for the woman. 

I turned sideways and looked at my profile. fles, her breasts 
were definitely larger. I wondered brie…y if she could enlarge 
min!what the fuck was I thinkingJ Feep your eyes on the 
priWe, 0ohn. Sarah returned to human, you returned to being 
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a card-carrying member of the national insemination society 
of the North American ‘nited Continent. 

Feeping my hair in the same style as Syn, I turned the color 
back to platinum and chose a skin-tight blue silk dress that 
leq nothing to the imagination. If you got *em, …aunt *em, I 
thought. 

I also kept the same cosmetic combination, blew a kiss to 
the mirror, and teetered on my sky-high blue stiletto heels out 
the door, my hips swaying seductively with each step. 

"""

Syn met me with open-mouthed awe. OCupcakeJO she ex-
claimed. Oflou look!incredibleJ”

I smiled back and did a little pirouette. OI’m you, only blond.O
“I knowJO she had actual tears beading her eyes. She took 

me to the mirror and we stood looking at each other. She was 
wearing a business suit and skirt combo, but other than that 
we could have been sisters, albeit me being a touch younger 
and more petite. 

“flour breasts are larger, though,O I said in a gush. OAnd your 
nose is a little less turned up than mine.O

“Yell, and there’s this,O she said turning toward me and I 
saw something tenting her skirt. Something that looked sus-
piciously like!

“?h my DodJO I said. Oflou didn’t take it off2 Yhy-ever not2”
She smiled. OYell, let’s zust say it’s a bit more attached to me 

than I originally intended. I tried to take it off, but apparently, 
my nanites have integrated with it so deeply that it’s become 
something of a part of me. I could go to the gen-lab and have 
it excised, but I thought!”

“NoJO I sKuealed. ONo, leave itJ”
“Alright,O she giggled. OI thought maybe we might enzoy it 

later when we come back.O
“?h definitelyJ” I said, a bit too loud. Dads I was already 

aroused. I gyrated my legs together trying to not feel the 
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moistness between them. Sam Arbuckle, Pitcher. 0oey joore 
Catcher. Armondo 0uareW Mirst Base.  I took a deep breath, 
and the arousal subsided a little. 

To make things worse, Syn moved up close to me, wrapping 
her arms around my neck and kissing me, open-mouthed and 
sensual. This did not arouse me, it made me want to gag, but 
the feeling of the!thing between her legs did send shivers up 
my spine. It was sad that the thought of kissing a beautiful 
woman no longer held the intrinsic arousal I was used to!it 
was the thought of the cock. All my thoughts came back to it, 
and I felt like I was riding a whirlpool with everything circling 
around it. I suppose if the old me had been confronted with 
a male-appearing woman who exhibited the same behavior 
I might have a similar reaction. I bit back the bile in my 
throat and allowed myself to kiss back. I tried to put Sarah 
firmly in my mind, I was kissing Sarah, not Sarah’s!murderer2 
Transformer2 Muck, I didn’t know. I was kissing Sarah. 

jy internal dialog did not make it any better. I wanted the 
cock. But not the woman attached to it. 

She also did not appear any worse for wear due to the 
poison, which saddened me. 

“So shall we go2” I said, in what I hoped sounded like a 
breathless whisper. 

“fles. Although, let me use the ladies’ room again. I’m having 
a bit of stomach trouble today.O

I smiled. O?kay, I’ll be waiting right here for you.O
She smiled and darted toward the bathroom. 
I smiled, looking to the counter where both of our oleander 

…owers stood in a vase. 
joments later she was back. O?kay, I’m ready.O
As we walked to the private routerport I asked. OSo who is 

on deck for today2”
Syn sighed, dramatically. OBenzamin Paxton.O
I stopped. OReally2”
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She nodded. OYe’ve been trying to get him to participate 
in a CREAj event for years, but he refuses based on some 
stupid honor code.O

I laughed. OHe won’t fall for the same routine I ran on Uavid. 
Hell, he YR?TE the routine.O

Syn nodded. OIf you can bag him though, Fincaid will be 
extremely happy though, Cupcake.O She stopped a moment, 
holding her stomach. O‘gh.O

“flour tummy hurt2O I said. 
She nodded. OAnyway, he’s out in the Caribbean on his 

yacht, so be prepared for his misogyny.O
“Hmmm,O I said, tapping a fingernail on my tooth slowly. Ye 

started walking again and I went over what I knew about Ben 
Paxton. 

He’d made his fortune in real estate, in the New Republic of 
Texas. Aqer the secession and all the nastiness that went with 
it, land in Texas became a goldmine due to eminent domain 
rights. Ben’s family had a bit of land near Corpus Christie, and 
he leveraged that to buy out all of his neighbors pre-secession. 
Aqer the secession, the land skyrocketed in price, and Ben 
walked away with a fortune. 

He was a venal man, in his late sixties, severely overweight. 
He drank and smoked and fucked anything that moved. Ye’d 
be easy targets, and if we weren’t careful we’d both end up 
literally fucked with nothing to show for it. 

Considering my libido, I didn’t care if I ended up with my 
panties down, but I didn’t want it to be for nothing so I knew 
it would be important not to give away the cow for free. 

“He’ll want to sleep with us, won’t he,O Syn said, keying in 
the information into the router for our trip. Two routerpods 
materialiWed and the lids opened. 

“fles, I suppose he will,O I said. O3ook, this is going to be a 
tough one and I may not be able to land him. Ye have more 
on our list though, right2”
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“fles,O Syn said. OBut Benzamin is key. He holds the leashes to 
half of the elite in this hemisphere and if he comes out against 
us, we will have a very di4cult time all around.O

I nodded. OYell, he’s a Texan. I served in Texas, so I know 
a bit of what we are walking into, but you are going to have to 
trust me.O

She smiled. OI trust you more and more each day, cupcake.O
“Awww,O I said, smiling back in mock fondness. O3ove you 

too, sweetheart.O
She blinked away a tear, and we both entered our pods. 
Ye stepped out on a cruise ship near St. jartin. The heat 

was extremely, well, H?T, and the humidity caused me to 
almost immediately sweat. I instantly regretted wearing silk. 

A woman who looked like a supermodel greeted us. Tan, 
huge breasted, long bouncy blond hair. She wore a bikini that 
I thought fit her perfectly and I wondered where she might 
have downloaded it from. 

“HelloJO she said with a wide smile. OYelcome to The ?l’ 
Texas Dal.O

I smiled and held out a hand. OHello. I’m Paradise, and this 
is Syn. Ye’re the representatives from CREAj.O

She smiled. Ofles, we’ve been expecting you. Yon’t you 
come this way2 Ye have air conditioning inside.O

Ye followed her across a deck about the siWe of a football 
field that featured a pool, a lit stairway, and wetbar. ju-
sic thumped from invisible speakers everywhere, and young 
beautiful people cavorted, drank, danced, and made merry all 
across the expanse. 

The sound cut off completely once we were inside, and we 
were led to a large galley, where a man stood at a huge grill 
turning what appeared to be chicken. He wore a very tight, 
small, swimsuit and nothing else. He was hairy, red, round, 
and had graying chest, arm, back, and ear hair. 

Benzamin Paxton turned and regarded us, grinning. OYell, 
if it ain’t CREAj come beggin’. Pull up a chair, girls, and tell 
me what you need to tell me. I ain’t participating in yer event, 
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but I’ll give you exactly five minutes to tell me why it might be 
worth my while.O

jy mouth watered as he began slathering barbecue sauce 
onto the chicken. 

“Is that honey Sriracha sauce2O I said, and I tried to keep the 
sKueak out of my voice. 

He gave a wide grin. OHell yeah, it isJO He pulled a piece from 
the grill, and set it on a plate. Oflou want some2”

“Dod flesJO I said, smiling. I wasn’t acting, I hadn’t had Honey 
Sriracha chicken in!well. A very long time indeed. There 
was a special place in El Paso that made it, and I visited the 
restaurant every time!”

I took a big bite and wolfed it down. O?h jy D?U,O I said, 
looking at Syn with barbeKue sauce dripping from my chin. 
OSis, you have to try thisJ”

I held out a piece to her, and she took it gingerly and bit a 
tiny bite. She winced, shaking her head.Ojmmm, delicious.O 
She said, but I could tell she hated it. 

“She’s a virgin,O I told Benzamin, wolfing down another 
piece of the chicken. OI knew this amaWing place in El Paso 
that made Siracha Chicken!what was the name!O I snapped 
my fingers trying to remember. 

“UukesJO Ben said. Oflep, I bought him out two years ago. 
Best damn chicken anywhere, I’ll tell you.O

“flesJO I sKuealed, laughing and grabbing his arm. O?hJ That 
was so good. He had pulled pork, beef ribs, chicken, pork 
ribs, deep-fried turkey, D?U. ?ne of The best restaurant in 
all Texas.O

Ben grinned, and put two more pieces of heaven on my 
plate. 

“So about this event fl’all are plannin’!O he said, trying to 
lead us into the conversation. 

I spied something hanging on the wall in the next room. 
They looked like old currency, dollar bills, but I knew Ben-
zamin wouldn’t hang dollar bills on his wall unless!
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“Are those Redbacks2” I said in a properly pitched voice of 
admiration. O?h my Dod, Sis do you know!O I hopped off my 
stool and went clomping in my heels over to the display in the 
room. I could hear Benzamin following behind. I kept my eyes 
wide open and astonished!at least that was my intent. OActual 
Texas RedbacksJO I said. OThese are from, what the 18GGs2”

“Eighteen thirty-nine to forty-two, to be exact.O He grinned. 
OAin’t many pretty young thangs like you know what those 
even are. flou a TexasDal, now2”

I sighed. OIn my heart, yes. But in reality I hail from AriWona, 
not from the Dreat Republic of Texas.O

He touched my nose with a twinkle in his eye. OYell, I won’t 
hold that against ya none.O

I giggled and wrapped my arms around his arm. OYhat else 
you got in this ol’ barge.O

“?ld BargeJO he said. He gave me a sharp spanking and I 
sKuealed in response. OCome here. I got something else ta 
show ya.O

He took us on a tour of his yacht, proudly showing off his 
memorabilia, all his awards and trophies, copies of manu-
scripts, culminating in a display that he had under glass in his 
captain’s Kuarters. The display had a soq light to it, and was 
the obvious attraction in the room. 

“Can you guess what!”
“?h my DodJO I said, and I had been saying as he led us from 

treasure to treasure. OSis, do you know what this is2 Is this the 
actual!2”

He gave a nod, beaming with pride. 
“The Travis Yar 3etter,O I said, whispering with Reverence. 

OI thought this was at the AlamoJ”
“It was, but I!well. Now it’s mine.O
I stared at the letter, reading the words6
Bejar, Feby. 24th. 1836
To the People of Texas & All Americans in the World—
Fellow Citizens & compatriots—
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   I am besieged, by a thousand or more of the Mexicans 
under Santa Anna — I have sustained a continual Bombard-
ment & cannonade for 24 hours & have not lost a man — The 
enemy has demanded a surrender at discretion, otherwise, the 
garrison are to be put to the sword, if the fort is taken — I 
have answered the demand with a cannon shot, & our flag 
still waves proudly from the walls — I shall never surrender 
or retreat. Then, I call on you in the name of Liberty, of 
patriotism & everything dear to the American character, to 
come to our aid, with all dispatch — The enemy is receiving 
reinforcements daily & will no doubt increase to three or four 
thousand in four or five days. If this call is neglected, I am 
determined to sustain myself as long as possible & die like a 
soldier who never forgets what is due to his own honor & that 
of his country — Victory or Death. 

William Barrett Travis. 
Lt. Col. comdt.

I read every word, and turned to stare at Benzamin with 
wide eyes. OThis is a truly amaWing piece, Benzamin.O

“Thank you,O he said soqly. Then he turned suddenly. O?h 
TarnationJ I forgot my chickenJO And he dashed out the door. 

Syn shook her head, looking at me. Oflou realiWe it’s been 
over an hour, and he told us five minutes2O 

I nodded. O0ust, let me close this deal, okay2”
She grinned, nodding, but holding her stomach. OI need to 

find the bathroom.O
“It’s called a head, and it’s over yonder.O I pointed to a door. 
“0esus, you’re even starting to TA3F like him,O she said. OI’ll 

be right back.O
I went back to the galley and sidled up to Benzamin, watch-

ing him cook. The chicken had blackened a bit, but he put 
some new cuts on and started slathering them with sauce. 

“I ruined these,O he said, pulling the blackened once off the 
grill. 
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“Naw, you didn’t. They zust a little crispy is all.O I said. I 
picked up one of the pieces and shucked off the skin. OSee2 
Dood as new.O

He smiled. Oflou sure know yer stuff little lady,O he said 
soqly. 

“Yhy thank you, kind Sir.O I said grinning, as I shucked more 
blackened skin, and handed them to him to put back on the 
grill. I tried not to lick my fingers, but failed. 

“Yhat was your name again2O he said, as we continued to 
tend the meat. 

“Paradise.O
He shook his head. OParadise. I shore enzoy your company.O
I giggled and hugged him. OI enzoy yours too, you old Bear.O
He swallowed a bit, then sKueeWed the bridge of his nose 

between his eyes. 
“Smoke get to ya2O I said soqly. 
“fleah.O
I smiled and took his hand. ODets ta me sometimes too.O
“ja wife, may Dod rest her soul.O He coughed a bit, then 

blinked rapidly. His voice was hoarse. OShe called me old Bear, 
too.O

I wrapped my arms around his middle and gave his belly a 
good shaking. OYell, it’s on account of all this goodness right 
here.O

“Best watch yeself, jissy.O He said, turning more meat with 
his tongs. OI could fall in love with a woman like you.O

“Yould that be such a bad thing2”
“?h, yes.O He grinned. Ofles, it would. Mor you, it would.O
I held him tight, laying my head on his chest. He continued 

to cook, and we zust stood there for awhile. 
Syn came back in,and gave a little cough. 
I grinned up at Ben, releasing him. OYe done been caught,O 

I said. 
“Appears so,O he laughed. OSo about that event!”
I shrugged. Oflou already told us, “No,” ?l’ Bear. I believe ya. 

If you change yer mind, you know where to find us.O
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He smiled and didn’t respond. 
I took Syn’s hand and said. O3et’s go sister.O
She smiled, but didn’t say anything. Ye walked out the 

door. 
The same gal who had met us, led us back to the private 

router link. Two pods appeared, and the woman keyed in the 
information for our return trip. 

“If he changes his mind,O I said, handing her a card. OTell him 
to contact this address and ask for me.O

She smiled. OI will.O
Syn and I got into our pods, and in moments we were back 

in New Chicago. I smelled like barbeKue smoke, and still had 
sauce on my hands and chin. 

“Yin some, lose some,O Syn said, when we returned. 
I stayed silent, and walked into the ladies’ room near the 

port. As I washed, I asked her6 “So what’s our next destina-
tion2”

At that moment, a man entered. He handed me a tablet, 
with some text illuminated on it. 

“My Dear Paradise,
Thank you for your visit today. Your wit and charm have 

truly warmed ‘ol Bear’s heart. I would be honored to be at 
your event this Friday. But if I can entreat upon you, would 
you be my guest? I won’t make it a condition of my attendance, 
because I realize someone as young, beautiful, witty, and 
charming as yourself must have many suitors, but I would 
consider it an honor if you would accompany me. I await your 
reply."

Sincerely,
Bear
I showed the note to Syn, who shook her head in amaWe-

ment. I dictated a reply, hit the send button, then Syn and I 
hugged each other. 

“Uo you ever meet anyone that doesn’t fall in love with you 
immediately2O she said, and that struck me. 
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Yhen I’d been male, I’d been a rough and tumble kind 
of man. I drank, smoked, caroused, and never had much of 
an impact on those around me. Since becoming a woman, 
however, I noticed I needed to use other methods to gain 
peoples’ respect and admiration. It made me feel good in a 
way, even though I knew I was in the employ of a despicable 
company, with even more despicable people, it made me feel 
good to be able to have some measure of in…uence. 

This was the inherent construct of Evil, I realiWed. If I used 
my powers in the employ of Evil, didn’t that make me Evil in 
return2

I released Syn, and pulled out my tablet. OSo who’s next on 
the list2”

She beamed at me. OSusan Uuncan,O she said. And she keyed 
in the information into the routerport. 

As the pods appeared, I touched my hair and glanced at 
myself in my tablet. 

Yho are you really, js. Paradise2
"""

At the end of the day, I’d successfully recruited three more 
people to the event. Invitations were coming in over the net 
as well, now that Benzamin Paxton was coming. By the end of 
the day, CREAj hit our ten initial attendees, and we actually 
YERE refusing others. 

I made Syn a nice cup of tea, sprinkled with a little ?lean-
der …ower and handed it to her aqer she returned from the 
restroom, yet again. 

“I don’t understand what’s happened to me,O she said, sip-
ping the tea. 

I shrugged, not saying anything. 
“flou okay, cupcake2 flou should be happyJ”
I nodded. OI know. I am. That’s!part of the problem.O
“How so2”
“Yell, what we will be doing on Mriday is incredibly exper-

imental and dangerous. Yhat if something terrible happens2 
It will all be on me, I recruited all of these people.O
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She shook her head, setting the tea down. ONo, you can’t 
think like that.O

I nodded, still feeling glum. 
“3ook, I felt absolutely Awful about what I had to do to 

Sarah, you know2 But it was my zob. If I hadn’t done that, 
Fincaid would have directed someone else to do it, and it 
might have been worse. Uid you know he’s got Slade and 
Sven’s families somewhere2”

“Yait!O I said. Oflou mean Thing ?ne and Thing Two2”
“fles.O
“No, I didn’t know. Yhere are they2”
“No one knows. Including me. That’s how Fincaid plays us 

all against each other. He uses us, each of us, in turn, to get 
what he wants. 3everage.O

“Yhat did he have on you2”
“Now2O she said, sipping some more tea. I would N?T feel 

guilty about that, dammit. ONothing.O
“So now you do this zust because2”
She nodded. Ofles. At first she held my wife and daughter, 

but then they were!killed. So now, I zust work here.O
“But you could do anythingJO I said. OYhy this2”
“Yhy N?T this2O She said. OUid you know that Congress 

has eased up on the reKuirements for transgendered genomic 
transitions in the wake of ArtistiKue2

“Yhat2O I blinked. ONo.O
She nodded. OIt was a huge success. fles, we ended up with 

a few O O she looked at me. OYrinkles, but most of them 
have been mitigated and the effect is now being seen. Aqer 
PhantastiKue, I’m betting Congress eases a lot of the restric-
tions from the old Denome Yars. That’s the ultimate goal with 
this, show the world what The Realistic Expression of Art and 
jusic can really beJ”

I shook my head, staring at her. Oflou believe in all this.O
“flesO she smiled brightly, taking a big sip of tea. OAnd you 

will too, cupcake, soon. flou’re a natural at thisJ”
That’s what I’m afraid of, I nearly said. But stayed silent. 
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“Baby, I don’t know that I can do!tonight. Is that okay2O she 
held her stomach again. 

“Detting bad2 jaybe you should go see a doctor or some-
thing2”

She shrugged. OI went this morning aqer you leq. They 
didn’t find anything.O

I nodded, taking a sip of my own tea. 
“Uid they say what might be wrong2”
She laughed. ONerves, or perhaps a virus the nanites don’t 

recogniWe. That would be strange indeed, however. It can 
recogniWe thousands of microbes.O

“Yell, I’m sorry you don’t feel well,O I said. 
She nodded. OCupcake, I need to ask you something.O
I set my cup down. O?kay.O
“If I trust you with the router code, will you head over to 

New flork and pick up jary, Participant number 82”
“Tonight2O 
“No, tomorrow is Thursday, and she will be staying here at 

the compound.O
I nodded. O?f Course.O
She sent a message to my tablet with a keycode. Oflou know 

how to operate the router2”
I nodded. OI’ve seen you do it enough, yes.O
“Sven will zoin you, of course. But I trust you, cupcake, I 

really do.O
“I know.O
She took my hands in hers and stared into my eyes. Oflou’ve 

given me knew hope for the future, cupcake. flou can’t know 
what a giq your friendship is to me.O

I nodded and smiled. 
“jary will expect you tomorrow by 9 sharp. 0ust bring her 

back here, and Sandy will get her setup in a suite.O
“Alright.O
“I wish I could go, but this stomach thing!”
“flou need to get your rest,O I said. 
She nodded and smiled. 
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I released her hands, and turned to leave. 
“Doodnight, my love.O She said soqly. 
“Night honey,O I replied. 
I walked out the door. 
And tried not to skip on the way to the kennels. 
“Victory or Ueath,O I said soqly. 
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Chapter 
Eighteen

Dale was happy to see me. "I’m off in about an hour," he said. 
"Want to hang out in my office?”

Ugh, the date. I’d nearly forgotten about it. I wasn’t really 
interested, well, okay, I was interested but didn’t want to be. 
Damn, he could fill out a pair of khakis. What was I thinking?

“I’m sorry, something’s come up. And I need to cancel."
He looked very disappointed. I felt bad for him so I put my 

arms around him, pressing my breasts to his chest and looking 
up into his eyes. "Forgive me?”

He nodded. "Of course."
I smiled and ran my fingers through the front of his hair. 

"Can I have Molly’s leash? I’ll be taking her tonight."
He smiled, and reached over and pulled a leash from the 

wall. "Here you go. You know where to find her."
I smiled and released him. "Thank you, honey. I’ll see you 

later, okay?”
“Okay."
I walked to Sarah’s stall. Hopefully, this would be her last 

few moments as an animal. I intended to get my ass to New 
Phoenix, get to Carlos, and have him fix this situation asap. 
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Her tail started wagging furiously as I approached, and she did 
little circles, her tongue lolling out. She gave a couple of soL 
barks. Happy Dog. 

“!et’s go, baby. I’ve got our ticket home-" I said, holding up 
my tablet. I clipped the leash to her collar, and opened the 
low gate to let her out. She tugged on the leash, hard, nearly 
pulling me off my feet. I yanked on her leash. "Damn, Heel 
Molly-” I said, sharply, and she immediately settled back at my 
side. 

“Stay with me, baby," I said in a whisper. "We’re getting out-”
I tried to walk as nonchalantly as I could through the hallz

ways and not draw attention. I really hoped Syn was truly 
sleeping and this was an opportunity. If not, it’d set me back 
several days in the trust department but I didn’t care. I needed 
to get Sarah out of this cra…y house and back to doing what 
she should be doing which was loving me. 

We made it  to the routerport  without  incident.  I  apz
proached the control pad with a little trepidation. I’d never 
actually operated a router and the thought of it scared me 
silly. I knew the basics of operationByou needed a pod, you 
needed a destination address, you needed an access code. :ut 
beyond that, all I knew was occasionally there was accidents, 
people stepping into the beam, disassembled, and beamed to 
parts unknown in conditions unknown to be reassembled as 
a horror with your insides on the outside and other fun facts. 

I re……ed the pods. I entered our destination. Opening 
Sarah’s pod, I said “Up Molly-" And patted the interior. Obez
diently, she leaped up into the encapsulation pod. I started to 
get into mine when someone said5 “Where are you going, Ms. 
Paradise?”

I swallowed and turned around. Sandy Ericson stood casuz
ally, her hands behind her back. "New Phoenix," I said. 

She nodded. "And why would you be going there? You’ve 
completed your assignment, we have all the participants we 
could ask for."
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“I need Mexican Food, and there’s this place off Central 
Avenue I’m dying to see."

She nodded moving around toward the router pod. I conz
sidered taking her out. I could do it with a juick Jab of my 
stilettos, but I didn’t want to hurt anyone I didn’t have to. 

“!et’s have a little chat before you leave," she said soLly. 
“I’m not in a talking mood," I said. "I’m very hungry."
She sighed. "I know about the message to your friend in the 

NPPD."
I winced at that. "I don’t know what you’re talking about."
“I also know about your attempt to poison Syn."
I winced again. "Syn’s been poisoned? Oh My GOD- I need 

to go get a doctor rightB”
“Enough, 6ohn. Step away from the routerpod and let’s talk."
I sighed and stepped toward her. I envisioned the kick I 

would use, spinning, with the angle at her throat. The stiletto 
would strike right there across the carotid artery and she’d 
beB

“You are thinking about all the ways you could kill me. It 
won’t work."

“Won’t it?”
She shook her head, and glanced to the leL. Sven materiz

ali…ed from thin air, holding a gun on me. 
“Fucking ninJa fucking tech. It Just isn’t fair."
“This isn’t what you think."
“No? I’m sure you’ve notified Syn who is garnering to turn 

me into a russet potato or something."
Sandra laughed at that. Then she turned to Sven. "!ower 

your weapon. I want to speak to her."
Sven obeyed as directed. 
“What do you know about Ontological Nanites, Ms. Parz

adise?”
I blinked. "Ontozwhat?”
“Ontological Nanites."
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I frowned. "I remember you talking about them in the meetz
ing. I remember that you didn’t like the idea we were going to 
be using them. 

She nodded. "Do you know the word Ontology? the sciz
ence?”

I shook my head. "No."
“It’s the philosophical study of the nature of being," she said. 

"What makes you, you, 6ohn?”
I shrugged. "A combination of things, I guess."
She nodded. "You, more than anyone should be able to 

grasp this. You’ve been through juite an evolution. :efore 
this experience, you were male, attached to Sarah as your life 
partner, yes?”

I nodded. 
“And now that ontology has changed. You are now female, 

still attached to Sarah but as your pet."
“I refuse to accept that ontology as you put it."
“Whether you accept it or not, does it make it any less true?”
“!ook, I’m not getting drawn into this discussion. Do whatz

ever the fuck it is you’re going to do to me, and let’s be done."
“So, let’s examine Ontological Nanites," Sandy said as if I 

hadn’t Just stated anything. 
I looked at her but stayed juiet. 
“Ontological Nanites allow selfzediting. :asically, whatever 

you think you might happen to be, whatever definition you 
declare for yourself, it is expressed through the nanites in the 
craLing of your physical being. If you define yourself as a male, 
it will strive to accomplish this within the boundaries of the 
conservation of mass. You can lose mass, but you can’t gain it 
within the closed system of your body."

“Okay," I said. 
“So, now take that closed system and expand it. flincaid 

means to 7ood the suspension lijuid of the isolation chamz
bers with nanites as well, thereby creating an enclosed enviz
ronmental system that can be used. In effect, the participants 
could gain mass albeit not mass that could actually do anyz
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thing. It can’t create more nervous system, or extend brain 
capacity etc. :ut it could create bone, fat, plate, metal, hair, 
or other organic nonzconductive mass."

“Alright, I see."
“Not really."
“Where are you going with this?”
“So we are talking about taking these participants, subJectz

ing them to “art” and “music” meaning images and sound in a 
sensory deprived state. Then we are going to introduce ontoz
logical nanites, set them to ON and SEE WHAT HAPPENS?" 
her voice raised at the end. "Do you see the insanity of this?”

I thought about it for a minute. "Well, if I were a participant, 
I’d probably end up being changed back to a male."

She nodded and pointed at me. "Exactly- A male human, 
probably much like you were, although much reduced bez
cause of your current stature. You wouldn’t be much different 
than you were when you came to see me in New Chicago and 
fixed my toilet."

I shrugged at that, not certain if I should be 7attered or 
insulted. 

“:ut think of who were are placing into the suspension 
tanks, 6ohn. People who have attained the greatest wealth 
imaginable. People who have done anything and everything 
they’ve needed to amass said wealth. People who are venal, 
vain, brilliant, clever, but most of all people who are flI!!ERS 
in their chose field. Do you see this?”

I thought about it. Hell, even David already made himself 
look like a lion. Expose him to sound, video, isolation, and 
these cra…y nanites? He’d probably come outB

“They’ll be monsters," I said soLly. 
“Exactly-" Sandra said. 
“Okay, so it’s going to be a monumental clusterfuck." I said. 

"What is it you want me to do about it?”
“You are going to be visiting your friend Carlos in New 

Phoenix, yes?”
“That was my intention, yes."
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“And your friend :enny Goodman with the New Phoenix 
PD?”

I nodded. "Yes."
“And you were going to bring them here, to bring down 

CREAM?”
I nodded again. "Yes, in a nutshell."
She took out her tablet and handed it to me. An image on 

the screen showed flincaid with someone. "Press Play."
I hit the play button. There was no sound, Just video and it 

showed flincaid shaking hands with a taller man, with silver 
hair and a lean physijue. They appeared very friendly and 
flincaid showed the man several items on his tablet. The video 
ended. 

“You recogni…e the other man?”
I stared at himBand it hit me where I’d seen him before. 

"That’s Maricopa County Sherrif Darren Eagleman."
She nodded. 
“And apparently he is on friendly terms with flincaid."
“Yes. 9ery friendly. flincaid has made friends of nearly 

every maJor law enforcement officer."
I sighed. "So, you’re saying I may not have the unjuestioned 

cooperation of the New Phoenix Police Department."
She shook her head and mouthed the word. "No."
“Well, I can at least go see Carlos and have him change 

Sarah back."
She nodded. "Your friend has always skirted the law, never 

being caught. He’s tread the line very very carefully."
“Yes, he has."
“And when you ask him to transform an individual whose 

ID matrix clearly reads PET? In violation of several maJor 
Genomic Codes? Codes that could see him dezcertified, and 
in maJor criminal lawsuits, the least of which could mean a Jail 
term of fiLy years or more?”

“Well, I have evidence of CREAM’s illegal activity and can 
prove flincaid set us up, robbing Sarah of her humanity." I 
began to cry, dammit. I hated crying. Stupid estrogen. 
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“What evidence?" she said. 
I shrugged. I wasn’t going to show my hand or the mole on 

my face that had been recording everything. 
“You’re talking about the recording device you’ve hidden 

on the mark above your lip, am I right?”
I felt my stomach tumble into my toes. Tears were freely 

streaming down my face now. "Yes," I said. 
“That  tablet  flincaid  held  up,  essentially  exonerated 

CREAM from any unlawful doing as a result of Artisjijue. 
NPPD has dismissed any charges against us. 

I nodded. "Well, it still indicts him on Phantastique howevz
er."

“And what crime has been committed so far with Phantas-
tique?

“Well, nothing yet."
“NothingByet." She reiterated. 
“It also has his confession about using genomic technijues 

to rob Sarah of her humanity- He confessed to it-”
“It does." She said. "And that is damning testimony, to be 

sure. And I’m sure you informed Cyrus that he was being 
recorded, correct? That you were a duly sworn Eye of Private 
and that you were going to record his deposition?”

“No, of course not."
“And are courts in the Continental Northern United States 

ever allow that kind of testimony?”
I didn’t respond to that. 
“Were you able to record the event when Sarah was transz

formed?”
“No," I said. 
She sighed. "!ook, you might be able to get the evidence 

admitted since it is THE only evidence. However, that might 
would be with a law enforcement officer who is not sympaz
thetic to Cyrus or CREAM in general. And I Just told you the 
likelihood of that."

“So what am I supposed to DO?" I said, sobbing now. "I can’t 
leave Sarah like this-” I indicated Sarah who was obediently 
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sitting at my feet aLer Jumping off the platform at some point. 
She panted, tongue lolling. 

“I’d like to offer an alternative."
I sniffed and nodded. 
“I can tell you this5 As of this moment, Syn does not know 

of her poisoning. Her nanites will take care of it, but they are 
slow. Once they gather enough force, they will neutrali…e the 
poison in her system naturally."

I sighed. 
“I did not block your transmission to :ennet Goodman. I 

know it was received. I’ve been monitoring action, and you 
might be happy to know his office has reached out to us and 
I handled the calls."

My stomach gave another tumble at that. 
“I also know of your craLy little email to :enJamin Paxton. 

You might A!SO like to know HIS office called injuiring 
about you and our treatment of you. He expects you to be 
there Friday and won’t participate in Phantastique without 
you."

“Damn, does anything get by you?" I’d sent :enJamin a reply 
regarding his invitation. "Without blood, without tears, there*s 
no glory."

“You attributed it to Davey Crockett."
I nodded. 
“:ut that juote was really by Santa Anna. You knew that. 

You knew he would know that and that he would know you 
knew that in return."

“Well, when you say it like that. 
“You knew he would immediately be suspicious and at least 

know something was up regarding you."
I shrugged. "I hoped, yes."
“Well, he is, and he does. He’s coming fully ready for conz

7ict."
I smiled. My fierce :ear. 
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“So :ennet Goodman and law enforcement will be here, 
and your boyfriend :enJamin Paxton will also be here to win 
friends and in7uence people."

“It might be an interesting occasion," I said. 
“And the participants will be turned into Monsters by their 

own inner vision of themselves."
I nodded, wondering where she was going with all this. 

"Your point is?”
“Well, I can ensure a few things. I can ensure that the wheels 

will come off the experiment. He has certain safeguards he 
wanted me to put into place, but he’s only verbally asked me 
for them once, and I am going to deliberately forget those 
safeguards."

My eyebrows narrowed at that. "Why, you craLy little 
bitch-”

“And I’ll make sure the gates are open when the police 
swoop in. And I’ll make sure all the evidence points directly 
at Cyrus."

“And you want me to safeguard your ass with both :enJamin 
and :enny."

“Yes. And ensure my safe extrication."
“Only if you can help me get Sarah back to being human 

tonight."
“I can’t use our ejuipment. Syn would know nearly instanz

taneously. :ut what I can do, is arrange to inJect Sarah with 
some ontological nanites tonight."

“Why would youB?" but I saw it. "Oh, and since she still 
defines herself as humanB”

“The nanites should return her humanity."
“And if they don’t?”
She sighed and patted Sarah on the head. "Well, it would 

indicate Sarah herself no longer considers herself human. And 
it would be a crime to take that from her."

I looked at Sarah in the eyes. Stay with me-
I thought about all of it. She was right, on nearly every 

count. Carlos couldn’t return her without risking his entire 
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business, reputation, and certification due to the ID Matrix 
classification. He’d do a lot for me, but that might be a breakz
point, and to try could sacrifice Sandra’s plan. 

:ut the ontological nanites might not workBand then 
where would I be? 

I had to try. 
“Okay, you got yourself a deal," I said. 
“Perfect," Sandy said. ":ring Sarah to the lab and let’s see 

what we can do."
I nodded and led Sarah out of the routerport. 
I really hoped this would work. If it didn’tBI didn’t have 

much to live for honestly. :ut this place would come down. 
My :ear would see to it. 

333

We entered the lab. Darkness was Just falling outside, giving 
the empty laboratory a sinister feel. !ong shadows cast by ten 
eggzshaped chambers stood in a rough circle around a central 
command chair. 

Sandy directed the lights to come on, and I could see the 
eggs were a dark gray, featureless shell. She sat in a chair, and 
two of the chambers opened. 

“Two?" I said. "Why two?”
“Well, it would be nice to have two volunteers for the 

experiment to show Cyrus." She made some changes to the 
smartpanel in front of her. "It would be nice to see the impact 
of the entire process on you both. If Cyrus wants you to be 
returned to being male, so be it. You do still identify with being 
male, don’t you?”

“Of course-" I said, a little too loud. :ut did I? Of course, I 
did. I thought of :enJamin’s warm embrace, and chalked it up 
to female hormones. "Definitely."

“Well, then get in the pod. I’ll introduce the Ayahuasca 
histamine as soon as the door closes."
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I walked Sarah over to her pod. "Now, you go in the pod, 
baby and when you come out everything should be back to 
normal-”

Sarah’s tail wagged, and she licked my face. 
“Okay, get in the pod," I said, but Sarah whimpered and tried 

to coil herself around my legs. "No- Molly, get in the pod. This 
one is for you-" I tried to liL her, but only her front paws would 
come up. We must have looked ridiculous, the petite woman 
trying in vain to liL the 80zpound dog into the isolation pod. 
She whined and wriggled in my grasp until Sandy liLed her 
hind legs as I liLed her front and we finally got her into the 
pod. 

“Hold her there, while I close the door-" she said, running 
back to the control panel. 

Sarah sat in the suspension lijuid looking at me with terz
rified eyes. "It’ll be okay, honey, you’ll be back to normal in a 
little while, I promise-" I said, holding her in. Her whole body 
juivered as she tried to Jump out the wet interior, but I held 
her firmly by her collar. The door closed slowly, and I released 
her. 

The pod closed completely around her, and I could hear 
her scratching furiously at the door, trying in vain to get out 
and howling. 

“!et’s hurry-" I said, running to my own pod, and stripping 
my clothes off. My heels tripped me up a bit and I stumbled. 
flicking them off, I righted myself then climbed into the susz
pension 7uid. "Ready-" I said. 

“Okay, you need to breathe in the histamine slowly. You will 
experience visions shortly, but don’t try to force anything."

I nodded, scared out of my wits as the pod door slowly 
closed in front of me. 

“The histamine will cause you to vomit profusely. 6ust 
keep your head forward, and vomit into the suspension. The 
nanites will break it up and render it harmless."

“Yayy," I said soLly, as the pod door shut. 
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Darkness engulfed me. I couldn’t hear anything. The susz
pension lijuid was cold at first but then started to warm up. 
I felt the chamber shiL, easing me backward and onto my 
back. Then it filled with warm lijuid and I 7oated above it not 
touching anything with body in any way. 

A mist settled over my face, and I inhaled. There was a 
pungent aroma of leaves, decay, something fishy, and I tried 
not to vomit. I gagged a bit then vomited as I felt it cascading 
down my throat, but then it was over and I lay in the warm 
lijuid. 

I felt di……y, and the music began. Symphonic tones, indiz
vidual and soL. They sent shivers up my spine, even though 
I was actually warm in the lijuid. The sound moved through 
me somehow, and then I could see light. 

At first, there were colors5 Red, orange, yellow and green. 
Each soL and warm as the music 7owed all around me. I felt 
di……y, 7oating and my mind was cast adriL. 

Such a disappointmentB the words of my father. I felt a 
burning in my throat as I wanted to cryBit had been aLer a 
baseball game and I had underperformed. 

Rain began to fall, in a forest. The music swelled beneath it, 
and I walked naked and alone. I felt the water pour down over 
my head, between my breasts and sluice through my vaginal 
lips. I wiped the rain away seeking shelter. It was dark, and I 
was starting to get cold. I could see a cabin in the distance so 
I started walking, my feet sjuishing in the mud as I walked on 
my toes. 

I could see a fire burning in the fireplace as the storm 
increased. !ightning 7ashed and thunder cracked, and I gave 
a little scream at each boom. I’d always hated lightning. I 
knocked on the door and a man answered. He mouthed 
something to me, but no sound came out of his lips. He 
opened the door though and ushered me inside. 

Handing me a warm towel, he indicated I should sit by the 
fire. I stood, dripping, using the towel to dry my hair and body. 
I wrapped it around myself, covering my breasts and pelvis. 
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The music increased, brass soaring with long sweeping lines. 
The man rubbed my shoulders and I leaned back, feeling his 
strong hands knead the knots from my back. I could feel each 
of them being worked in turn, and I moaned as I relaxed under 
his strong grip. 

Glass shattered as the string section woke up and began to 
increase the tempo. I looked up, startled, to see a large animal 
had entered into the room. It had huge slitted eyes, fangs 
dripping with what looked like venom, and a long sinuous 
body that stretched out behind it. A hood opened up and the 
massive cobra rose up to stare at us, his eyes level with mine. 

Petrified in fright, I couldn’t move. The cobra head bobbed 
from leL to right, swaying. The man with me had no weapon. 
I pulled a poker from near the fire and spread my legs in a 
defensive stance. The music continued to pound through me, 
woodwinds and trumpets accenting the upper notes of the 
strings as the tempo increased. The snake saw my weapon and 
moved from side to side, its coils tensing, preparing to strike. 

I couldn’t let it hit the man. I needed to defend him at 
all costs. I’m not sure why this thought came to me, but I 
felt certain I needed to protect him sinceBsince he couldn’t 
protect himself. 

The snake struck then, but I’d anticipated it. I leaped to bat 
it away, swinging with all the speed I could musterB

:ut I was too late. The fangs sank deep into the man’s neck 
who uttered a wordless scream and collapsed. Coil upon coil 
wrapped around the man, constricting. The fangs bit again. 

I hammered at the cobra’s head, fear driving me to strike 
as hard as I possibly could. It landed with a sickening thud, 
and the music punctuated each blow. The cobra released the 
man, regarding me warily. It rose up, moving to one side and 
I moved to the opposite. Each time it darted, I darted in the 
opposite direction keeping a space between me and it. We 
danced this dance for awhile, and I could feel my body moving 
with it in response. 
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It struck at me, aiming for my neck, but I again anticipated, 
driving up with the poker. With a huge accent of cymbals and 
brass, the poker penetrated through the cobra’s lower Jaw, and 
up into the brain. It fell, dead at my feet. 

Now the music evened out as I rushed to the man’s side. His 
neck had swollen, turning purple and black. I ran as fast as I 
could into the bathroom, hoping against hope for something 
I might use to help with the bite. 

There on the counter, a bottle. Antivenin. I snatched it in 
my hand, then dashed back out to the man who was gasping, 
holding his breath. I pulled out the needle from the antivenin 
and drove it deep into his carotid artery. 

He relaxed a bit as the music slowed, becoming somber, a 
minor key. I could see the swelling in his neck going down. 
I held the man’s head in my lap, stroking his forehead with 
my fingers. His eyes opened aLer what seemed like hours but 
must have only been a few minutes. He looked up into my 
eyes, and I felt pride swelling inside me. I leaned down and 
kissed his mouth. 

We kissed passionately, to the sound of the lessening storm. 
We made love right next to the body of the cobra. He penez
trated in missionary position, kissing my mouth, my breasts, 
kneading them with his strong hands. I panted, gasping as we 
made love, and as dawn broke with the glissando of a harp, I 
lay in his arms in front of the fire. He held me tight and close, 
and I felt at peace as the music slowly came to an end. 

The world went dark again, and an opening appeared. I 
reali…ed I was still in the suspension pod, but now I was upright 
again. 

It was over. 
Sandra stared at me as I exited the pod. I was shaking, still 

under the spell of the encounter. 
“Well?" she said. "You’re still female."
I glanced down, knowing it to be true. "Well, it was the 

scene you programmed. I was cast as the female, so I suppose 
I stayed that way as a result."



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 2'8

She chuckled. "I’m sorry to say, but no. The scene is pulled 
from your own fears, dreams, and fantasies. If you dreamed 
of being a female, that is how you see yourself now, no matz
ter what you might say or claim otherwise. The ontological 
nanites never lie, they create whatever you dream for yourz
self."

“Maybe they didn’t work because of whatever nanite cockz
tail Syn inJected me with?”

She shook her head. "No, I was observing the whole time. 
You did change, brie7y a few times. In fact, at one point 
it looked like your legs were fusing together like that of a 
snakeBdid you dream of a snake?”

“WellByesBbut I didn’t dream I’d become one. I did fight a 
snake for awhile. It’s one of my deepest fears."

She nodded as we went to Sarah’s pod. I couldn’t wait. "And 
Sarah? How did she do?”

Sandra shook her head,  and my heart  sank.  The pod 
opened. 

Sarah leaped out, still canine, still German Shepherd. She 
was trembling and wet, and she shook herself furiously and I 
sjuealed. 

“Maybe they didn’t work on her?" I said, my voice cracking 
with emotion. 

“She did return, brie7y, to being human. :ut by the end she 
was back to being fully canine again. 

I swept my soulthrum ga…e across her and was relieved to 
see she still had not lost the little bit of human she had earlier. 

“Well, we Just have to convince the authorities on Friday 
that she is Sarah. They have to change her back-

Sandra shook her head. "6ohn, this means that Sarah doesn’t 
want to be human any longer. I’m sorry. 

“No, that’s Just not true. It’s like me, she didn’t have a 
choice-”

Sandra nodded, but I could tell she didn’t believe me. 
I’m not sure I believed me either. 
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“There’s got to be a way," I said soLly, attaching the collar 
and leash back on her. "I will get you back-”

Sarah looked at me and licked my face. Her tail thumped 
the 7oor behind her. 
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Chapter 
Nineteen

I’d been basically going through the motions all morning. 
I dressed, and everything was the same. The ontological 
nanites had absolutely no effect on me or Sarah. I took her 
back to the Kennels; her tail wagging furiously and she yipped 
and barked as soon as she saw Prince in the play area. I 
unclipped her to go play and le-. 

I brought Syn some unfidoctored hot chocolate from the 
cafeteria, early. I added two sprigs of cinnamon to it and 
touched the door noti"cation. 

Syn opened it and looked at me, widefieyed. O!hC I didn’t 
think I’d see you today.O

I smiled and handed her one of the cups of hot chocolate. 
OI thought you could use this.O

She took it, smiling. O”ome in, come inCx
I entered and immediately noticed the smell of cigarettes. 

She’d been smoking, heavily, from the amount of ash and butts 
in the ashtray on her small table. She had her tablet ne“t to a 
cup of coffee. 

EI’ve been up all night, unfortunately,O she said, walking to 
the table and sitting down. O2very time I fall asleep, I have to 
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run to the ladies’ room so I decided to sit up and readMand 
smoke.O She giggled. O!ne of my guilty habits.O

I inhaled the aroma deeply and walked to the table. She had 
several still in a pack and I glanced at her. O?ay IWx

E!h yesCO she said. OI didn’t know you smoked.O
EI did.O I said, lighting one and inhaling deeply.O!ooh, I’ve 

missed it.O
She giggled and lit up herself. OSo why are you hereWx
Ejell, to give you your chocolate, and let you know I was a 

volunteer for Phantastique last night.O
E!h my R!…, noCO she said. OIt didn’t do anythingWx
I held up my arms, looking down. OGope. Npparently, you 

did too good a Yob on me.O
She smiled. OI told you, you’d enYoy being a girl.O
I shook my head. OI really thought I’d be able to change 

back. Sarah too.O
Syn nearly dropped her cup. OShe went through it tooWx
Ezes, and you’ll be happy to know that she stayed a Rerman 

Shepherd.O
She nodded and inhaled her cigarette. I did the same. 
EI know you probably had hoped it might reverse all of this.O
I shrugged. Ojell, you did your Yob too well.O
She set her cup down and stared at the table for a bit. 

Then she looked up at me, tears in her eyes. OI’m sorry,O she 
whispered. 

I shook my head. OIt is what it is, I suppose.O
She nodded and sipped her hot chocolate. OSo are you 

ready to go get ?aryWx
EI am,O I said, standing up. I’d decided on a pantsuit today, 

with light long slacks in dark blue and a dark blue bla1er cut 
perfectly to emphasi1e my assets. 

I felt, somehow, guilty for what I’d done to Syn. N-er the 
talk with Sandra, I knew Syn trusted me completely. I shook 
my head. I needed to keep hating her, I was G!T going to get 
caught up in this cra1y madness any more than I needed to. 
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qut I’d still bought the hot chocolate. Nnd I still had 4uite a 
bit of oleander in my purse. I could have given her more of a 
dose, but what was the pointW I’d nearly lost all hope of getting 
Sarah back to human. Aer small remaining amount of human 
soulthrum grew slimmer each day. I knew within 0* hours at 
most, it would be completely gone and what had I done to try 
to get her outW

Sighing, I walked to the door. Ojell, I best be on my way, so 
”D2N? can continue to prosper. Aave a good day, honey.O

EI’ll try,O Syn said so-ly, still smoking. Ojill I see you laterWx
ESure,O I said. 
She smiled up at me as I le-. 

UUU

Nt the routerport, Sven stood e“pectantly, silently. 
E…on’t you ever fucking talkWO I said. 
Ae shrugged his shoulders. O?ost of the time, I feel no 

need.O 
Ais voice was deep. Ais muscles wereMmuscley. I let my 

eyes roam over him and could see his Epackagex was muscley 
too. 

E??mm,O I said, feeling my damned hormones taking over. 
OTall, muscly, and silent. I can see why Syn hangs onto you. 
jhere’s Thing Two, by the way, I haven’t seen him in weeksWx

EAeMhow you say.O Sven paused, his giant muscled hand 
rubbing his muscled chin. OVnder cover.O

ENhh, so he’s watching us from the shadowsWx
EGo, he not here. Ae somewhere else.O
I smiled and looked up at Sven, batting my long eyelashes. 

ONnd where would that beWx
Sven grinned. OGever you mind, lady. je go now.O
I couldn’t see a way out. I could try to outfirun Sven, but if he 

grabbed me, it’d be all over. Nssuming I escaped, what thenW 
Go reputable Renomic in the world would process Sarah back 
to human without good reason, and even the nonfireputable 
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Renomics wouldn’t risk whatever license or certi"cation they 
had to bring her back. 

I felt like I wanted to cry, like there was no way out. I’d never 
had selffidoubt as a man, or indecisive. I blundered about, 
shook things up, killed people who tried to kill me, and usually 
came out on top in the end. This time it’d cost me one phallus, 
and one life partner, and I couldn’t seem to get out of the funk 
I was in. 

I sighed and keyed in the information for Gew zork into the 
Douterport terminal. Ozou’re no fun at all.O

Sven grinned again. OSven can be much fun. zou wait and 
see.O

Ezeah, yeah. Promises promises,O I said, and hit the enter 
key. 

The pods materiali1ed, and we got in. Ns the lid came down, 
I held my breath, Yust like I’d always done. I wondered what 
would happen if you kept breathing during a Yump, if your 
lungs would e“plode at the new location, or if they’d suddenly 
implode somehow with all the blood rushing in to "llM

I remembered the world back when we had binary computfi
ing systems. jith the advent of the new prismatic machine 
language, computing power had taken an evolutionary step 
forward. Rone were the days of ones and 1eroes everything 
now ran on good old D!zRqI3. There were still accidents 
and mistakes however, no system was perfect. jhich was why 
I never could grow used to the thought of a giant digiti1fi
er mapping out my entire body, destroying every molecule, 
sending the digiti1ed transmission through nanofiwormholes 
and reassembling the whole thing on the far side with a human 
L… printer. 

I shook my head. I was ama1ed that during the ayahuasca 
ceremony it had been the snake and not a router accident. 
Douters terri"ed me. 

je arrived in Gew zork moments later and e“ited the 
routerport. It was raining. Sven lurked somewhere above me 
in the clouds. 



”ANPT2D GIG2T22G 00L

EFook, Yust move your chin somewhat over me and I’ll be 
perfectly dry,O I said, as we walked in the direction of the Sears 
quilding. 

E‘unny,O he said, opening an umbrella and holding it over 
us. 

EThank you,O I said. 
E‘unny Fady smell nice.O
Eqack Xatcha, there qrutus.O
Ae grinned as we walked through the rain. 
?ary jilkins, 4ueen of the …ance, sat screaming at minions 

in a Theatre on qroadway. OI said on SI:, you bitches not on 
‘!VDCx

N troop of scantily clad women wore out"ts of what apfi
peared to be Ehomelessfitrampx with stringy hair, patched and 
torn brief clothing, and smudged skin. The sign above the 
opening readffi VAGRANTS, THE MUSICAL. 

I wondered in what universe scantily clad women walked 
the streets while singing and dancing. 

E?iss jilkins,O the aid said very so-ly as we were led to the 
stage. 

EjhatWO She screamed. 
EThe people from ”D2N? are here to escort you to the 

event.O
EI’m not readyCO she said. OTell them to waitCx
Ezou heard her,O the aid said. Ozou can sit in the front row if 

you like, or anywhere in the house, Yust don’t disturbMx
Eje’ll be leaving,O I said, proYecting my voice. 
EjhatWO the aid said, in a so- voice. OGoC She wants to 

attend, however she has rehMx
ETell ?s. jilkins we will consider her application ne“t year. 

Rood dayCO I said, and turned and began walking out. 
je actually made it all the way to the back of the house. 

jilkins was in her own little world, still screaming at her 
homeless dancers. I shrugged and glanced at Sven. 

EI think she calls your bluff,x Sven said. 
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I laughed. Ozeah, well, what she doesn’t know is, I’m not 
bluflng. je have plenty of applicants, and what’s one less soul 
to ”D2N? in this fucked up event anywayWx

E?r. Kincaid not be happy.O
EI don’t give a fuck what ”yrus says. I’m the reason he ANS 

a waiting list. Fet’s go, Sven, maybe you can ram me with that 
pole of Ptolemy you got hidden in those pants when we get 
back.O

Ae chuckled and touched my shoulder so-ly. O‘unny Fady.O
E‘uck you,O I said, and we walked out the rest of the way. 
Dain sluiced down, drenching me. Sven once again opened 

his umbrella. 
EI hate this fucking city,O I said, as we walked toward the 

routerport.Ojhy the fuck can’t they have hover transport like 
every other city on 2arthWx

EI love it,O Sven said, breathing deeply. O?ake Sven feel 
alive.O Ae collapsed the umbrella and let the rain fall on us. 

I s4uealed and dashed away, the rain beating down on me 
and 5ooding over my face, hair, hands, and soaking me 4uickly 
to the bone. 

E!pen the damned umbrella, Ronads, or I’m gonna kick you 
so hardMx

E2nYoy the rain, Fady.O Ae said, leaning down to stare into 
my face. I could see the water dripping off his chiseled chin. 
Ae put a massive hand on my shoulder. OFook upCx

EGo, I won’t look up you !“ymoronCO I said, pulling away 
and trying to walk in the rain. !ne of my stilettos came off, 
and my foot stepped right into a puddle, soaking my foot and 
stocking. O!h GoCx

Ae put a hand on my shoulder again, stopping me. OFook 
upCx

EIf I look up will you open the umbrella, you walking garfi
goyleWx

Ezes, yes.O Ae put a "nger gently under my chin and pushed 
my head up. OFook up.O
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I sighed, coughing a bit on the rain. I looked up, closing my 
eyes. The rain poured over my face. I was reminded of the 
Nyahuasca ceremony, it was the same feeling, the same rain. 
Nll we needed was a little thunder and lightning and a giant 
snakeM

E!pen eyes,O he said. OFet the water cleanse.O
I shook my head, then cracked my eyes open, letting the 

water sluice through them. The rain on my upturned face was 
shockingly cold but in a few moments it did feel better, as if it 
were healing my soul somehow, the water and rain scouring 
my face and soul clean. 

ERod works through us. Ais tears wash away our sins.O Sven 
said. O‘eel it bapti1e you, bringing you closer to our ?aker in 
the Aeavens.O

I started crying then, at his words. ?emories of Sarah holdfi
ing me, dancing, blond hair, blue eyes laughing at me as they 
gave me that secret smile while eating an ice cream cone. I 
screamed upward into the morning rain, feeling it fall into my 
mouth, draining down my throat. I breathed it in, making me 
cough and choke, but I didn’t care. ?y hair tendrils streamed 
down from my head and shoulders, my pantsuit drenched. I 
stood and screamed, crying and my tears mi“ed with the rain 
and was washed away. 

Ae li-ed me up in his arms then, opening the umbrella. I 
shivered against his chest as he carried me, and I could hear 
him chuckling. I shivered, clutching my arms around my neck. 

Ejhat are you laughing at, PanchoWx
Ae grinned. OIt is a good day to be alive, Fady. It is a good 

day to die.O
Ezou’re nutty as a fruitcake thrown in a toaster.O
Ae laughed and carried me, striding through the rain. I 

shivered, holding his neck as we made our way back to the 
routerport. 

je entered the building and he set me down. 
EFady need dry off.O
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Ejhy is it when you are talking about Rod, you don’t speak 
in an accentWx

Ae smiled. Oqecause Ae "lls heart, speaks my tongue.O
I sighed and shook my head; my long hair scattering water 

all over the tiled 5oor.OI’ll only be a few minutes,O I said, and 
walked to the Fadies’ room. 

Inside, I ordered a hot towel and a dry pantsuit from the 
smartscreen. It materiali1ed a few moments later and I went 
into a stall, taking off my soaked clothing and putting them in 
the recycler. I stood naked and shivering and used the efitowel 
to dry myself and hair tendrils. …ressing 4uickly, I used my 
hair and cosmetics AV… to repair my visage then opened the 
stall and walked out into the main room. 

EIs that your husband our there waitingWO N woman said. 
EGo, he’s myMO I paused. jhat the hell was heW ENssistant.O
E?mmm, he’s gorgeous.O The woman said. OAe can assist 

me with my panties right off, anytime.O
EI know, rightWO I said, pretending to "“ my hair in the 

mirror. 
!utside, Sven waited patiently, smiling at the people who 

passed by. 
EFady looks much better,O he said with a huge grin. 
E?y name is Paradise, and I’m no Fady.O
Ae grinned and nodded. OIt is better to have your head in the 

clouds and know where you areM. than to breathe the clearer 
atmosphere below them and think that you are in Paradise.O

I narrowed sculpted eyebrows at him. Ozou are a strange 
man, Sven.O

Ae chuckled. OAenry …avid Thoreau.O
EAenryMwhat the fuckWx
EAenry …avid Thoreau. Poet.O
Ezou’re smarter than the average Danger, aintcha.O
Ae grinned. 
Ns we stood in line at the router, someone touched me on 

the shoulder. I turned, Eno more rain, Sven, I’mMO but it wasn’t 
Sven this time, it was the aide who had assisted us earlier. 



”ANPT2D GIG2T22G 00J

EI’m sorry, ?a’am. ?iss jilkins will Yoin you now. 
I rolled my eyes. 

UUU

N-er showing ?s. jillkins to her suite and entrusting her 
to the gentle care of Sandy. I worked with Sandra on the "nal 
details of the event. je wouldn’t have another opportunity to 
get together on all this, so we made the best use of our time 
as possible. Fater that evening, I walked back to the kennels 
to retrieve Sarah. Sven followed me, grinning. 

E8esus, fuck, don’t you ever stop smilingWx
EN good day to be alive, Fady.O
I shook my head, rounding the corner to the kennels. Sarah 

and Prince ran in the yard, both of them dashing a-er a ball 
thrown by …ale who was grinning and encouraging them. 

Sarah’s tail wagged furiously, and she barked as …ale held 
the ball high, eager to play the game. 

E!h, hello thereCO …ale said, walking toward me. 
The two dogs tore through the yard, both eager to grab the 

ball. Sarah was the "rst to scoop it up in her mouth and she 
trotted toward us, ball clenched between her Yaws. 

ETell her to drop it, and point at the ground,O …ale said. 
E…rop it,O I said so-ly pointing, but Sarah continued to hold 

the ball in her mouth. 
E?olly, drop itCO …ale said. 
Sarah released the ball at my feet, then barked at me to 

throw it again. I picked it up gingerly in my "ngers, trying 
to avoid any dog slobber, and awkwardly threw it down the 
yard. qoth dogs ran a-er it, and Sarah was again the fastest 
leaping high in the air to catch it on the "rst bounce. In one 
5uid motion she landed, turned and trotted back to me, ball 
proudly in her mouth. 

I picked up the ball and tried to throw it a bit harder, but 
my weak arm strength wouldn’t allow a good throw. Prince 
collected the ball this time and plopped it at …ale’s feet. 



00ffl ”ANGR2S IG PNDN…IS2

I watched Sarah carefully, trying to "nd any hint of ESarahx 
the person I’d fallen in love with so long ago. Nll I could see 
was ?olly the dog. 

…ale clipped her leash to her collar and held it out for me to 
take. O‘eel like getting some dinner laterWO he said in a hopeful 
tone. 

EI’m wiped,O I said. O?aybe another nightWx
Ae nodded, smiling and I le- the kennels toward my suite. 

Sven continued following me. 
E…on’t you have more important business to take care ofWO 

I said, as we reached my suite. 
EFady wanted Sven’s pole, I believe.O
Nh fuck, I’d forgotten about that. ”ouldn’t I ever get a 

breakW EGot tonight, sweetheart, I Yust want to go back to my 
suite and rest.O

Ae nodded, still smiling. Ozou let Sven know if he can ever 
be ofMservice.O

EI’ll do that,O I said, tugging Sarah’s leash and opening my 
door. 

I unclipped her lead and removed her collar. Sarah darted 
into the apartment, sni9ing at the ground and moving from 
place to place. I "lled her bowl with food and water, and she 
gobbled it up. 

”hanging my clothes I put on a pair of knit leggings I 
had delivered from the smartscreen. I also wore a white 
longfisleeved neoficotton shirt that hung low across my thighs. 
I ordered a bowl of soup from the food screen, then folded 
up my legs and sat on the orgaficouch and sipped it slowly, 
watching Sarah eat. 

I shook my head. je’d come so far, lost so much. I knew 
tomorrow would be a bad day, bad for ”D2N?, and probably 
bad for me. It was also the one week mark since Sarah’s 
transformation and I knew if something didn’t happen, and 
soon, I’d lose the human in her forever. Ns it was, the way she 
acted and behaved it was as if she’d been born a dog. I was 
worried sick that if she were able to be returned to her body, 
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what damage might have been done to her intellect, her soulW 
jould it repair itselfW !r would she forever think and act as a 
canineW

She "nished eating, came toward me on the sofa and sat 
down, her muddy brown eyes tracking the movement of my 
hand as I ate. She moved her head toward my bowl, smelling 
the soup. I lowered the bowl and let her lick the remaining 
li4uid. She 4uickly cleaned the entire bowl, her eyes returning 
to me as if asking for more. 

ESorry babe, all gone,O I said. 
She gave a Ewhuffx and put her paw on my leg. I scratched 

her chest and heard the thumping of her leg on the carpet. I 
scratched behind her ears and her tail wagged as she turned 
and leaned her body up against me to give more areas for me 
to pet and scratch. I hugged her tightly to me, and she licked 
my face. 

E2ww, doggy germsCO I said, turning my face away as she 
licked. 

N so- chime came from the door and I stood, e“tricating 
myself from Sarah. She gave a so- bark in response to the 
door as I opened it. 

qenYamin Pa“ton stood in a suit and tie, holding 5owers. I 
gave him a so- smile. Ojell, look at this tall drink of water.O

Ae smoothed his few hairs back over his bald pate and 
handed me the 5owers. O?a’am, it’s mighty nice to see you.O

I opened the door. O”ome in handsome.O
Ae gave me a grin and walked into my suite. Sarah immedifi

ately began sniflng him, her tail up. O?olly, this is qenYamin. 
qenYamin, ?olly.O

qen knelt and scratched Sarah around the collar. OI love 
Shepherds. I had a couple as a boy.O

I smiled, smelling the 5owers. Ojon’t you have a seatWx
Ae continued to pet Sarah as I went to the living room 

smartscreen and ordered a vase. N-er it appeared, I "lled it 
with water, placed the 5owers in it and the vase on the table. 
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”an you see thisW some te“t sprang to life within my "eld of 
vision. I gave a smile and nodded. 

je will need to be very discreet. I’m told that this te“t will 
not be picked up by any recording nano devices you might 
have.

ESo what brings you to my door, qenYaminWx
Ae smiled, sitting down. OI’ll take a drink if you got it. 

jhiskey.O
I poured one for both of us and returned to the sofa with 

our drinks in hand. Ae sipped his slowly, savoring the taste. 
I lit a cigarette and sipped the whiskey, enYoying the double 
burn in the back of my throat. 

 You were once John Paradise, the detective?
I smiled at him over the rim of my glass.  Yes. 
 What has happened to Sarah James, your committed part-

ner?
I looked down at ?olly.  She has been transformed into this 

dog. 
Ae took a long sip of whiskey, closing his eyes. I couldn’t tell 

if it was due to the li4uor or in empathy for Sarah. 
We suspected they were using illegal Genomic techniques 

for coercive efforts. I reached out to NCPD, but Kincaid has 
them in his pocket. Along with the local justice department, 
FBI, and CIA as far as I can tell. The only government agency 
I’ve been able to convince to help me was the Department of 
Security. 

 Are they here?
Yes, outside the compound
?y heart skipped a couple of beats. In other words, you are 

here to rescue me?
Ae smiled, and I saw a blush rise from his collar.  I am. 

Let’s say that I enjoy your current…form, far better than your 
previous one, but no matter. You are a human being, and so is 
Sarah. 

Can we leave now? The longer Sarah stays transformed, the 
less human she becomes in her mind. 
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Ae nodded.  There are a LOT of moving parts to this. We 
want to nab them tomorrow. 

?y heart fell.  But that may be too late for Sarah!
Ae took a drink slowly. OSo how have you beenWx
I smiled. ORood, good. je have our full list of participants. 

It will be an e“traordinary event tomorrow.O
EI’m sure it will. zou will be there, of courseWx
EI wouldn’t miss it,O I said. PLEASE get Sarah out now! Even 

if you leave me here, I don’t care, but get her out so she can be 
returned to being human!

There’s a problem with that. 
What?
Ae sighed. Ojhat do you think will be the outcome of the 

e“perimentWx
I giggled, theatrically. OI think you will be enhanced in some 

areas,O I said, making an obvious glance at his crotch. 
Ejhat if I’m already happy with myMe4uipmentWx
I laughed, rising, and sat ne“t to him on the sofa. I set my 

hand on his thigh. OIs any man ever satis"edWx
We have searched every possible record for Sarah James, 

and as far as I can tell, every document has been scrubbed. 
She doesn’t even have an ID matrix, or social security num-
ber anymore. Her birth certificate, operator’s license, lines of 
credit, bank accounts, online media access accounts, social 
account, all of them are gone. The only way *I* knew of her 
was one news story of you, holding her hand affier rescuing 
some kid. 

The qonneville case, sure. 
Well, here’s the funny thing. It wasn’t John Paradise holding 

her hand, it was you, female you. 
Wait, what?
Yes, and literally as I watched, the footage changed from 

you standing and holding Sarah’s hand to you standing with 
Molly at your feet. By the time I finished watching the feed, 
your first name had been removed, and all reference to Sarah 
was gone. All media still pictures have been changed now that 
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also had Sarah’s image. Basically, they’ve all been replaced to 
show you as a female with your dog companion. 

How could they do that? I covered my shock by sliding my 
hand up along qen’s thigh. 

 We don’t know. I was able to make contact with some 
of your former platoon, though, and some current friends in 
New Phoenix. They confirmed you had been male, and been 
connected to a woman named Sarah James. Every record of 
yours, and Sarah’s has been altered however. You even have 
a female birth certificate under the name of Kristine Paradise. 

I leaned into him, and he put an arm around me, holding me 
up. It was a good thing, I was seeing spots before my eyes. 

So that’s what makes this extraction so di1cult. Basically, 
they’ve completely scrubbed your old identity. And they’ve 
done it with a granularity I’ve never witnessed before. So 
not only would you have to *convince* people you were once 
male, you’d have to *really* convince them Molly was once 
Sarah. 

She still shows a human soulthrum though. So if we can get 
her out now, all someone has to do is to look at her thrum and 
they can see it was once human. 

Soulthrum huds are not courtfiadmissible, however. Nnd 
there are many naturalfiborn canines that show up on color 
spectrums. 

I started to tremble. 
Ae took me in his arms, and I buried my head on his 

shoulder. It felt nice to be held like everything would beM
Everything will be okay, I promise. 
Sarah put her head in my lap and looked up at us in4uisifi

tively with her soulful doggyfibrown eyes. 

UUU
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N-er crying for aa while qenYamin brushed back my hair 
and looked into my eyes. I’m sorry I can’t get you out of here 
immediately. 

I don’t give a rat’s ass about me. I want Sarah out so we can 
change her back. 

I know. 
Tomorrow is going to be a world class clusterfuck too, you 

know that, yes?
Ae smiled, and kissed me so-ly on the mouth. I responded, 

my tongue dancing with his so-ly. Ae was a good kisser. 
Yes. 
You won’t be getting in one of those tanks, then. 
I have to. 
No you don’t! It’s too dangerous!
Better be careful, Mr. Paradise. Might think you have grown 

to care about me. 
I do care about you! Enough to know you should stay the 

fuck out of one of those tanks! Those ontological nanites are 
nothing to fuck around with!

If I don’t move forward as planned, they will know some-
thing is amiss. I’ve referred several of their larger clients to 
them too, so to back out now would also cause them to back 
out. 

I don’t give a fuck about other clients, referrals, or this 
experiment. All I care about is you, and getting Sarah out as 
fast as possible. We can sort shit out later, but if you have a 
team standing by, let’s make use of them and extract now!

Look, we are T minus 3? hours from extraction. I suggest 
you get some sleep, tomorrow will be a big day. 

I stood up abruptly. Ojell, if we don’t stop now, we’ll both 
end up somewhere we’ll regret,O I said with a shake in my voice 
that wasn’t completely faked. 

qenYamin smiled. O3ery well. I will see you at the event 
tomorrowWx

E!f course,O I said smiling and leading him to the door. 
Sarah followed behind us, tail wagging. 
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EVntil tomorrow, then.O Ae took my hand and kissed it. 
ERoodnight,O I said, and told the door to shut. 
‘uming, I inhaled deeply and patted Sarah on the head. I 

wanted out. I couldn’t stand the skin I was in, couldn’t stand 
this situation even a little bit more. Insufferable man, teasing 
me with the Xrescue’ only to be told Xbut wait another BL hours. 
’ ‘uck. It Yust wasn’t fair. 

EFet’s get some sleep, baby. Tomorrow is going to be a big 
day.O

She huffed at me, and we went into the bedroom. 
That night I dreamed I was back in the rainstorm again from 

the e“periment. The man who rescued me from the rain was 
actually me I reali1edMthe old me. I hadn’t even known when 
going through the e“perience. I’m sure there was something 
‘reudian about it all, but I didn’t care. 
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Chapter Twenty

Syn and I stood at the doorway as the last of the partic-
ipants entered into the meeting room. All ten participants 
were seated in their chairs, glancing at promotional feeds on 
their tablets. They’d already signed the waivers and the air 
thrummed with excitement. 

The lights came down, and I ran my fingers over my tablet to 
close turn off the air recyclers so the intro could commence. I 
felt Cyrus Kincaid brush by me, the aroma of his cologne the 
only indicator he was in the room. I gritted my teeth against 
the urge to stab him in the throat with my stilettos. This would 
all be over in some way, shape or form soon. 

A 3d Holocube set in the front of the room glowed a deep 
purple as music rose from concealed speakers. The Dies 
Irae from Symphonie Phantastique by Hector Berlioz thun-
dered in our ears as a ghostly monastery filled the expanding 
holocube with fog blending into the environmental controls 
of the room to bring the experience to the watchers. Other 
scenes followed, a peaceful meadow with a doe hiding behind 
a fallen log from a pack of hungry wolves, a falcon in flight over 
a scurrying mouse as it flees for its life, the depths of the ocean 
where a shark circled a school of panicked fish. Scene a2er 
scene, each disturbing and made more real by the music and 
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the environmental controls of the room. A humid wind blew 
into our faces, followed by the sound of falling water as a rain 
forest scene filled the cube followed by the cube flashing with 
colors, ending with a brilliant white light that quickly filled 
with black lettering.W!elcome to Phantastique”“

The lights came up to have Syn and I framing Cyrus Kincaid 
with our arms outstretched. 

LEreetings Madies and Eentlemen to Phantastique,W he said 
in his deep voice as we progressed to the front of the room. 
Syn and I strutted with rolling hips and bobbling breasts as we 
followed Cyrus. I wore a crimson wiggle dress to Syn’s black. 
jatching arm trophies. 

LThis will be a unique experience like nothing you’ve ever 
experienced,W he said as we took the center of the stage. 
Syn and I stood smiling at his le2 and right, slightly behind 
him. !e both monitored the room for any threats, gorgeous 
bodyguards in red and black. 

LI’d like to introduce Syn and Paradise, my assistants for 
today’s events.W

!e nodded in turn, as the crowd goggled. 
The cube behind us rose above our heads and filled with 

a feed from the pod chamber. WAs you can see, your sensory 
deprivation pods are ready and waiting. !e have made every 
adYustment necessary to ensure your safety and ours for the 
duration of the event. 7ou will need to surrender all modes of 
communication to my assistants at this time. 

Syn and I smiled and strode down from the room holding 
a basket. Rach participant placed a tablet into the basket 
reluctantly. 

I  moved from person to person, and arrived at David 
Pressler. WI see you have one on your hip, jr. Pressler,W he 
looked guilty as he removed a hidden tablet. WAnd I see you 
have a wristab.W This time he rolled his eyes as he removed it. 

LGow, each of you will need to don a dressing gown over 
your clothes to preserve them from the special fluid we have 
in the tank.W Cyrus said, handing us each folded stacks. 
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I handed my five participants a purple rubberized Yumpsuit 
and watched as they stepped into it. I helped a couple raise 
the suit over their shoulders and zipped up the back. 

LAnd a hair protector.W Kincaid said. 
I assisted each by placing the rubberized cap over their 

head. 
LDo I need one5“ Ben said as I started to put his on. 
I glanced at Kincaid who shook his head. 
LGo,W I said smiling. 
He looked at me fondly, and I felt the touch of his hand. 
Be ready within : minutes of the tank door closing.  he sent 

to my text hud. 
Okay. , I sent. 
Go heroics. !hen the team enters, surrender any weapons 

you might be carrying immediately and put your hands on 
your head. That is the only indicator of status friendly. All 
other actions will result in containment or neutralization. 

Syn is a very skilled assassin. !e have no weapons, but are 
deadly with hand-to-hand. 

I’m sure you are. 
I smiled sweetly at him as I walked away. 
L7ou will now be given a cup of Ayahuasca, a hallucinogen 

followed by an inYection into your carotid artery of the onto-
logical nanos. The Ayahuasca will cause you to vomit inside 
the chamber. Do not worry or try to resist, it is all a part of the 
process.W

A shaman stepped out from beside the stage and began 
dancing as a fire blossomed to life from the floor. He wore 
dark robes and had woven a couple of feathers into his hair. 
His skin was leathery with age as he sang a low chant. He set a 
small table over the fire with a stone pot. Into the pot he added 
several elements8 !ater, leaves, berries, and other items of 
unknown origin. He mixed it slowly, still chanting as it began 
to bubble. 
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A stench permeated the air, and I almost gagged against it. I 
blinked my eyes rapidly, but did not allow the stupid smile to 
leave my face as we stood. 

The shaman then poured a small amount into paper cups 
and handed them to us. I took the cups, two at a time, and 
distributed them to my participants. I handed BenYamin his 
cup last. 

LGow drink the entire contents in one swallow,W Kincaid 
said. 

The participants looked at the viscous liquid in their cups 
nervously. 

Bottoms Jp.  BenYamin sent. He was the first to swallow it. 
He made a face as the other participants followed suit. 

Jgh, that was awful. I think I’m going to puke. 
That’s the idea. 
The rest of the participants looked as if they agreed. 
LGow if you will all follow me, we will seal you up in your 

deprivation chamber.W
A door opened and Cyrus walked toward us. I turned and 

went to the back of the room, indicating with my arms that 
they should rise and follow. 

As the participants entered the room, Sandy Rricson helped 
them into each pod and entered a few settings into the side. 

BenYamin walked Yust in front of me. It won’t be long now. 
…ust fucking stay human, would you5
Don’t worry about me. 
Sandy Rricson is supposed to ensure certain safeguards for 

the event. However, she told me two nights ago she was not 
going to set them. 

!e are aware of that fact. 
This is going to be a clusterfuck nightmare. !hat if you get 

killed by9whatever the fuck they turn into5
That is why they are entering so quickly a2er the doors 

close. !e hope to forestall the transformation. 
Hope5
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7ou know better than I nothing is 0%%4. !e hope to contain 
the threats, but if not all the agents will be able to neutralize 
anyone who might become contentious. 

I sighed as Sandra assisted BenYamin into the tank. 
LAre you ready, jr. Paxton5“
L"emember the Alamo,W he said, and entered the tank. 
Sandra entered some information into the side of the pod. 
LMadies and gentleman. I wish you good luck on your Your-

ney”W Cyrus dramatically pressed a button on the control pan-
el in the front of the lab and the pod doors slowly started to 
close. 

LJgh, I’m going to vomit”W jary !ilkins said, followed by 
severe retching as she proYectile vomited onto the closing 
doors. I heard other participants begin to gag in response. 

LGext time we need the doors to close faster,W Kincaid said 
quietly to Sandra. 

LGoted sir.W
The doors finished closing, and I heard locks engage. 
Kincaid watched the control screen and put it up on the 

holocube for us all to watch. The music began inside the 
pods as their image and readouts sprang to life beside each 
participant. 

LAll safety protocols have been verified5W Kincaid said. San-
dra appeared not to hear him, typing furiously on a tablet. 

LSandra5W he said. 
L7es5“
LAll security protocols are in place5“
She looked at him, a bit confused. W!hat protocols, exactly, 

are you speaking of5“
Kincaid’s  Yaw clenched.  WThe safety overrides  on the 

Ont-Gano’s of course, what do you think I was speaking 
about5“

LJmmm5W She glanced down at her tablet. WSir, you never 
mentioned anything about an override. 7ou had wanted a pure 
experience, I believe you said.W

LOf COJ"SR I wanted overrides”“
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She glanced down at her tablet and made some quick mo-
tions as if verifying the situation. She did not speak for what 
seemed a long time. 

L!RMM5W Kincaid finally said. 
L!ell what, Sir5“
LHave you put the protocols in place”W His voice was taking 

on a ragged edge. I looked up to the participants, mainly one 
participant. Stay human, you old bear. 

L!hat protocols, Sir5“
His eyes lit with understanding, and he sat back against the 

stool. 
LThis was intentional,W he said so2ly. 
Sandra continued touching her tablet. WOf course, Sir.W
LSyn, Paradise. Seize Sandra Rricson, and lock her in the 

ops cubicle for now.W
Syn immediately stepped toward us from across the room. 

I was much closer, less than an arms-length from Sandy. 
Above, several alarms started bleating from the participants 

as heart and breath rates began to increase to dangerous 
levels. Someone screamed inside their tank. 

Syn continued toward us. I turned to Sandy who stared at 
me into the eyes. I reached for her * and snatched the tablet 
from her hands. I stepped in front of Sandra to face Syn. 

Her eyes widened, then narrowed. WAnd so you finally be-
tray me.W She said so2ly. 

I shrugged, and kicked off my stilettos, shrugging each 
shoulder as I popped my neck and prepared for combat. 

Syn ran toward me. 

FFF

Our skirts were matching, and they retracted quickly into 
form-fitting short pants. I met Syn’s rush with a Yab to her 
larynx with the tablet. I knew she had hidden weapons, but 
her first rush would be by hand. She feinted, dodging out 
of the way and rolling to hit the back of my neck with her 
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clenched hand. I was ready for it, and ducked, attempting 
to sweep her legs but she Yumped, keeping her head down 
and tumbling into a somersault taking out twin knives in the 
process which she held handle first with the blade of each 
knife over her wrist-bone. 

She darted her hand toward my throat, and I bobbed to 
the side hopping backward and avoiding the cut. As her arm 
passed, I struck her hard across the face with my hand. She 
turned away from the slap, lessening the impact, but I knew 
I’d hit her a good one because my wrist exploded in pain. 

I shook off the pain, as she barreled into me from the side. 
!e went down in a tumble and I nearly lost the fight when she 
Yabbed upward toward my eye. Jsing my legs, I attempted to 
Yam my right heel down into her sternum, but she rolled and 
came back up on her feet, both knives still in her hand and 
grinning. 

Sven entered the room then, and grabbed me from behind. 
I pivoted my hip, attempting to throw him over my shoulder 

but he was too fucking big and I only succeeded in wrenching 
my wrist again painfully. 

LTake js. Paradise, and js. Rrickson into the Ops cubicle, 
and lock them in for the duration of the event.W Kincaid said 
in his deep voice. 

I struggled against Sven’s grip, but he was too strong, hold-
ing me by the collar of my red Yacket Yust off the floor. 

I looked at Sandra, wondering if it had been five minutes 
yet. I glanced up at the display monitor to see all the par-
ticipants screaming in pain, changing, things rearranging. I 
searched for Ben’s readout and saw him, eyes closed, trem-
bling as his Yaw clenched against the grip of the visions. 

LI trusted you”W Syn said, slapping me across the face. She 
had a huge welt on her face, and I realized we would now 
match. 

Elaring into her eyes, I said8 Lffiancy a cup of tea5“
She began breathing then, harshly, doubling over and I 

realized maybe my heel had struck home a2er all. 
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LThe oleander5W she said. 
I nodded. 
She began to cry then, gripping Sandra’s hands behind her 

back and zip tying them with heavy plastic. Sven zipped my 
hands as well, and we were lead away. 

LI trusted you.W She kept saying between sobs. Over and 
over again. 

They lead us into the ops cubicle which overlooked the lab. 
Sven lead me in, and Syn thrust Sandra through the doorway. 

LI’m going to have such fun with you cupcake,W she said, 
with a look of crazy in her eye. 

LI’ll bet.W
She cackled, as Sven le2 the room. She slammed the door 

behind, and I heard the security lock engage. 
L!ell, that was fun,W I said. 
L!on’t be long now,W Sandra said. 
LIt feels like a whole fuck of a lot longer than five minutes. 

How long since the event began5“
LIt’s been nearly seven. They did say8 Lsometime a2er : 

minutes.W
I tried the door to no avail. The room was clear walls, 

looking on the events below. It held a control smartscreen and 
little more. I pressed the power setting on the tablet, to no 
avail of course. 

At least we could see what was happening below. 
On the screen several of the participants were no longer 

human. Syn had taken over the controls and was touching var-
ious areas fervently, trying to stop the process. The glass of the 
ops cubicle could not block the screams of the participants. 

jary !ilkins was the farthest along. Her arms had fused 
to her torso, and her legs quickly becoming a tail of some 
sort. Gext was a man named Eerold Gock who appeared to 
be sprouting long sharp spines all over his body, though that 
remained human looking. Another woman was roaring, but 
strangest of all was the great mane that had sprouted around 
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David Pressler’s head. His nose was flattening and his eyes had 
grown into catlike slits. 

I stared at Ben’s pod and he’d begun to change too, his eyes 
narrowing and his nose flattening out into a muzzle. 

An explosion rocked the building. 
LMooks like the cavalry has arrived,W I said. WDamn, I wish we 

could get out of these manacles.W
LThey’ll have us out soon,W Sandra said. 
LI hope so.W
I watched the lab, as Syn made some more adYustments on 

her control screen. Then she looked up at me, smiled, and 
pressed a button. 

Steel doors slid into place at both the exits. 
LThat’s going to make it a bit more di(cult,W I said. Jgh, I 

needed to get to Sarah. 
One of the pods started to rock. A man who looked half 

boar, half-human rammed the door with his brutish head as 
tusks slowly grew in. The pod rocked back and forth. Below, 
Kincaid yelled at Syn who continued to furiously type at the 
control unit. 

Sandra giggled. 
L!hat5W I said. 
She shook her head, giggling some more. 
LAre you going to let me in on it5“
She smiled. WI knew this would be an eventuality. So I redi-

rected the jaster console to9“ and she looked over at the 
console standing in the middle of the ops room. 

LSo she can’t control the experiment from there5“
LGope,W Sandra said, giggling again. WIt must be driving her 

crazy.W
LI think she crossed that line U minutes ago,W I said. 
Other pods began to rock. Syn yelled back at Kincaid, still 

pressing furiously at the control tab. Below us, screams, roars, 
and other sounds could be heard, sounds that had not been 
created by any human throat. 
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I smelled the smoke before I saw it. It entered from the air 
circulator. 

L!e better get down,W I said, kneeling and then lying on the 
floor. Smoke quickly billowed into the room, with a chemical 
smell. I hoped they wouldn’t use nerve agents, but I wouldn’t 
have been surprised. 

Another explosion, this time directly outside of the lab. The 
steel door buckled inward some, but held firm. 

Syn looked up at me, her face a mask of fury. Kincaid was 
attempting to keep the pods upright as a half a dozen or more 
rocked back and forth. Ben’s rocked the most and his camera 
had apparently broken, I couldn’t see any image of him at 
all on the screen. A moment more, and the pod exploded 
outward, with an enormous half-human half-bear creature 
roaring angrily and fell to all fours to charge at Cyrus. 

The ops room leading to the hallway blew open, and several 
masked men entered. They darted toward us, one of them 
placed a mask over my head. 

Lffiollow me to safety”“ 
I nodded, breathing in the blessed oxygen as my manacles 

were cut from my wrists. I followed the fireman out of the 
room as others attempted to open the ops door to the lab, 
placing clear putty explosive around the edges. 

As I made my way into the hallway, I heard a heavy THJjP 
and the sounds from the lab immediately became louder. 

!ith a roar, BenYamin the Bear thing crashed into the door-
way and came toward us. The agents shot at it, and I screamed 
for them to stop, but the shots were thwips instead of gunfire 
and I realized they were tranquilizer darts and not live ammo. 

BenYamin appeared unaffected and advanced on us. The 
agents fell back, but I moved forward, hands still manacled 
behind my head, the breathmask over my face. WIt’s me”“

The bear creature roared at me, then stood and pulled me 
in for a hug. I could smell the animal of him, pungent and dank 
mixed with the ayahuasca. !hat could be going through that 
head right now5
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!e followed the fireman until the first T intersection, but 
turned south instead of north and ran down the hallway to-
ward the living suites, and the kennel. 

Rvery hallway was dark and full of smoke. Rmergency lights 
flashed, with the sound of the alarm mixing with the sounds 
of screaming and roaring behind me. I heard men yelling too, 
and realized they were now fighting the participants. 

"unning as fast as I could, I turned down hallways and 
corridors. It wouldn’t do to become lost now. Ben huffed 
beside me, loping easily on all fours. 

I passed my suite in a rush and fled down to the kennels, 
where I could hear dogs barking, snarling and squealing. 

As I rounded the last corner, I was confronted by an enor-
mous lion, blood dripping from his fangs. 

I stopped abruptly, holding out my hands in front of me. 
LStop, David. It’s me, remember5W I said, backing up and 

holding my hands out in front of me. 
The lion snarled, tossing its head. It moved forward a step 

or two. BenYamin roared back, standing in front of me. 
LKeep it distracted,W I heard from a male voice behind me, 

but didn’t dare turn to see who it might be. 
LAll will be okay, David. !e can help you. I know you don’t 

want to hurt anyone else. It’s okay.W
The lion lowered its head, snarling. It pawed the ground, 

talons extending. Ben stood on his hind legs and pawed the 
air. 

LIt’s okay, David,W I said in a so2 voice, and I stopped re-
treating. WIt will all be okay.W

He snarled again,but stopped advancing. I moved forward 
a bit toward him and could hear people behind me preparing 
something. 

LI think I can calm him,W I said, stepping toward him. 
Ljr. Pressler”W Kincaid’s voice came from behind me. WStop 

this right now, and all will be forgiven”“
The sound of his voice immediately enraged David, or the 

lion David had become. 
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LCyrus, stop talking”W I said. W7ou’re making him9“
At that moment, David Pressler the lion leaped forward. 

BenYamin met his charge and the two went down in a tangled 
heap of clawing, snarling fury. The lion screamed and Yumped 
up again, but BenYamin swatted it back down and they tore at 
each other with tooth and claw. 

LEentlemen”W Cyrus said. WI know you still have some hu-
man intelligence. Stop this now or9“

!ith a wrenching lurch, David spun away from BenYamin 
and leaped past me and onto Cyrus Kincaid, tackling him to 
the ground. 

LGo”W I yelled, trying vainly to get the lion away from Ben-
Yamin who was tearing at him with his teeth. 

The lion roared at me, blood dripping from its fangs and 
turned back to its kill. BenYamin barreled into me, pushing me 
away with his shoulders and paws. 

Several firemen tried to extricate Kincaid from David’s 
clutches, but the lion clamped his mouth on Cyrus’s shoulder, 
rolling him over and using it’s back legs to disembowel Cyrus 
who grunted with each thrust. Several agents discharged their 
firearms into the animal, killing it, but not before the damage 
had been done. 

!e continued to run down the hallway to the kennels, 
where I saw another battle scene. Dogs barked furiously, 
snarling and leaping up into the air, attempting to clear the 
fence. Several were fighting, including, I saw with a sinking 
heart, Prince and Sarah. They fought desperately in one of 
the larger kennels, twisting body and head against each other, 
slashing with their teeth. 

LSarah”W I screamed, running to the kennel and opening the 
door. She and Prince tore at each other, but the male Eerman 
shepherd was far larger than Sarah. He over-powered her, 
knocking her to the ground, but she leaped back, gripping his 
throat with her teeth and biting down hard, snarling. 

I tried to pull Prince away from her, but he spun on me, his 
teeth seeking my flesh, and I darted back. Sarah had a grip on 
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Prince’s throat, and he squealed, but Sarah did not release her 
hold. BenYamin pushed in, snarling, and clamped his muzzle 
down on the opposite side of Prince’s neck. The dog fell on 
his side, Bear and dog both clamped on his throat. 

A couple of moments later, I tugged on Sarah’s leash and 
she turned on me with a snarl, but then she saw it was me and 
she started licking my face. 

LAre you okay5W I said, looking at her body and feeling 
for wounds. She had several, including a deep gash in her 
ear which bled profusely. Gone of her wounds appeared 
life-threatening, so I tugged her away from Prince who was 
thrashing in his death throes. BenYamin sat up and looked at 
me. 

LCome on”W I said urgently. W!e need to get to the router-
port, leave him”“

Ben seemed to understand finally and we ran down the 
hallway. 

The battle was nearly over. I saw a snake creature, jary, 
gassed by two agents, and an enormous canine which looked 
like a werewolf was brought down with a net. 

Another creature which looked very much like a plant with 
only a single long stalk and the head of a flower moved forward 
on what appeared to be roots at the base of the stalk. 

Ljeep”W the creature said. 
I blinked, not knowing who the creature)5P had been. 
I didn’t have much time, I knew my access would only last 

another few minutes at best, but a girl could hope. 
Sarah, Ben and I ran and I hoped it wasn’t too late. Stay with 

me baby, stay with me”
!e got to the router port. I pressed the vocalization button 

with my nose and spoke the coordinates of Gew Phoenix into 
the receiving microphone. I requested two pods. It was tricky 
with my hands tied behind my back, but I was about to enter 
my pod when Syn stepped out of the shadows. 

LI guess I knew I never could trust you,W she said in a so2 
voice. 
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I sighed. !e were so close” Ben snarled at Syn, lunging 
toward her, but quick as a snake, she cartwheeled over him 
and as she rose hit him on the side of his cranium with what 
looked like a lead sap. 

I didn’t know they even made those anymore. Ben went 
down in a heap, hu(ng, unconscious. 

I shrugged. W7ou never should have hurt Sarah.W
LShe’s not hurt. She’s happy as a dog, Yust look at her.W
I glanced down and saw Sarah was baring her fangs at Syn, 

growling in a low tone. 
LSee, she’s happy to see me.W
Sven stepped out behind Syn who raised a laserneedle. 
LEame over, cupcake. 7ou’ll wish I’d killed you a2er I get 

done with you, believe me.W
I felt my shoulders slump as Syn stepped toward me. As she 

neared, she paused. 
LIt’s so wonderful that your hands are already behind your 

back, cupcake. This makes things so much easier. I’ll have to 
remember this so you never have hands again.W

LPlease let us go,W I said. 
She came up behind me, grabbing my hair tendrils in her 

fist and forcing me to me knees. 
She stood behind me, back to the beam, holding my hair 

tightly in her fist.WI think this time, I’ll Yust kill you, cupcake. I 
don’t want you coming back to hurt me again.W

L7ou know, you will never have any friends, Syn. 7ou’re a 
delusional narcissistic bitch.W

She giggled and I could see the bright light of crazy in her 
eye. WI know, right5 She lowered the laserneedle at my temple.W

Sara took that moment to act. !ith a powerful lea,p she 
snarled and pummeled into Syn. Surprised, Syn stepped back, 
but the large dog hurtled into her chest carrying her farther 
backward9

And both of them fell back into the transportation beam. 
!ithout a capsule. 
Oh my God. 



CHAPTR" T!RGT7 6—1

FFF

LGo””” I screamed, standing and running toward the beam, 
but the Sven gripped my arm tight. 

LHold on,W He said. 
I twisted in his grasp. WGo”W Sven held me tight, dragging 

me toward the controls on the routerpad. He touched several 
locations. 

LThey not actually EOGR, they Yust in transfer chamber9I 
can get them reconstituted but it’s going to be di(cult to 
separate9“

Two figures rematerialized in the transport chamber. Sara 
was lying on her side, and Syn crouched on all fours. Her eyes 
widened in fury, and she roared, her words coming strange 
and distorted in her mouth. 

LKIMM THAT BITCH”W she said, her arm moving up and 
pointing at Sara. Then she collapsed onto her side. 

Sara’s head came up, but she appeared to stunned to move. 
She was yowling, but hadn’t risen to her feet yet when Sven 
pointed his gun and shot her in the chest. 

LGOOOO”W I screamed, twisting out of Sven’s grasp and 
running to Sara. She glanced up at me, gave a couple of huffs9

Then she died. 
I screamed, all my frustration boiling out of me in a rush. I 

got up and ran toward Syn, but Sven intercepted me. 
Syn was still lying on her side, heaving, her eyes wide and 

terrified. She looked up at me, her mouth working but appar-
ently unable to say any words. 

L7ou fucking cunt”W I screamed into her face. WI’ll gut you 
like a fish”“

Again I struggled against the twin bands of iron holding my 
arms but was unable to break free. I cried and screamed in 
anger, heartbreak and frustration. 

ffior a moment, clarity seemed to return to Syn and she 
reached out and touched my face. I felt her push back my hair, 
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then cupped my chin and said L…ohn9W Her head fell down 
again, eyes closing. 

Sven hauled me to my feet, but I continued to writhe in his 
grasp. Two men with a rolling gurney came in and I watched 
them place Syn on the gurney and wheel her away. I was also 
taken away, but at that point, I didn’t care. Sarah still lay dead 
at the base of the router. 
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Chapter Twenty 
One

Sometime later I awoke to find I was in my suite. My hands 
were free, bandaged about my wrists, and the other cuts and 
bruises I’d incurred had also been treated. 

I went to the door, figuring it would be locked, but found it 
opened easily. 

Walking down the hallway, I passed empty rooms. Broken 
and shattered glass was strewn everywhere and no one was in 
sight. 

This was my chance. I went to the medical station with 
murder on my mind. I figured the door would be locked, but 
it shooshed open at my request. Stranger and stranger. 

Syn lay in a bed, with a tube down her throat and an appa-
ratus breathing for her. 

Why would she need a ventilator? I saw that her arms and 
legs had been restrained as well. All the better to kill you with, 
my dear. 

I stepped up to her, strategizing on nefarious schemes…air 
in her IV? Just shut down the ventilator? Switch off the power?

Her eyes opened, and one of her hands twitched. She 
looked up at me…and something kind of clicked. 
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I glanced down at her using my soulthrum hud. Her aura 
was gray streaked with orange here and there…and I knew 
what had happened. Somehow, Syn and Sara had exchanged 
places. 

Her eyes fluttered open but darted around wildly. 
“Sara? I said so"ly. ”Is that you in there?!
Her eyes settled on me briefly, and I thought I saw her head 

nod, but she struggled against the ventilator, her hands flailing 
wildly about. 

I heard a door open behind me, and to my shock and 
amazement, Carlos Badilla entered. 

“CarlosY” I said. ”What the fuck are you doing here?!
He grinned. ”It is good to see you too, again, John Paradise. 

A much changed, John, but this visage is far more fetching than 
your last body.”

I glanced down at my hospital issue Johnnie and blushed. 
”How the…what the hell…! I put a hand to my head and sank 
into a chair near the bed. 

“Kou’ve caused quite a bit of chaos around here, John. 
When Oincaid was removed, they contacted me due to my 
relationship with you. When I heard what had happened to 
Sara I came immediately, I’m so sorry, John.”

“But what has, happened. Exactly.” I said. 
“Just as you might have expected. Sara and Syn exchanged 

Soulthrum and their memories were swapped due to being 
processed through a printer without an encapsulation pod.”

I raised my eyebrows at this intel. ”Wow. So when Syn yelled 
to kill Sara that was really Sara?!

“Kes. When she was reconstituted, she took advantage of 
the situation and removed the threat of Syn. It was a master-
stroke because any technician with a soulthrum hud would 
have recognized the issue and reverted the transfer. However, 
due to the confusion, Sven wasn’t prepared and Sara capital-
ized on the moment.”

“So why is she like this? If she could speak, why is she on a 
ventilator and all…this?!
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Carlos gave me a sympathetic look. ”She has been a canine 
for over a week John. Her soulthrum has nearly completed its 
transition. Right a"er the event, she was able to control her 
body 4ust enough to utter those words, but she was completely 
unable to control the actions of the body past that.”

I shook my head. ”But she’s human now, so doesn’t that 
mean she’ll relearn how to “be! human?!

Carlos shrugged. ”I don’t know, John. Certainly not right 
now. If you look at her aura you can see that she still retains 
some of her humanity, but she was so far along the canine 
scale it is barely there. We will let her rest and hope her mind 
will be able to ad4ust to the new situation.”

“And if it doesn’t?!
“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it, John. Right 

now, you need some rest yourself. Kou’ve been through a 
harrowing experience.”

“I don’t want to leave her,” I said in a rush. I picked up her 
hand, Syn’s hand, and looked into her eyes that were darting 
and spinning. 

“I’m afraid I’m going to need to put her into a medically 
induced coma for awhile, John. We’ll see what happens and 
monitor her brain activity closely. That’s all I can say.”

I nodded and sat down in the chair. Carlos in4ected some-
thing into her IV and Sara’s eyes stopped spinning and dart-
ing, and her eyelids closed. The respirator took care of her 
breathing. 

“I’ll be back in the morning, John, and we’ll see what’s what. 
Get some sleep and we’ll see how she is in the morning.”

“Alright,” I said, leaning back in the chair. I held Sara’s hand 
and closed my eyes. 

I wondered where Ben was, and if he was alright and re-
turned to human. I wondered about all the participants and 
what had happened to them. Apparently, it was all over, but 
I was surprised to still be in the compound and not in some 
hospital. 
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Mostly I worried about Sara and the way her eyes darted 
backward and forth as if she couldn’t control them. These 
thoughts tumbled through my mind as I again sank into sleep. 

<<<
What seemed like moments later, a nurse came in and 

opened the shades to sunlight streaming in.”The doctor will 
be in, in a moment but I brought this so you could freshen up.”

She set a small kit down and I saw a toothbrush and other 
assorted implements. I used the hair tendril hud to reset my 
hair, and put on the tshirt and 4eans the woman had brought. 

A few minutes later, Carlos entered. 
“So?” I said, hopefully. 
“I’m going to bring her out of the coma, and we’ll see.”
The technicians and Carlos removed the ventilator, then he 

went to the IV, and turned a dial. Sara’s arms began fluttering 
again, and her feet also began thrashing. Her eyes opened and 
her pupils darted from le" to right. 

“It’s okay honey, I’m here.” I said holding her hand. 
She calmed a bit, but I could tell she was still in distress. She 

kept inhaling through her nose and her eyes wouldn’t focus on 
me. 

“Sara, it’s me honey.”
Her eyes fixed on me. ”John?” she said in a broken voice. It 

came out more like “Jaohhnnn.”
“Kes, it’s me honey. Kou’re safe.”
She relaxed a bit, but her breath came fast and she labored, 

breathing. She struggled against the bindings, her hands and 
feet twisting. 

“I can’t….” She said breathless, “It’s wrongY” 
“What’s wrong, sweetheart?” I said so"ly. 
She began gasping then, her eyes rolling up into her head. 

Her back arched severely. 
I heard an alarm go off and Carlos moved in, brushing me 

aside. ”Ventilator, stat.” He said and they put the tube back 
down her throat. They also put some electrodes on her chest 
and everything calmed down somewhat. 
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Hours later, she was again asleep. 
“How long will it take for her to get used to her new body?” 

I said to Carlos, finally. 
He pursed his lips quietly, staring at the screen. 
“What?” I said looking at it. 
An image of Sara’s brain was pro4ected with different shad-

ings in different regions. 
“Well, it is as I feared. Canine’s and humans have disparately 

different regions for autonomic functions. We’ve been able to 
get her stabilized, but from all the brain activity I’m seeing, 
she may never be able to control her limbs again.”

“Won’t it get better over time?!
“Time will tell, John. Time will tell.” He patted me on the 

shoulder as we watched Sarah sleep in the body of her worst 
enemy. 

The sun rose and cast a baleful glance across the hospital 
room. 

“Please come back to me, baby,” I said patting her hand. 
”Please.”

The ventilator rose and fell inside her chest, and Sarah 
didn’t answer. 

>The endL
This story continues in the next book ”Eost in Paradise” avail-

able soonY
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