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To the people who've made quarantine bearable for me


From Nathan to Natalie

Friday

For the fourth time that shift, Nathan caught himself falling asleep at the register. The night was young, and the last rays of sunset weren’t quite gone from the campus of Roberts University, but he’d had a grueling Physics test earlier that day, and had been up much too late studying for it. Because of that, his job at the campus store was quite a bit more difficult than usual.

Nobody was even shopping. Aside from the rush at the beginning of the semester to get books, and around the holidays when desperate students ran to get last-minute Christmas gifts for their families, there was little demand out there for a $40 hoodie or a mug that was too small to hold a decent amount of coffee. So, usually, Nathan got to take it easy - trying to stay awake, restocking merchandise, greeting the occasional customer. A meticulous person by nature, he was always very careful about the organization of the store’s displays. The T-shirts all had to be stacked in a neat column, as did the sweatshirts, and the pennants needed to be laid out in an appealing fan shape. It was strangely enjoyable to look back at his handiwork and reflect that, if he were to see such a well-organized store, he’d be sure to buy something. Not that the money was going to him, of course.

But tonight, he had finished his organizing, and it was as dead as it had ever been. Barely anyone had even walked past the door. It was a Friday night, and most students were partying, having fun, and relaxing with friends. Nathan was surprised when he found himself wanting customers to stop by, just to give him something to do. Only an hour and fifteen minutes until close…

Suddenly, he heard the crunch of footsteps and loud laughter. Peering out into the gloom, he cursed himself for his thoughtlessness. Careful what you wish for, went the old saying. If only he had listened. For a moment, he prayed that the group would walk past the doors, heading somewhere else, but that bore no fruit either; they were making directly for the store.

The group of people invading Nathan’s silent, orderly haven was the Roberts University boys’ lacrosse team. They were loud and annoying, and one of them, Ryan Schwartz, had discovered Nathan’s quiet, withdrawn nature and delighted in making him uncomfortable. And this time was no different. After kicking the door open, he headed over to the register while the rest of the lacrosse boys began rummaging through the displays, ruining Nathan’s meticulous efforts. “‘Sup, Nathan?” he boomed.

“...Nothing much,” said Nathan. “I want to go to bed, is what’s up. I’m tired.” He tried to adopt a natural, easy tone; sometimes that made Ryan go away faster.

“Tired? Bed? It’s not even ten o’clock! You have to work for, what, another hour? How about after that, we go to a frat party and hook up with some bitches?” Ryan laughed uproariously, and his gang of friends joined in.

Nathan’s cheeks burned. He had nothing to say to that. He tried to think of some kind of banter, some witty comment to make Ryan get bored and go away, but nothing came to mind. His brain seemed to be squeezed dry. Finally, he got out a weak “...Um, I don’t think so…”

That wasn’t going to work. Ryan’s friends laughed again, and Ryan reached over and clapped Nathan on the shoulder as Nathan fought the urge to recoil. “Listen, my man, you have to get some banter skills! We should take you out and get some drinks in you sometime.”

“...I’m good,” said Nathan. He wanted to sink into the floor. This was so horribly embarrassing. What had he ever done to deserve Ryan’s abuse? Ryan’s friends filed over to the cash register. Despite the fact that they had ransacked the entire store, they had all found ridiculously small items to buy, from pencil sharpeners to little stickers. But everyone paid in even smaller change. It was humiliating to know that they were doing this just to mess with him, and yet there was nothing he could do about it without potentially getting in trouble with the manager.

“Hey, though,” said Ryan, bringing up the rear with the purchase of a small piece of chocolate, for which he paid in literal pennies, “I have a gift for you. You’re my good friend, right? What are friends for?” He slapped a bag of peanut butter cups on the counter.

Even though Nathan despised the gift-giver, he drew in a sharp breath. Peanut butter cups were his favorites. “Th-thanks, Ryan,” he said, weakly.

“No problem, buddy!” said Ryan. “And whenever you wanna catch some tail, come find me!” He and all his friends had one more good laugh before leaving the store at last. Nathan looked at the mixed-up displays and sighed. At least there would be some work to do before close. And, after that, he could have some chocolate. Maybe Ryan wasn’t such a terrible person after all.

* * *

Later, back in his dorm room, Nathan slumped onto his bed and sighed. His back hurt, as it usually did after standing for so long, and he wanted nothing more than to peel his clothes off and go to sleep...but there were the peanut butter cups. It was good to have something sweet before bed. As he’d been walking back from work, the thought had occurred to him that Ryan might have been playing a prank. Maybe the chocolates were filled with hot sauce or garlic or something? So he was very careful as he opened the bag. It had a zip top, so it was impossible to know whether it had been opened before, but the peanut butter cups themselves were totally innocuous-looking. The wrappers fit tightly to them, and the smooth tops betrayed no hint of sabotage. Maybe Ryan had just given them to him because he knew that that would make Nathan sweat as he tried to think of what to say in return - and, well, it definitely had.

In that case, though, the candy itself would be innocent. He poured the bag out onto his desk and counted exactly fifteen peanut butter cups. And there were - he checked the nutrition facts - thirty-five calories per piece. A hundred calories was a reasonable amount for a snack, so he would eat three per night, and they would last him exactly five days. It was always best to have a plan, even when eating candy.

Just one last check, though...Nathan breathed in the scent of the chocolate, trying to detect the aroma of vinegar and cayenne peppers, but it all seemed completely normal. Hesitantly, he unwrapped one of the cups and took a bite. There was nothing at all unusual about the flavor, and quickly he devoured it and two more. He had been wrong to be so suspicious. Oh well.

After Nathan finished his snack, he put the peanut butter cups away, brushed his teeth, and fell into bed. Lying awake for a moment, he thought about Ryan and his own introversion. It wasn’t like being reserved was bad...but it did stop him from being able to deal with Ryan’s unwanted jokes. He wished that there were some way that they would stop teasing him, some way that he could handle people better. Oh well. Then, almost before he realized what was happening, his usual insomnia melted away in the face of his physical and mental exhaustion, and he felt himself drifting off to sleep.


Saturday

The sunlight filtering in through the window fell onto Nathan’s face, rousing him at - he checked his alarm, which was turned off - nine thirty. A little early for the weekend, maybe, but...well, not that early. It was too bright to go back to sleep, unless he rolled down the blinds, and that seemed like a pretty lazy thing to do. His roommate, Derek, was still asleep, snoring softly with his pillow over his head. Classic. Derek never got out of bed before eleven, even on weekdays, and he frequently took afternoon naps as well. The man was half cat. Reluctantly, Nathan rolled out of bed, got into his workout clothes, and went for a run.

His route, about two and a half miles out of campus and around the neighborhood, seemed longer than usual. His stomach was growling, almost screaming to be filled. He’d noticed it in his room, but exercise had a way of making bodily needs much more urgent, and now he felt his legs wobbling and wondered if he would be able to complete the route. Usually, it wasn’t a problem at all, but it felt like there was an angry beast inside his belly, screaming to be sated. He gritted his teeth and hurried, trying to make it back faster.

At last, Nathan burst, gasping, into his dorm room. He wanted to run to the cafeteria, but he needed to shower first, so he hurried to the bathroom and sped through his shower routine. Then, still damp, he pulled his clothes on and dashed off to breakfast.

He was halfway through his usual meal of pancakes with peanut butter, a banana, and a hard-boiled egg when he noticed someone sitting down across from him. Briefly, and with some effort, he tore his attention away from his breakfast for long enough to see who it was.

The girl who had joined him at the breakfast table was Erica, probably the best friend he’d ever had. She was an art student, spontaneous and extroverted; he was, well, neither of those things. But the fact that she dragged him to social events had helped him to come out of his shell, if only a little, and his meticulous planning and scheduling kept her more on top of things than she otherwise would have been. They went together well, like chocolate and peanut butter. “How are things, Nathan?”

“Unh,” Nathan grunted, swallowing the pancake that he’d just devoured whole. “Pretty good. Just went for a run.”

“A run?” Erica made a face. She never worked out before lunch, as a rule, because her mornings were usually spent watching stupid teen dramas and coming to terms with the fact that she had to get up and go about her day. Usually, she wasn’t even awake before noon. “Well, I’m glad you enjoy that.”

“I do,” said Nathan. “But today, I was, like...super hungry for some reason. Like...ravenous. That’s a word. So I ended up with a slower time, and now I’m here.”

“That’s weird,” she said. “You were at dinner last night.”

“Yeah,” he said. He had stopped by to have dinner with her and the rest of their friends before going to work. “It’s kinda bizarre. But I feel better now.”

“Well, that’s good,” said Erica. Suddenly, her eyes lit up as she stared over Nathan’s shoulder. “Oooh, don’t look now, but...there’s that dark-haired boy again.” Many people got confused over her and Nathan’s relationship. They were just friends, but the assumption often was that they were dating. There wasn’t much that could have been further from the truth, though; Erica often pointed out the guys she was eyeing to Nathan, who, outwardly, reacted more or less indifferently. Inside, things weren’t quite so simple. He felt a twinge of something whenever she saw a man she liked, but it wasn’t jealousy, exactly; he didn’t know how to describe it. At times, he wondered whether he had a crush on her, but if he did, it wasn’t that strong, and whenever he’d considered making some kind of move, it had always just felt...wrong. She was pretty, with long dark hair and brown eyes that shone when she laughed, and next to her, he was less than unnoticeable; his hair, a dirty blonde, was shaggy and unruly, and besides that there was nothing whatsoever distinctive about his appearance. Maybe that was what it was, that she was so far out of his league that he’d just never worked through his feelings about her.

Well, he wasn’t going to figure them out sitting at the breakfast table. “You point that guy out every time you see him,” he said, “but you never go up to him. What’s stopping you?”

“Well, it’s like,” she smiled, “if I actually made a move, he’d probably turn out to be just some college idiot. But if I don’t...well, I can imagine him to be any way I want.”

“Interesting,” said Nathan. “If you ever change your mind, I see him sometimes around the chem labs. I think he’s one of those pre-med types.”

“Pre-med?” Erica frowned. “Gross. He’d never have time to go on a date even if I did ask him out. Anyway, how was work yesterday?”

“Well…” Nathan hesitated, wondering how much to tell Erica. She’d heard his Ryan stories many, many times. But then, what were friends for? “It was okay. Ryan and his friends came in again towards the end of the shift, so I had to clean up after that.”

“Oh, no,” said Erica. “Were they there long?”

“No, not really,” said Nathan. “And he gave me a bag of peanut butter cups. I don’t know why.”

“They weren’t filled with sauerkraut or anything? I wouldn’t eat those.”

He shrugged. “They seemed fine. I don’t know. I had a few, and they tasted normal.”

“That’s, like...something that a nice person would do, though,” said Erica. “And this is Ryan we’re talking about. So what’s up?”

“Maybe he just wanted to apologize or something. I don’t know.” Nathan felt a strange, inexplicable urge to drop the subject.

“Yeah, that’s weird,” she said, getting up. “Hey, I have to go to the mall today, so unless you want to come, there’s a party later in Patrick’s dorm room. We should meet up there.”

“Um…” said Nathan. The mall had always held a kind of attraction for him, but going and shopping were two different things. He’d always been utterly indifferent to whatever his parents or siblings found for him, and had usually settled on the first thing he tried on. But wandering between stores, looking in at the displays, he’d felt like there was something he was missing about it. It had always seemed to represent an opportunity, but an opportunity to do what?

On the other hand, watching other people shop had always been exhausting and incredibly boring for him, so there was no chance he’d be going with Erica to do that. As for the party...it wasn’t as if he ever really enjoyed parties. They were okay, but only if there weren’t too many people and the music wasn’t too loud. Patrick, the host, came from a restrictive family, so his events were usually soju-soaked bashes with people packed practically wall to wall. It was hardly the best way Nathan could think of to spend a Saturday night. But then, it wasn’t as if he was going to get out and do things any other way. “Sure, I guess I’ll go to the party. When’s it gonna start?”

Erica shrugged. “Ten? I don’t know. Well, see you there.”

“See you,” he said, waving. He watched her leave, and then got up and put his dishes away. It was probably time to get started on his homework.

* * *

A few hours later, and after leaving again to get lunch, Nathan was sitting on his bed amidst a pile of books and papers, brain throbbing. He’d wanted to get all of his homework for the weekend done in one sitting, since his roommate usually disappeared for much of the early afternoon, but that wasn’t going to happen. He sighed. The thought of having to do homework on Sunday too made him a little sad, but, well, it wasn’t as if there was a lot else going on.

At least he had video games to play. Nathan headed over to the computer and sat down in his desk chair. As he went to boot it up, he noticed his reflection in the darkened monitor. He didn’t keep a mirror in his room because looking in them sometimes made him feel strange, and he could only really see his silhouette in the black screen in front of him, but something felt...different about what he saw. He took out his phone and turned on the camera for a clearer view.

The reflection staring back at him was mostly as he expected, but...not quite. His hair was longer than he remembered, but since it was always so shaggy, that could have been a trick of the light. And his face seemed different, but not different enough that he could articulate what, exactly, he was reacting to. Since there was nothing specific that was wrong, he was tempted to dismiss the feeling as just a coincidence, but that didn’t feel quite right. Sighing, he put his phone away. Maybe he was finally losing it.

He turned on the computer and soon lost himself in Hitman. Video games always made real life feel less real and more manageable, and, for some reason, he felt that he needed that now more than ever.

* * *

The rest of the day oozed by, a grind of boredom, some more homework, a little bit of stretching to ease the unusual soreness in his limbs, and disappointment when Derek rolled in at seven and promptly set up shop at his own computer watching baseball. Why would anyone watch baseball? Surely there was a more interesting sport out there? Luckily, he left again at around nine-thirty, giving Nathan some time alone.

It occurred to Nathan as ten p.m. approached that he probably wouldn’t be around to eat his peanut butter cups later that night. If there was going to be alcohol involved, he might not remember, and it was good to stay on schedule. He ate them as he enjoyed an episode of JoJo’s Bizarre Adventure, then got up and headed out to the party.

No one ever dressed up for college parties, but that rule especially applied to anything that went down in Patrick’s room; after all, vomit was hard to wash out of clothes. Nathan could hear the music from the other end of the hall, and he took a deep breath to steel himself for what was to come. He was leaving his comfort zone, right? And that was a good thing.

The room was already nearly full when he showed up. There were probably twenty people in a space no larger than a shipping container, drinking blueberry soju and screaming with laughter. Nathan saw Erica and waved, but she was chatting with someone else, a person he couldn’t see through the crowd of people, and didn’t notice. Quickly, he was pulled into a corner where some people he vaguely knew were playing Cards Against Humanity. He liked games as a way of meeting people because they provided something to talk about, and even though he was sort of on edge in the crowded, noisy space, he found himself having a good time. A little bit of soju and a few winning rounds later, and he was on a roll.

The night oozed on, time passing unnoticed. Cards flowed through Nathan’s hands, people came in and out of the room, soju bottles were popped open, and yet none of it seemed quite real. Erica left at one point; Nathan looked over, and she was no longer in her spot in the corner. He wondered where she’d gone. Soon, he felt himself slipping into his usual late-night melancholy. He felt disconnected from the real world, disconnected from his life, and assaulted by the feeling that no one else really understood him. The alcohol, which clouded his mind and impeded his thinking, only made those feelings stronger. It was at moments like these that he was afraid of his own thoughts, afraid of the fact that he couldn’t hold back how he really felt, afraid of having to confront the conflicts that had always swirled inside of him, conflicts that no one else knew anything about. It was at moments like these that he was at his most alone. He wanted to leave.

Making an excuse, he got up and tried to shoulder his way out of the crowded dorm room. It was hard, because the floor was moving more than it was supposed to, and his mind felt more than a little cloudy, but eventually he burst into the hallway. The further he got from the noise and the lights, the better he felt. He was more himself in the silence and dimness of the hallway, and the thoughts that he’d just barely been able to suppress in the chaos of the party faded into the background once again. Now he just wanted his own bed, and everything would be okay.

Stumbling up the stairs, Nathan shuffled down his own hallway, towards his dorm room. A few feet away from the door, he realized dimly that he could hear grunting and the occasional feminine gasp coming from inside his room. Was his roommate...getting some? Who would want that guy?

Still, though, he found himself propelled by a desire to find out more. He knocked on the door next to his own, which belonged to a girl named Mara. They’d spoken a few times, but the main attraction Mara’s room held for him was that it had access to the roof of the low wing that jutted out from the side of the dorm building. From there, he could probably see into his own room, unless the blinds were drawn...maybe that was wrong, but then, he hadn’t gotten a text from his roommate letting him know not to come back just yet either.

A few moments later, Mara opened the door. “Oh, hi Nathan.”

“H-hey,” Nathan slurred. He was more drunk than he’d thought. “Um, can I get out on your roof? To, like, get some fresh air or something.”

“Ummm…” said Mara, “I don’t know. You seem kind of drunk. It might not be safe…”

“I’m fine,” said Nathan. I’m good. You don’t even know how good I am. I just wanna go out there real quick.”

“That’s not very convincing,” she said. “Well...here. I have a climbing rope in my closet, I think.” She disappeared for a moment and reemerged holding a colorful but strong-looking length of cord. “I’ll tie you into this and brace it against the bed.”

“You’re a…” Nathan lost his train of thought for a moment, “you’re a fucking wizard, Mara. Like, thanks.”

“You know,” said Mara, looping the rope around his waist and over his shoulders, “I’ve been waiting to hear those words all my life, but from a bearded half-giant and not from you, Nathan. Now I know you’re drunk.”

“I just...had a few drinks. Not that many. It’s fine,” said Nathan.

Mara put the finishing touches on the harness, tied the other end of the rope to the bedpost, and opened the window. “Go nuts, my guy.”

Originally, there had been a screen to protect against bugs, and the window only opened six inches, but generations of skinny students had kicked out the screen and managed to wriggle out over the windowsill. Nathan now followed in their footsteps; his thin body slid fairly easily through the opening, although for some reason getting his chest through was more difficult than it usually was.

Soon, he was standing on the roof, looking at the stars shining in the sky and feeling the cool breeze on his skin. He felt quite a bit better now, more normal, more connected to reality, but there was still one thing he had to do, and that was to see what was going on in his room. He headed out to the end of the roof, about thirty feet away from the window, as Mara watched anxiously and held the line. Then he turned and looked; the sight was...nearly indescribable.

Derek, because that had to be who it was, was lying on the bed as a girl bounced on his cock. Nathan couldn’t see her face because the window frame was in the way, but she was clearly having a good time, grabbing his roommate’s torso, bracing herself against him, pushing her hips back and forth to take more of him inside her. He was grabbing her hips to thrust more easily; they were in perfect harmony, entwined in ecstasy. Nathan felt strange; he was turned on, of course, desperately so, but he also felt something else stirring within him, something that felt new and yet strangely familiar at the same time. That girl...she was probably feeling great, wasn’t she? It was probably amazing to have sex with a man, even his roommate, who could give her such pleasure. For a moment, a flicker of something that felt a bit like envy stirred within him…

Then the girl bent down to kiss his roommate, revealing her face, and Nathan almost fell off the roof. It was Erica. How had Derek...that dirty dog. And why would she settle for that? Nathan would never be able to look her in the eye again.

He had a sudden urge to get off the roof and go somewhere else, to wait for Erica to be gone and to pretend he’d never seen anything. He hurried back over to Mara’s window and slid through, undoing the harness as he studiously dodged her pointed questions about what he’d seen, where he was going, what he was doing. He wanted to tell her to stuff it, but that would have been rude, and besides, he was good at hiding parts of himself from other people.

A few minutes later, he had left her room, left the dorm building, and was hurrying across the grassy quad to the library, where he was planning to sleep in a beanbag. The stars above were still shining, but they couldn’t comfort him anymore; he’d worked himself into such a frenzy that he barely noticed them. What he needed was to get to sleep, and to forget everything, the sooner the better.

He ran into the library, descended the steps to the basement, where the twenty-four-hour study room was located, and sank into a beanbag chair in the empty, quiet space. Even though he was hyper, hopped up on adrenaline and alcohol-soaked confusion, his exhaustion overrode all of that and sleep claimed him quickly.


Sunday

Nathan’s deep slumber was punctuated by dreams of what he had seen on the roof, of Erica gasping with pleasure, clinging to his roommate, of her body bouncing up and down as he thrust into her. The visions were intensely erotic, but confusing. It was almost as if...he didn’t feel like he wanted to be his roommate at all, which was what most guys would probably have wanted in that situation. It was almost as if...no, that was too crazy.

He was jerked awake by the sound of footsteps. An early-morning studier had come into the room and was visibly confused at the sight of someone already asleep inside. Cheeks burning, Nathan got up and immediately regretted it. The blood rushing through his body exacerbated his splitting headache, and his mouth was as dry as a desert. What the fuck had happened to him?

Slowly, memories of the night before (other than his sexual voyeurism) crept into his mind. The party, the card game, the...soju. Soju was terrible! Why had he drunk so much?

He wanted nothing more than to get back to his real bed and sleep some more, but since he was out anyway, he decided to go get something to eat first, a fried-egg sandwich from the cafeteria. It was so early - he walked through the doors at 6:23 AM - that the building was nearly deserted. He ate hurriedly and drank several cups of water before heading back to his dorm.

Derek was fast asleep when he arrived back at their room, but he didn’t care; he was much too tired to get annoyed. He fell into bed and joined him in slumber.

* * *

It was around one when Nathan awoke again, stomach grumbling and headache greatly diminished. He brushed his teeth and decided to head to the cafeteria for lunch. On the way there, he found himself going over what he had seen in his mind. The experience, and then the dreams about it, felt somehow significant, but in a way that he couldn’t understand. Seeing Erica having sex was an image he couldn’t possibly erase from his mind; maybe that was all it was. When he arrived at the dining hall, he grabbed a tray and piled it high with green vegetables and whole grains. It was time to make up for the sins of yesterday.

He was surprised to find Erica there as well, sitting at a table with some of their other friends. She perked up when she saw him and waved him over. Even though he felt awkward about talking to her, especially now, he saw no reason not to - it wasn’t as if she knew what had happened, after all - and he headed over to join them.

“Hey, Nathan!” Erica said brightly. He would never have caught on normally, but now Nathan recognized the confidence that was supposed to come after sex.

“Hey, Erica.” Nathan downed a cup of water (he had taken two, to help with his still-burning thirst), and set upon his sandwich and salad.

“You were at the party last night, right? I might have seen you.” Erica’s eyes scanned Nathan’s face. Maybe she was trying to figure out if he had seen her with his roommate?

“Yeah, I was,” said Nathan. “I saw you, but I think you left at one point. I was playing Cards Against Humanity with some people.”

“Oh, yeah...yeah, I did,” said Erica, looking a little flustered. “Well, it was good that you got out. That’s what Saturday nights are for!”

“...Yeah,” he said, “but I’m not sure I’m gonna do that again for a while. I had a little too much soju.”

“So did I,” she laughed. “It tastes like soda, so it’s easy to drink a lot.” She paused. “Hey, did you do something with your hair or something? You look a little bit different. I can’t really explain how, but...something’s changed.”

“You think?” asked Nathan. “That’s...funny. I was just thinking that yesterday.” He pulled out his phone and turned on the camera. There was something markedly different about the face staring back at him. His hair seemed longer again, and the lengths had evened out as well, giving him a healthy-looking mane that fell nearly to his shoulders. The lines of his face were a little softer, and his skin seemed smoother.

“You haven’t done anything different?” she asked, seemingly confused.

“No, nothing,” he said. “I don’t know. Maybe I just...look weird because of the hangover or something.”

“I’ve never heard of that happening,” said Erica. Suddenly, Nathan wondered whether she believed that he didn’t know what was going on. “But whatever happened, it looks good on you. And your skin, too!”

“Thanks, I guess,” said Nathan, feeling a little bit self-conscious. It was weird to be complimented on something he’d put no effort into. Obviously, having smoother skin and better hair could only be a good thing, but it was all a bit strange.

When he finished lunch, after agreeing to meet Erica for dinner as well, Nathan headed back to his dorm. He was dismayed to find his roommate still asleep, oblivious to the bright sunlight coming in through the window. Seeing his roommate gave Nathan a strange feeling, like he was...like he was...no, no, no. None of that was worth thinking about. Instead, he put on his workout clothes and headed out for a run.

Sometimes, exercise right after eating could lead to cramps, but not today; Nathan found himself practically flying through the route, beating his mile time record by a few seconds and conquering the short hilly party of the route with ease. As he was winding down, settling into his pace for the last half mile or so, he passed a construction site. The workers had already demolished a dilapidated wooden shack, and now they were building a block of condos, as per the plan of the city of Dos Hermanos to increase density rather than throwing up yet more new subdivisions. At the moment, though, no work was being done; instead, the men were sitting on the grass, eating lunch and talking. Nathan took no notice of them...until a shrill wolf-whistle split the air.

Startled, he glanced over, the whistle cut off abruptly, and laughter filled the air. Apparently, one of the workers had mistaken him for a girl, and now his friends were giving him grief. Nathan’s cheeks burned, and he sped up, trying to escape more quickly the scene of the incident. Why had...how could something like this happen? The idea of being ogled, stared at - that wasn’t good. It was humiliating, and it made him angry. But, deep down, the idea of getting attention from men - not in that way, of course, but more positively - it...maybe...wasn’t...so...bad?

What was going on with him? He shook his head, thinking about the strange twenty-four hours he’d been through. There was the party, of course, but there were these weird thoughts, and...he couldn’t seem to get rid of them, no matter how hard he tried. He felt insecure in who he was, insecure in what he wanted, insecure in everything, far more than ever before. Maybe this was something to talk to someone about...but that would be really difficult. How could he tell someone else about his feelings if he couldn’t even describe them to himself?

Well, video games always helped with the weird and hard-to-categorize emotions. Back in his room, he finished his homework, then booted up Hitman once more and zoned out. Ahh, peace at last.

* * *

A few hours later, he concluded that he was not, in fact, at peace. Something still felt wrong. He felt himself trying to suppress something, and the game was not helping. Watching a bald man kill people might normally have scratched an itch for him, but this time it was definitely not the itch he was trying to scratch.

He cast around in his mind. Maybe he was lovesick or something? There were a lot of songs about that. But then, Erica wasn’t really that kind of thing for him. No matter how deep he looked inside himself, he couldn’t find that kind of desire for her. Or anyone else, for that matter, which was a little odd. Weren’t people supposed to date in college?

Beyond that, well, there was the possibility that he was gay, or maybe bi. That couldn’t be ruled out. But even if he didn’t have a crush on Erica, he also didn’t have one on any guys; even though he was sitting back and really thinking about it, being as open to himself as he possibly could, he couldn’t find those feelings inside himself. It wasn’t something he could totally discount, but it also wasn’t the source of his internal chaos.

Maybe...well, there was another option, and it seemed much scarier. He turned off the computer and looked at his silhouette reflected in the dead screen. Was he...was he...gender-something? Trans, or non-binary, or...something like that would explain a lot: why he had always been drawn to the aisles of pink girls’ toys as a child, why he had felt a strange stirring when My Little Pony came on TV, why he had never liked shopping for jeans at the mall. But...weren’t you supposed to, like, hate yourself to be trans or whatever? To have a lot of...gender dysphoria? That wasn’t...that wasn’t something Nathan was experiencing. Looking at himself in his phone once again, staring at the lines of his face, his skin, he felt almost comfortable...almost. There was a twinge of something, a hint of discomfort, but nothing that felt definitive to him. Those twinges had been stronger before, but...maybe he was getting over it? Maybe he had been questioning, and now he was moving on? Yeah, that sounded pretty good, pretty likely.

Still, there was a lot to think about. He got up and headed out to go meet Erica for dinner and try to figure some things out. Maybe he would actually ask for her help.

* * *

Nathan met up with his friend at their usual table in the cafeteria. Feeling low, he grabbed himself a plate of pizza and fries beforehand. Erica raised her eyebrows when she saw his dinner. “Having a rough time?”

“Well...kinda, to be honest,” he said. “I don’t know. It’s like...I’m trying to figure something out about myself.” It was a bit strange to be opening up to her now. He’d seen her having sex, and now the energy between them was a bit different, even though she had no idea that he knew. Still, though...she was his best friend in the world, and if she couldn’t help him, no one could.

“Can I ask what?” While she liked to joke around and tease him, Erica could also be surprisingly tender, which was one of the things Nathan appreciated most about her.

“I’m...not sure,” he said. “It’s not like I don’t feel comfortable telling you. It’s more that...I don’t know whether I can describe what’s going on with me.”

“It’s one of those really deep things that you can’t really verbalize, huh?” asked Erica. “I can’t read your mind, I guess, but…” she paused. “I told you I’m bisexual, right?”

“Yeah,” said Nathan. Erica didn’t talk much about her sexual orientation, but she seemed very comfortable with it, which he admired.

“Well, being bi...it’s not always so easy. If I tell a straight guy, now I’m too gay. But if I tell a lesbian girl, now I’m too straight. But I struggled a lot with those feelings when I was in high school. I had always thought I was,” she made air quotes, “‘normal,’ and I clung to that idea of myself because it was comforting and stable. But the fact that sometimes I would pass a hot girl and have the urge to do a double-take...that didn’t go away. And I couldn’t make it go away by pushing my real self down, trying to hide the person I was bound to become. So that’s my advice to you, I guess. Being afraid of facts about yourself, even facts that society doesn’t readily accept...it won’t make you happy, because those facts don’t change. You can’t run from the person you really are. Instead, get comfortable somewhere, take a deep breath, and open up to the truth. You’re not going to find it right away, but...it’s going to be a step in the right direction. I mean, that’s what I think you should do. You don’t have to.” Erica smiled shyly. “Sorry for dumping that all on you.”

“No, I think that might have helped,” said Nathan. “Thanks a lot for sharing all of that with me.”

“No problem,” she said. “Does this...thing you’re exploring have anything to do with whatever changed about your look?”

“I told you,” said Nathan, “I don’t know what’s going on. I look different today for some reason, that’s all.”

“Okay, okay,” said Erica. “Well, I just want you to know that I’ll be your friend, no matter what. You can come to me whenever you want.”

“Thanks, Erica,” said Nathan. But he was already slipping back into his thoughts, trying to process what she had told him. What was the best thing to do? Hadn’t he sort of already done the opening-up-to-himself thing?

There was a lot for him to think about, but he was also still a bit behind on sleep and would need to get up for class the next day. He finished his dinner, said goodbye to Erica, and hurried back to his dorm. He was so tired that he didn’t even mind that his roommate was there, staring at his phone, which was presumably showing a baseball game. Instead, he changed into his pajamas and was about to brush his teeth when he remembered the peanut butter cups. Those would probably be a good way to feel a little better about things, he thought, so he opened up the bag and poured out three more. The taste of chocolate and peanut butter really did banish some of the distress from his mind, at least for a few moments. After enjoying them, he put the bag away, brushed his teeth, and got into bed.


Monday

Nathan had a strange dream. He was shopping for...something. The store looked like a clothing store, but everything on the racks seemed hazy, indistinct, undefined - not the jeans that he would usually have bought at a place like that. Or, well, they could have been; he couldn’t see and didn’t know. There was no one else around, and he wandered the racks, looking for...something, something unknowable, indescribable. The clothes seemed to be important, but no matter how hard he looked, they were never anything more than smudges in his vision, than gray blobs that his eyes seemed to skip over. There were mannequins, but they were dressed in the same clothes, and everything except their heads and hands was just as blurry as the clothing racks.

He felt himself pulled this way and that, like a paper boat bobbing in the ocean, his spirit wandering down the walkways of the strange store, searching for something. He passed the checkout counter, but it was unstaffed and utterly silent. The walls, covered in graphics advertising sales and new styles, were a blotchy mess, indistinct except for the smiling face of a model peering out here and there.

The search began to feel hopeless, and he didn’t even know how he knew that it was a search, or what he was searching for, but his drifting became agitated, faster, hurrying past displays and between racks, trying to reach his destination. There was a time limit, some kind of barrier that he was in danger of running up against, and he needed to find…

There! A flash of color flitted across the edge of his vision. Turning, he began to dash towards it, floating through obstacles like a ghost, pushing himself to get there faster, to get what he needed. There was clarity ahead, some truth, and finding it would take the effort of every fiber of his being, the full and complete exertion of all his will, before time ran out. At the end of his strength (a feeling he’d never felt before in a dream), he looked up, exhausted, and saw the thing he’d been trying to reach, laid out in front of him -

It was a rack of women’s underwear.

He felt like a deer in headlights. How was - what - this was...he looked around reflexively, trying to see if anyone was there to witness his shame, but of course the ghostly store was still empty. Why...it was so embarrassing that those were the only clothing items in the entire store that he could see. Why would it be them? What did it mean? What did any of this mean?

Confused, disoriented, he awoke to the chirping of his alarm. Slapping the button to shut it off, Nathan lay in bed for a few moments, trying to collect himself. The dream had felt real, more real than any dream he’d ever had before, and yet it had been...so weird. Why would he want women’s underwear? Of course he would never be interested in women’s underwear. That was totally laughable. Of course.

Getting up, he unplugged his phone and, on a whim, turned on the camera and checked himself out. If there were really going to be changes every day now, then it would be best to keep track of them, right? And, sure enough, things were different once again. His brow ridge had once been low and sharp, but it seemed a bit higher and softer now. And his facial hair seemed to have faded; usually dark in color, it was now much lighter and softer, to the point where it was hardly visible. It was shaving day anyway, but he could have gotten away without that. His hair was longer yet again, falling all the way to his shoulders. If he held the phone at just the right angle and squinted, he found that, if he looked away from his still-low brow ridge, and his last few mustache hairs, and his softer-but-still-noticeable jawline, he could see a girl staring back at him.

That realization gave him a strange feeling. It should have been disgust, or confusion, or...something. What it shouldn’t have been was...there was a strange, almost a kind of thrill deep inside of him, a thrill that, no matter how much he told himself that it wasn’t okay, that it wasn’t normal to get excited in this situation, wouldn’t quite go away.

Nathan turned the phone off and put it away. There was a lot to take in, especially this early in the morning, and a lot of questions to be answered. One such question was, what was doing this? Before, he’d had himself convinced that the changes, whatever they were, were somehow temporary or caused by circumstance. Why a hangover would have given him softer skin, he didn’t know, but at least it was an almost-plausible explanation for what was happening. But now...not only had he not gone back to normal, but more was changing. That made no sense at all.

Oh well, at least he wasn’t growing a big gross beard or something. There were worse things that could happen. He got into his running clothes and headed out to hit the streets. It was best to get active, to think about something else for a little while.

When he got back, he showered and was getting ready for breakfast when he glanced over at Derek. The man was asleep, blanket wrapped around his legs like some kind of jungle snake. But what drew Nathan’s attention was - and he blushed when he saw it - his roommate’s massive morning wood. It was pushing up through his shorts and underwear, unable to get fully erect, but even still, it was, well...Nathan knew he had always been lacking down there, sporting a three-inch shaft if he was lucky, but he had never imagined just how big a dick could get. The sight was eye-popping, and for a few moments he found himself envying Erica, wondering what it would feel like to take that monster, to let it push deep inside his asshole.

He shook his head. This was too weird. Nathan was okay with being bi, or even gay, but...his roommate? The guy was a weirdo, a baseball fanatic, a vampire who couldn’t stand having daylight touch his skin. Sure, maybe he was packing a huge, meaty rod, one that probably tasted amazing when you sucked it, but…

No, no, no. It was time to go to class. If Nathan couldn’t get his mind out of the gutter, then he would need to punish himself by cooling off with a boring lecture. That seemed fitting.

* * *

Hours later, Nathan’s brain felt drained and dry after hours of classwork, but his stomach was empty, and it was time for lunch at the cafeteria, where he had agreed to meet up with Erica. He wanted to see her, of course, just like any other day, but he also wanted to ask for her advice. It would be no use hiding from himself any longer, and she could help him. If anyone could help him, she could.

He felt a little nervous, though, on the way there. Even though he wasn’t sure quite what he was going to dump on her, it was something big, and there was always the possibility that she might not react well. Or...probably she would. She was a nice person and all. Still, he was swirling with all kinds of emotions as he walked into the cafeteria.

Luckily, he found Erica sitting by herself, waiting for him. If their other friends had been there, it would have been awkward. He plopped his tray onto the table and sat down. “Hey.”

“Hey there!” said Erica. “What’s up?”

They fell into an easy chatter about this and that as Nathan tried to work up the confidence to tell her what he was feeling. Usually, hearing about Erica’s classes was pleasant, enjoyable, because he cared about her and wanted to be clued in with what was going on in her life, but now it felt irritating and pointless. He wasn’t angry at her as much as he was at himself; he needed to get his act together and just...ask her for help.

Unexpectedly, though, she gave him an opening. “You look different today again. Your hair is...longer?”

“Um...yeah,” said Nathan. “About that...I…” he realized that no words would come. He knew how he felt, and that he wanted her to understand, but not how to put those feelings into words. “Um…” a sudden urge raced through him. “Can you...come to the mall with me? Like, today?”

Erica wrinkled her eyebrows. “I can, right after this if you want, but...are you, like, ok? You seem...anxious.”

“Well, it’s like…” Nathan paused. “I think I realized something important, but I’m missing the last piece, and I need you to be there when I find it.”

“That’s...well, I’m your friend, and you should know that I’m there for you, no matter what,” said Erica. “Do what you feel.”

“Yeah,” he said, resolve rising up within him. “Let’s go to the mall.”

* * *

Erica’s car pulled into the Dos Hermanos Galleria parking lot and slid into a spot. Nathan was sitting in the passenger seat, paralyzed with anxiety, wondering what he was going to do, oblivious to Erica’s angry murmuring about the driver just in front of them that had so thoughtlessly forgotten to signal. “That’s dangerous. My mom would have a thing or two to say about that.” Then she turned to Nathan. “Did you have a store in mind?”

“Um, yeah,” said Nathan. “Old Navy.”

“Old Navy?” asked Erica. “Do you want some jeans or something?”

“Um…” said Nathan. “Something like that.” They got out of the car and headed into the mall. The Galleria was the center of the city, or at least the closest thing the city had to a center, sprawling across four city blocks and hosting almost two hundred stores. It was the first (and only) thing that city boosters would brag about, and a haven for everyone who was sick of Dos Hermanos’ distance from the bright lights of LA. If you stood in the middle of the mall and closed your eyes, you could almost pretend you were shopping in Santa Monica. The hustle and bustle was usually something that Nathan tried to avoid, as a rule, but now...now he was on a mission. A mission that might just change his life.

The Old Navy was up on the third floor, next to the White Barn, and the scent of pumpkin candles made them cough as they entered the store. Usually, they would have mocked the eye-watering fragrance, and the kind of person who would voluntarily buy something that smelled like that, but today it only made Nathan anxious. It was a factor beyond his control, reminding him that the world, the massive, indifferent world, would never give him the space he needed to feel truly comfortable.

But then, if the world was indifferent, that also meant it wasn’t judgemental. And that meant that Nathan had the opening he needed to do what he needed to do.

He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and thought back to the dream. The clothing racks, the checkout counter, the graphics on the walls...the layout of the store in his dream matched the Old Navy exactly. That meant that...he began to move forward, following the frantic route of his search. It led through the men’s section, past racks of button-down shirts, basketball jerseys, and khaki pants. He knew that Erica was following him, a look of concern on her face, and he was glad that she was with him, even if she couldn’t understand. No one would ever quite understand. The few other shoppers kept glancing over at him as he shuffled along, their stares making him feel even more wound-up, even more desperate.

At last, he was making the turns he remembered most clearly. Once more around the jeans display, turn towards the wall with the greenish graphic, straight on, turn at the dress shirts - and then he was there. He opened his eyes and found himself directly in front of the rack of bras.

“Um...Nathan?” asked Erica. “Are you...doing okay?”

He turned to her, opened his mouth, but nothing would come out.

“I’m not going anywhere,” she said. “If there’s something you want to tell me, you can tell me.”

That pushed him over the edge. “Erica, I...I’m transgender.”

The words hung in the air for a moment. Then she put a hand on his shoulder. “I’m so, so glad that you found the truth about yourself. I was rooting for you the whole time.”

“Thanks, Erica,” he said. No more words would come, nothing to express the gratitude he felt towards her, but he could hope that what he had said would be enough. She had been crucial in his journey, and would be crucial in what was coming next.

“So…” said Erica, “do you want to...go shopping?”

“Well…” said Nathan, “not particularly. But I really, really, really don’t want to not go shopping.”

“I’m here for you,” she said. “Let’s find you something to wear.”

* * *

Hours later, Nathan was wrestling a load of bags up the stairs and into his dorm room. Derek was there and raised his eyebrows as he watched Nathan dump his haul onto his bed, but Nathan couldn’t really care less; he didn’t feel like explaining himself, and it wasn’t as if his roommate particularly needed to know why he’d purchased four pairs of yoga pants and a ton of other stuff. Instead, he was focusing on the feelings swirling inside him. When he thought of the shopping trip, he felt ill, the quizzical gazes of others making him want to curl up and die, but...it was all worth it. When he touched his new clothes, felt the fabric of a dress, the smooth leather of a pair of heeled booties, he felt more than ecstatic - he felt complete.

It was weird, though. Even though...even though he felt like he was really a girl deep inside, that that was how he wanted to go through life, he didn’t feel like he was one yet. He hadn’t supplied a new name to Erica during the shopping trip, so she had continued to call him Nathan, which was...okay. It was okay in the same way that everything in his life up to this point had been just okay. He knew that the girl he dreamed of being didn’t go by Nathan, but it was tolerable, if unpleasant, to not be that girl just yet. He just hoped he wouldn’t have to wait much longer.

His stomach growled; it was almost dinnertime, and he needed to get to the cafeteria. He had no plans to meet Erica, since he felt like he’d overwhelmed her with enough personal business for one day, but he hoped to see some of his other friends. Maybe he would come out. That would be cool.

But what to wear? He struggled, looking at the options laid out before him, wondering how much to reveal by what he chose. On the one hand, he wanted to pull on a dress and some nice shoes and just knock people’s socks off. On the other hand, shopping had been exhausting, and his roommate staring at him as he dithered over his decision was exhausting, and he just wanted to have the rest of the day go by as easily as possible. What to do?

In the end, he settled on strapping on one of the bralettes that he’d bought under his t-shirt. It felt wonderful and affirming, but it was also inconspicuous and plausibly deniable. The tight squeeze he’d had getting out on the roof had probably been due to the fact that he’d grown (by Erica’s estimate) perky A-cups over the course of just a few days, so actually the support was very nice to have. Thus prepared, he headed out to eat.

Dinner was pleasant. Nathan did find some of his friends, and they talked about this and that, classes, homework, and whether so-and-so was going to so-and-so’s stand-up comedy show even though they weren’t really dating, and wouldn’t you have to really like a person to go to their comedy show? He decided that coming out could wait a day or two. It was no good to go faster than he was comfortable with, and it wasn’t as though it was his sacred duty to come out as soon as he possibly could. Instead, he just relaxed, enjoying the feeling of normality, even as his new secret hugged him around the chest. Things were all right.

* * *

Later that night, after catching up on the homework he hadn’t done that afternoon and eating his peanut butter cups, Nathan was lying in bed, staring at the ceiling. The only illumination in the room was his roommate’s phone, which was, as, usual, showing baseball, and Nathan could gather his thoughts in the warmth and safety of the dark.

On the one hand, coming out, finally being able to be himself, was great. He was wearing a thong under his gym shorts; it wasn’t very comfortable, but the feeling of it digging into his asscrack was the feeling of victory, god damn it! He had waited eighteen years for that feeling, and he would be damned if he let it go so easily.

On the other hand, though, he still needed more affirmation. He felt like he was probably on the right path, but...he needed time to get used to this new way of thinking about himself. It wasn’t easy to adjust to such a big change. And everything was feeling a little more difficult for some reason. Being called Nathan and he at dinner wouldn’t normally have fazed him too much, but now all of a sudden he felt a stab of pain every single time. Tasting freedom made not having it feel that much more difficult. But asking people to use a new name and pronouns...that would be a different kind of pain.

Well, it wasn’t as if thinking about it too much would make anything easier. It was probably better to let things stew overnight and not to take anything faster than he was comfortable with. Sighing, Nathan rolled over and went to sleep.


Tuesday

He had another dream that night. There was a forest, a beautiful, verdant woodland filled with chirping birds and flowers bursting forth from the earth. It was spring, and he - well, she - was fully, indisputably a woman. Her hair tumbled down her back and she was wearing a comfortable white linen dress that made her look, and feel, innocent, almost angelic. The indescribably wonderful sensation of femininity almost made her want to cry, and she spent a few minutes simply luxuriating in the knowledge that she was, at last, who she had always wanted to be.

But then...a feeling came over her that there was something she was supposed to do, that she couldn’t just relax among the trees and enjoy being her true self. After all, that wasn’t really what life was all about, was it? In front of her, a path wound away among the bluebells, and she began to walk down it, bare feet sinking into the cool, welcoming earth.

For a long while, the path turned this way and that, passing now through a jumble of rocks, now through a glade surrounding a magnificent old oak tree, now over a bubbling stream with the help of three even white stepping stones. There was no sign of anyone else in the wood; the sounds were of wildlife and the warm breeze that stopped her from shivering, lightly-dressed though she was. There were no paths or tracks crossing the one she was following and no evidence that anyone had passed that way for a long time; the forest floor was free of footprints.

Eventually, she became aware that the path was sloping gently downwards. She crossed the stream several more times, and it became slowly wider and wider as little rills and brooks joined it from both sides. The path cut through earthy banks held up by tree-roots, and the ground became wetter and wetter; it wasn’t at all unpleasantly damp, just a little cooler and damper than it had been before.

At last, the path crossed the stream, which was now a proper creek, over a neatly-painted white bridge. The slats were warm from the sun, and she relaxed for a moment, enjoying the sensation. There was a clearing on the other side of the creek, wide and spacious, in which a cabin rested. It was a small, well-kept building that reminded her of a gingerbread house, and smoke was curling from the chimney. Maybe someone was home?

If so, she felt like going over and saying hello. What was the harm? Maybe they would be friendly. She was feeling good, her gender validated, and because of that, she was a little more outgoing than before. As a man, she had shrunk away from meeting new people because she had been afraid, deep down, to show them a version of herself that she hated, but now there was no need to be so shy. If the chimney was any indication, it could even be that they were cooking something delicious!

She strode across the meadow, feet crunching through the leaf litter, and soon found herself standing on the porch of the building. All of a sudden, the birdcalls seemed a bit quieter, and the bright sunlight seemed a bit dimmer. The breeze cooled, and she shivered, clutching at her shoulders as she suddenly realized just how exposed she was. Up close, the cabin wasn’t quite what it had seemed; the logs were old, and moss grew on the north side of the structure. The porch was rickety, and the door had a tarnished knob that hardly begged to be turned. The windows were dark, only a dim light filtering out past the tattered lace curtains.

And yet...there was a strange attraction, a mysterious force begging her to open the door. The whole scene, she realized, had been arranged to pull her towards that. The path, which wound through the woods in only one direction, had pulled her here, and now she had no choice but to play her part - whatever that part might turn out to be.

Slowly, gingerly, she crept across the porch. The slats creaked under her feet, and her fear of, and revulsion towards, the hideous old building only grew as she found herself forced towards entering it. This was a part of the story that she’d never wanted to hear, and now she had to face it, had to confront something beyond her understanding. The dream was turning into a nightmare.

Her hand crept down towards the knob, but just a moment before she touched the cold metal, the door began to swing open seemingly of its own accord. She watched with bated breath as the room within came into view. At first, all that she could see was a bonfire burning in the hearth - the source of the dim yellow glow and the curling smoke. Then, as her eyes adjusted to the dark, she began to see more and more of the space: the bare, undecorated walls; the dirty rug on the floor; and, in the corner, a rickety old bed.

She realized, after a moment, that there was a figure lying on the mattress. Firelight glistened over oiled skin, and muscles rose and fell as the man breathed. He had been waiting for her. She wanted to run in fear, to reject him, all of this, but he had been waiting a very long time, and it would be rude, after all, to leave now…

Hesitating in the doorway, she came to a decision. Though it was terrifying, unfamiliar, beyond anything she had expected - this man, his beautiful body, his (for now she noticed it at last) massive, erect penis - she had to bring this experience into her life. Wordlessly, he beckoned to her, and she couldn’t refuse his summons, couldn’t turn down the chance to put this piece of the puzzle into place. Slowly, she drifted across the room and climbed into the bed…

Nathan awoke to the sound of his alarm, breathing heavily and covered in sweat. His roommate looked over, confused, and he fell back against his pillow, wondering what he had just experienced. He noticed that his dick was painfully hard, pressing up against the sheets, and tried to remember another time that he’d been so turned on...but there hadn’t been one, not for many years.

Climbing out of bed, he grabbed his phone and checked himself out. His hair fell past his shoulders now, and from behind no one would guess that he’d been born a boy, but there were still a few traces of masculinity left in his face. No single feature gave the impression of maleness, but...it would take another day or so before his feminization was complete.

Still, though, he was awfully cute. It was a wonderful feeling to look into his phone camera and see a face so much more like what he had always wanted for himself, so much more like how he knew he looked like inside. Whatever was causing this...it could keep going for as long as it wanted. Nathan wasn’t going to object.

He went out on his run, hair tied up for the first time. That feeling gave him an extra boost of confidence, of encouragement, and soon he found himself rocketing down the roadway, surpassing his record mile time. The female form he was adopting was powerful, and he planned on taking full advantage of that.

After a quick shower, he headed out to breakfast. It was so much easier to take care of a body that he felt more of a connection to, and he ate a healthy meal of oatmeal and fruit, feeling much better than he did after his usual sugary cereal. As he sat at the table, his thoughts drifted back to the dream. It seemed like...if the dream the night before had had some meaning, then this most recent one might as well, right? But what was it? The forest, the cabin, the - Nathan blushed - hot guy, they all had some significance.

As he thought, his phone buzzed. It was a message from Trevor, his old friend from high school. Trevor was a year younger, a senior in high school, and was texting to tell Nathan that he was touring a school in the area and to ask whether Nathan wanted to meet up for dinner that night.

A strange feeling came over Nathan as he reread the text. He felt like it was a sign, somehow, of something that he was supposed to do. He felt that he should accept, but...he couldn’t say why, exactly. Of course, he wanted to see his friend, but it was more than that. Much more than that.

He hadn’t thought about Trevor in a few months. He had always been athletic, which Nathan hadn’t, but they’d gotten along because of Trevor’s cheerful personality and the fact that the other boy loved video games as much as Nathan did. Nathan had always been the more serious student, but if Trevor was looking at schools in the area, maybe he was upping his game academically too. If so, good for him. Nathan had always felt sort of like an older sibling to him.

But there wasn’t time to sit around thinking about Trevor all day; Nathan had to get to class. He got up, adjusted his bra strap, and hurried off to the physics lab.

* * *

Hours later, Nathan put down his homework, which he had just finished, and looked over at the clock. It was four fifteen, and they had agreed to meet at the burger place just off campus at six, so the time was right to think about what to wear. On the one hand, he had no reason to come out to Trevor that night in particular (even if he did want to tell him eventually), and going to a restaurant en femme might be a little emotionally draining. On the other hand...there was a strange appeal to just showing up all dolled up and letting Trevor figure things out for himself. And...Nathan felt like he was supposed to do that, like that was the better option.

In that case, though, he’d need time to prepare, since the shopping trip with Erica had included a stop at Sephora, and he had a wide variety of products to figure out how to use. The first step was going to be...primer, right? He pulled up a relevant tutorial on YouTube and got to work.

After an hour and a half, his arms were aching from making so many small, precise movements, his patience was almost exhausted, and the tubs of product were noticeably lighter than they had been before, but Nathan finally had a working look. It had taken many, many attempts, but he’d concealed his dark spots, contoured his foundation, done a nice winged eyeliner, and finished off the look with a nude lipstick that was flattering without being too noticeable. For a first try, it wasn’t bad at all. He took a quick selfie, something he’d never once felt a desire to do before, and headed over to the closet to change. There wasn’t much time to decide on what to wear, but he and Erica had worked out a capsule wardrobe, so he could mix and match to some extent. At last, he settled on a simple black dress, denim jacket, and white sneakers. It was an awfully cute outfit, and together with the makeup, made it almost impossible to tell that he hadn’t been born a woman. He smiled. This was going to be fun.

* * *

The burger place was busy as always, but Nathan arrived before Trevor (who, no doubt, was still trying to find it) and managed to score a table. He picked a chair angled towards the doorway so that he’d be able to show off his toned legs, which he was genuinely proud of.

Wait...toned legs? This was...Trevor was his friend. But then...he thought back to the dream again, to the beautiful, muscular man and his beautiful, thick cock. He thought back to his lifelong fear of, and revulsion for, the sexual act. He thought back to his sudden comfort in his own skin, and how now everything seemed easier, how his goals seemed to be within reach. Could it be that he really was into his friend?

As he sat, deep in thought, he noticed Trevor head into the restaurant and begin to look around, scanning the crowd. His heart leapt; the man was just as he remembered, tall with a square jaw and brown, glittering eyes. He’d glowed up a little over the course of a few months as well, with a new haircut that looked good on him.

Nathan realized that Trevor would have no possible way of recognizing him, so he stood up and waved, not caring that heads turned all over the restaurant. Trevor looked confused when he saw Nathan, but he headed over anyway.

When he reached the table, he looked around one more time and then turned towards the girl sitting in front of him. “Hey there. Are you, uh, Nathan’s girlfriend or something?”

Nathan smiled. “You could certainly say that.”

“Um,” said Trevor, “what does that mean, exactly?”

“Well…” said Nathan, “if you want to know a secret...I am Nathan.”

Trevor’s eyes widened, and he smiled widely. “Holy shit! I had no idea! You transitioned without telling me? Being a woman looks great on you!”

“Thanks.” Nathan smiled, suddenly shy. He was glad that Trevor was so accepting, but...it was still pretty strange to be getting a compliment from a guy, especially, well, a cute guy…no, no. He could no longer deny this part of him, the part that thought Trevor was cute, that felt funny around him, that wanted him, but...he had to focus on the conversation. They were having dinner, like civilized humans. Trevor hadn’t signed up for a date. He cast around for a topic of conversation. Well, they were sort of already talking about his transition, right? “It kind of just ended up...happening, you know? It felt natural.” He didn’t expect Trevor to believe that things had changed so much in under a week, so he didn’t go into it.

Luckily, though, his friend took the more obvious meaning. “Yeah, that’s great! I’m so happy for you. Tell me, though, what should I call you?”

“Um…” Nathan was caught off guard again. He didn’t really want to explain that he wasn’t at that point in the process yet, but his reservations weren’t just down to that. Truthfully, his name and pronouns...they had become something of a mental block for him. There was a small part of him that just didn’t want to accept the fact that he was really a she, a woman, and that part was resisting that mental realignment. Well, what the hell? Trevor wasn’t about to judge, and if something didn’t feel right about him using the new name and pronouns, he would be gone tomorrow. “Um, yeah, call me Natalie.”

“Natalie! That’s a nice name,” said Trevor. “Wow, you’ve changed a lot in six months! When did you realize you were trans?”

Nathan couldn’t tell Trevor the truth about that either, which was that it had happened the day before. How long did it even take normal trans people to transition? Like, three years? Luckily, Trevor seemed to believe that everything could happen this quickly completely naturally. “You know, a few years ago. You figure these things out about yourself as you go through high school, I think.”

“Yeah, yeah,” said Trevor. “And how about your voice? That changed too. It’s really pretty, but, you know, how’d you do it?”

Trevor’s compliments made Nathan blush more and more each time, but it felt really nice, really...right. He felt so good that he almost forgot that he had to answer the question; when he remembered, panic jolted through him. Shit! Had his voice changed? Now that he thought about it, it had felt a little different to talk recently, and when he brought a hand to his throat, his Adam’s apple felt like it had disappeared. But, again, Trevor wasn’t going to believe a magical explanation, and, anyway, Nathan didn’t want to tell him about what had happened. So then...well, Nathan knew how trans women trained their voices, because he’d spent a long time on Google figuring it out during high school (which might have possibly been a warning sign that he was trans, now that he thought about it), but he was going to really struggle to answer a lot of questions about that. He opted to laugh, which (to his alarm, and delight) came out as more of a giggle. “Oh, well, it was hard to train it, but I’m glad you think it’s nice. I just did a lot of vocal exercises and stuff. It was tough, but I’m happy with what I got.”

“Definitely,” said Trevor. Just then, the buzzer that had been sitting on the table went off, signaling that their food was out.

“I ordered already,” explained Nathan. “On Tuesdays, if you get the regular burger, you can get a free chocolate shake, so I knew that was what you’d want.”

Trevor had always loved milkshakes, and his eyes lit up at the mention of one. “Natalie, you - you’re a fucking queen.”

“I try my best,” laughed Nathan, getting up to go retrieve their tray from the window. He felt eyes on him as he moved through the restaurant, a sensation he thoroughly enjoyed, but the pair of eyes he cared most about was Trevor’s, and...well, he hadn’t seen this side of Trevor before, but he could feel the boy’s eyes boring into his backside, which was, Nathan realized, probably significantly larger than before. Maybe the curiosity Nathan felt about Trevor was mutual… not that that would be the worst thing ever.

At the pickup window, Nathan was grabbing the tray when the woman at the register turned towards him. “Good luck on your date!” she said in a low voice, glancing over at Trevor. “He’s a cutie!”

“I…” Nathan was about to tell her that it wasn’t like that when he realized just how grueling it would be to explain the series of coincidences, accidents and misunderstandings that had led to this moment. Instead, he gave her a bright smile. “Thanks!”

Carrying the food, he headed back over to the table, where Trevor was waiting. When he set the tray down, Trevor grabbed one of the foil-wrapped burgers. “Man, I can’t wait to unwrap these buns.”

Nathan stopped dead. Was that...flirting? Was Trevor flirting with him? And where had he learned to flirt like that? He’d used a line so cheesy, so eye-rollingly stupid, that it had almost wrapped back around to being good - almost, but not quite.

But then...maybe the best thing would be to play Trevor’s game. If...and Nathan wasn’t quite sure what he wanted to happen, but if he did...well, they might end up going down an interesting road. “I would be careful,” he said, raising his eyebrows, trying to give off an air of nonchalant interest. “It’s awfully hot.”

“I think I can handle it,” said Trevor, peeling the foil off of his dinner. “After all, it’s not every day that I get a chance to sink my teeth into something like this.”

They fell into a sexually-charged banter as they ate, trading jokes and pickup lines without ever quite bringing the conversation into the realm of seriousness. Still, Nathan felt amazing. Maybe he had never expected to get hit on by his friend from high school, but Trevor was hot, and it was infinitely gratifying to know that a man found him attractive. So he kept it going as best he could, even though he had never been a great conversationalist, because being complimented, flirted with...it validated everything about his new body, his new lifestyle, his new clothes, his new everything.

At last, Trevor was dipping his last fry into the last bit of milkshake at the bottom of his cup, and Nathan was leaning back in his chair, feeling grease-induced drowsiness creep over him. But...this couldn’t end now, not yet. Nathan couldn’t let Trevor go so easily. He cast around for an idea…“Hey, Trevor,” he said.

“Yeah?” Trevor popped the fry into his mouth and set the milkshake cup down onto the table.

“Wanna go see my dorm room? I know you’re not looking at Roberts, but, you know, it might be good to see how a real student lives…”

Trevor’s eyes widened for a moment, then returned to normal as he realized what Nathan was suggesting. “Yeah, sure...if you’re really okay with having a guy in your room. People might say things.”

“People are already going to say things,” said Nathan. “We might as well give them something to talk about.” He winked. How things had gotten to this point, he couldn’t say. There had been no alcohol involved, no prior interest (as far as he could tell), and no attempts to build up to this conversation over text beforehand. And yet...he was going to fuck Trevor. This was a decision he’d already made. Something had changed within him, something that allowed him to believe that things could be different, that his sexless life didn’t need to stay that way. He was going to fuck Trevor good. There were no ifs, ands, or buts about it, although there was a how; it remained to be seen just what the other boy would want to do to Nathan.

They got up and threw away their trash before heading out the door. Outside, the cool night air lent an air of romance to their hitherto purely sexually-charged evening, and Nathan walked close to Trevor, knowing that guys liked to feel protective; after all, he had tried to be one for his whole life, so he thought he should know.

For a few moments, they walked in silence, soaking in the view of the stars (or, at least, the few that twinkled through the Angeleno smog) and the refreshing breeze. Then Trevor looked at Nathan. “You know, I’m being serious. I don’t know how, but...you seem like a completely different person. Before, you were so shy and awkward and stuff, and…” he paused, struggling for the first time that evening to find words for what he was feeling, “and now it seems like...you’ve found the person you were supposed to be. I think everyone has something like that, something they’re supposed to figure out about themselves. And you...the fact that you’ve found it makes you an amazing person to me.”

Nathan blushed. “Oh, you...I mean, I don’t know, it just...happened this way. It wasn’t some magical thing. I just realized I was a girl one day, and that I had known that my whole life. Sometimes, I forget that this is really happening. I don’t have everything figured out yet. Sometimes, I slip back into thinking of myself as a boy again, and I forget that I don’t have to do that anymore. I don’t know how you do it.” He laughed. “I don’t know how any cis person does it. And I still have a lot of figuring out to do before I know who I really am.”

“Well,” said Trevor, smoothly lacing his fingers through Nathan’s, “I’m sure that’s true. This is a big change for anyone to go through. But the fact that you’ve got this all so well figured out...well, that’s incredible, and I’m happy for you. Do you want to know a secret, though?”

“Sure,” said Nathan, looking over at Trevor. The sensation of holding his hand was pure electricity, and it was hard to think straight.

Trevor lowered his voice. “That self-assurance, that figured-outedness, if that makes any sense...it’s hot as fuck. I love it when girls have that.”

Nathan blushed again, harder. This attention from someone he found attractive...it would only have embarrassed him as a guy, made things awkward, scared him. But now...now it embarrassed him, sure, but it also drove him wild. Having someone talk to him in that way was the ultimate assurance that he had figured things out, that he had found a way to truly be comfortable in his own skin. And that knowledge wasn’t just gratifying; it also turned him on. “I...to be honest, I never expected to hear that from anyone. Not just the ‘girl’ part. But now I can suddenly imagine it happening. I can suddenly imagine someone flirting with me. Isn’t that crazy?”

“Well, I hope it’s not just anyone,” said Trevor, winking. “Hopefully, in your imagination, it’s a great guy flirting with you. You know, the kind of guy who you wouldn’t mind showing your dorm room.”

“I wouldn’t know anything about that,” said Nathan, laughing. They were standing at the doorway of his residence hall, and he tapped them in. Nathan lived on the third floor, but he tactically avoided mentioning the elevator because, while convenient, it was disgustingly grimy and smelled like old fish. Instead, they climbed up the stairs together, still talking, joking, flirting.

Once they were at his door, Nathan got out his key, which he’d had to store in one of the inside pockets of his denim jacket; though they were wonderful and gender-affirming, women’s clothes were a little inconvenient as far as storage went. He slipped it into the lock and turned, letting the door swing open as they stepped into his room.

He quickly realized that his dorm didn’t really look like much of a girl’s room at all. He still had his video game posters, his gray bedspread, the heaping piles of crap (some of which did now have girl’s clothing mixed into them) that covered his side of the floor. Luckily, his roommate was nowhere to be found, having disappeared off to wherever he went at night. That was a relief; Trevor wouldn’t have been happy to see him asleep on the other side of the room.

Nathan turned to Trevor. “Well, this is it.”

Trevor nodded. “About what I expected. What came included with the room?”

“Well, the desk, the dresser, the bed frame, the mattress...it would be pretty difficult for everyone to bring their own furniture otherwise.” Nathan was a little confused why that was the first question that he wanted to ask.

“The mattress, huh?” Trevor looked into Nathan’s eyes. “So that means...if we destroy it, somebody else is gonna be picking up the tab?”

“You fucking…” Nathan started to tell Trevor off for having such a dirty mind, but the words died on his lips as the other boy suddenly leaned forwards and kissed him. Emotions swirled within him as he melted into Trevor’s arms. He had never imagined it to be possible, that he could feel this way, and yet here he was. There was a small part of him that asked, why? Why was he kissing a boy? Why was he wearing a dress and makeup? Why was he doing this? But the answer had been right in front of his eyes the whole time: He did it because he had to, because he would never lead a complete life without knowing what it was like to be the person he wanted to be deep inside.

Trevor brought his hand up to stroke Nathan’s cheek, an impossibly tender and romantic gesture that had Nathan feeling faint. It was just like a romance novel, the kind he had furtively flipped through at the grocery store while his mother bought vegetables, looking at the cover and imagining that he was one of the pretty women, that he was in the arms of a muscular man. In retrospect, Nathan thought, that might not have been the most cis thing in the world to do. Huh.

But now Trevor seized Nathan’s attention once again when he brought his other hand up and began to rub Nathan’s breasts, his nipples. Nathan had never understood why nipples were such a big deal in porn, but now, in this charged moment, Trevor’s tender ministrations felt beyond incredible. It wasn’t that the nipple itself was sensitive, but the feeling of his fingers squeezing, pinching through the fabric was so absurdly erotic, so casually dominant and in-control, that they left Nathan moaning softly into the kiss. There was nothing he wanted more than to submit to Trevor, to let himself be taken, used for his friend’s pleasure. But the more desperately he wanted that, the more intense the sensations Trevor was causing became. It was a viciously pleasurable cycle.

Although...if they were having sex, then shouldn’t Nathan be doing more in return? It would be wrong to just stand there, enjoying the sensations Trevor was granting him, taking and not giving. He felt his hand reaching down and grabbing the front of Trevor’s jeans, feeling the growing bulge pushing against the fabric. It wasn’t as if Nathan hadn’t thought about this moment in the past; in fact, he’d known exactly what he wanted to happen, exactly how he wanted it to feel. He’d just never imagined that he would be the girl and not the guy. But now, in a final gift to his friend from his old male persona, he’d use the expertise of years of masturbation to blow Trevor’s mind.

Trevor stiffened as he felt Nathan’s hand on his dick, and a few moments later he broke away from the kiss, staring deep into Nathan’s eyes. “Freaky, are we? Are you a horny girl, Natalie?”

Nathan’s own dick began to stiffen at those words, though it was much softer and slower to erection than it had been before the changes had happened. The way Trevor had of flirting with him, of teasing him...it drove him absolutely wild. Faced with Trevor’s dominant, erotic dirty talk, he could only moan. “Oh fuck…”

“I’m gonna take that as a yes,” he whispered into Nathan’s ear. “I’m gonna take that as a yes, and I’m gonna do what I always do to dirty girls like you.”

“W-what do you do to dirty girls?” Nathan gave him an innocent expression, knowing that Trevor would like it, and he did; his dick stiffened in Nathan’s hand.

“I think you can imagine what I do to them,” murmured Trevor. He brought his hand down from Nathan’s cheek and rested it on his neck. It was a supremely erotic gesture; in one smooth motion, he demonstrated his power over Nathan, how his friend was under his complete control. That was incredibly enough, but then he leaned in further, even closer, so that his lips were almost touching Nathan’s ear, and then, in a low whisper that was almost a growl, answered Nathan’s question. “I fuck their brains out.”

“Fuck…” moaned Nathan. The atmosphere was incredibly charged now, and he’d never felt more ready for someone to rip his clothes off and take him then and there. “Fuck my brains out, Trevor. Do me like a dirty slut.”

“Like a dirty slut?” Trevor moved around to look into Nathan’s eyes, tilting his friend’s chin up, forcing him into a staredown. “I don’t have to do you like a dirty slut, bitch. You are a dirty slut.” With that, and before Nathan had time to react, Trevor’s hand stopped playing with his nipples began to travel down his torso, passing down his chest, his smooth midriff, his crotch, and finally grazing across his half-hard penis. “And this right here? This is all the proof I need that I’m right.”

Nathan had no words. Trevor was a master at what he did, a master at taking Nathan and molding him like clay, wrapping him around his little finger, giving him pleasure as if it was the easiest and most natural thing in the world. A long moan escaped his lips, and he found himself nearly driven into a frenzy, having to hold himself back from diving headlong onto Trevor’s cock. Not long now, he told himself, and it would have to be enough, though he knew it could never be. He would keep returning to this moment, he knew, thinking back to it, wondering why it couldn’t have lasted forever.

Trevor’s hands crept underneath Nathan’s jean jacket, pushing it off his shoulders in a single gentle motion. Then his hands moved to the zipper of Nathan’s dress. For the first time ever, Nathan was excited, rather than embarrassed, that Trevor was going to see him naked, exposed. For as long as he could remember, his body had been an item of shame, disgust, and sadness, and part of the reason why he could never have imagined himself having sex. But now...now that he had changed, he loved his body, took it as a point of pride that that was how he looked, and he couldn’t wait to let Trevor admire it.

He was awoken from his reverie by the sensation of his dress falling to the ground. He was now standing nearly naked in front of his friend, feeling Trevor’s eyes raking his body. “Fuck,” said Trevor. “That’s a nice body you’re giving to me, slut. Too bad I’m going to have to use it.”

“Oh…” said Nathan. “Use me, Trevor. Stuff your cock into me! I’m all yours, baby, for as long as you want me.”

“Oh really?” Trevor looked Nathan in the eye as he undid Nathan’s bra, letting it fall to the floor to join his dress. “Any way I want you?”

“Fuck yes.” Nathan felt desperation welling up inside of him. He felt like he needed Trevor’s cock more than he’d ever needed anything in his life. The desire was so strong, so overwhelming, that when Trevor put a hand on his shoulder, pushing gently downwards to tell him to get on his knees, he felt himself obey without even a hint of resistance, without even the slightest hesitation.

Now that he was face to face with Trevor’s cock, his desire to hold it, pleasure it, suck it only grew, grew until it became impossible to control. He unzipped his friend’s jeans, pulled them down, yanked his underwear down as well, and then it was there before him. Trevor’s cock was bigger than Nathan’s, and thicker too, juicy and rock-hard, staring Nathan down like an accusing finger.

The realization dawned on Nathan that he was really about to do this; he was really about to take Nathan’s cock into his mouth, to suck it, to pleasure it. It was the exact dirty thing that he used to think about a girl doing for him...but now he was the girl, and he had never wanted anything more than he wanted to taste Trevor, to hear him grunt with pleasure, to give him sensations that he couldn’t get anywhere else. It felt, good, right, that things should be this way.

Nathan had always known what he would have wanted from a blowjob, and it always started, in his mind, with the girl taking his cock, rubbing it slowly, letting him warm up to the pleasure to come. So Nathan took a finger, just a single index finger, and traced it down the side of Trevor’s cock, feeling the veins, the slight curve to the right, the unique details that made this cock Trevor’s, and no one else’s. He slid it back up the other side, letting Trevor long for more rather than giving him what he wanted right then and there. Though Trevor’s breathing quickened slightly, he didn’t seem to want to rush, so Nathan took his time, let things play out the way he knew they were supposed to play out.

Still, though, it was getting to be time to give Trevor more. Nathan looked up and met Trevor’s eyes as he bent towards his friend’s cock, letting a bead of saliva escape his lips and fall onto the head. Trevor visibly shuddered, and Nathan congratulated himself on his performance thus far, but there was a lot that remained to be done. Nathan reached out with one hand and gently cupped his friend’s balls, massaging them slowly and tenderly, as he used his other hand to begin to oh-so-slowly pump Trevor’s cock.

The feeling of a man’s meaty, throbbing rod in Nathan’s hand was one he knew he wouldn’t soon forget. Trevor’s cock was practically its own creature, moving with its own agenda and its own plan, and Nathan knew that part of that plan, at least, involved his eager mouth. But it would be better to let the creature hunger for a bit longer, to make the sweet agony of anticipation just a little sweeter. He began to pump a little faster now, and Trevor groaned as his cock got even harder in Nathan’s grasp.

Nathan knew, though, that Trevor was bound not to last long under such an assault. He had to have mercy on the poor boy, and ultimately he knew neither of them was there for a handjob. He stopped jerking his friend off as suddenly as he had started, and then, slowly, he leaned down and planted a kiss on the head of Trevor’s cock. For all his tough talk earlier, Trevor seemed to have fallen victim to events. Nathan might have been his little slut, but it was Trevor who was waiting, helplessly, for Nathan to give him more, to pleasure him further. Nathan wanted Trevor to be on top, of course; he’d been so sexy when he was taking control. But this short period of reversal was fun too, and Nathan meant to enjoy it while it lasted.

At last, he took the tip of Trevor’s cock into his mouth, gazing up into Trevor’s eyes as he did so. The connection between them in that moment felt electric, white-hot and incredibly intense. The taste of his friend’s meat was everything Nathan had hoped for; slightly sweet, sweaty, musky, real. He couldn’t stop himself from taking more of it into his mouth; though he’d never actually given a blowjob, of course, he’d spent many hours reading about how it was done, wondering, subconsciously, why it couldn’t be him giving rather than receiving. So he knew to go slow, to take his time as much as he could. It was what he had wanted, back when he had wanted this kind of thing.

Slowly, he began to apply gentle suction, and at the same time work Trevor’s cock into and out of his mouth a tiny bit at a time, feeling it slide past his lips and back out again, giving Trevor time to enjoy the sensation. And enjoy it he did. Trevor was trying to play it cool, but whenever he looked up, he noticed his friend’s eyes screwed tightly shut, his breathing ragged and shallow. Nathan knew that look; he was thinking about video games, sports, anything but the hot boy-cum-hot-babe going to town on his man-meat. Well, as long as it meant he could last longer, Nathan would have been okay with him doing anything at all. It would be worth it when it was Nathan’s turn for pleasure - and that, he hoped, was coming very soon.

Getting into a rhythm, Nathan began to properly bob on his friend’s dick, letting his instincts take over a bit more. He admitted it as deep into his mouth as he could without properly deepthroating it, something that he wasn’t sure he’d be able to do - and, anyway, gagging and crying was sure to ruin his makeup, and that would be disappointing. He let himself fade away for a minute or two, running on autopilot, sometimes running his tongue over the underside of Trevor’s cock, other times backing off and letting his friend’s unconscious hip-thrusting carry the action for a bit.

Then it all got to be too much for Trevor. His hands pushed down on Nathan’s forehead, and Nathan took the hint, sliding his lips off Trevor’s cock, breathing freely once again. He felt vaguely disappointed, dismayed that Trevor had reached his limit; he had wanted to suck him for longer, to enjoy him more. But, well...there were going to be other ways to get off tonight. Nathan just had to be patient.

Trevor took a moment to collect himself, and then he grabbed Nathan’s arm, pulling him to his feet with surprising strength. Though he was only an inch or two shorter than his friend, Nathan felt very small around Trevor; it was only natural that he would be the bottom, the dominated one. Trevor looked into his eyes, and there was that steely glare again, that look of domination and control. “I want to make you mine, bitch,” growled Trevor, and there was an edge in his voice that suggested that he really meant that. “We’re not done yet.”

“H-how do you want me, Trevor?” asked Nathan, trying to look innocent once again. He knew what he wanted, and he was pretty sure that it was what Trevor wanted as well, but this was all part of the fun.

“I want your ass,” said Trevor. “Get the fuck onto the bed.” Nathan could barely contain his excitement as he complied. Trevor pulled on a condom while Nathan hopped onto the mattress and lay down on his back, hard dick poking out of his panties. If Trevor could resist Nathan’s display...well, he’d have to be some kind of saint. And, after tonight, Nathan suspected that that wasn’t the case.

Soon, Trevor had his condom on and had gotten lubed up. He slid Nathan’s panties off and tossed them to the side, letting Nathan’s small penis spring free. Trevor poked it. “That’s cute.”

“It doesn’t matter about my little dick, Trevor,” said Nathan. “Just...fuck my ass. I need you inside me! That’s how I’m going to cum.”

“Careful what you wish for, slut,” said Trevor. “When I’m done with you...well, you won’t be able to walk right for a week!” He positioned his cock at the entrance of Nathan’s asshole, and Nathan felt it press gently against the opening. He breathed out; this was going to be life-changing.

And then, at last, Trevor began to push his meaty rod into Nathan’s eager hole. At first, there was some resistance; Nathan gasped as his asshole stretched painfully to accommodate Trevor’s not-insignificant girth. The feeling of having a thick cock inside of him, even one that was lubed-up, was one that he hadn’t been ready for.

But then Trevor’s cock delved deeper, pushing into the most secret reaches of Nathan’s insides, and there began to be pleasure along with the pain. Something deep, deep inside of Nathan, something that had never been touched or acknowledged before, was being stimulated, rubbed with the head of Trevor’s cock. Nathan had masturbated before, of course, and splattered his cum onto his hand many times, but this...this was a different kind of pleasure altogether, less intense, but more fundamental. He felt that, if he came this way, the orgasm would be unlike anything he’d ever experienced.

Gently, Trevor began to thrust, sending electric sparks of pleasure coursing through Nathan’s body. Each stroke of his friend’s cock sent ripples coursing through him, bringing pleasure to every fiber of his being. Soon, he began to gasp, to moan; this feeling of violation, penetration, was one he only now realized he’d been waiting for all his life. Trevor was giving him something he’d never known he needed, and it felt so, so sweet.

Trevor was also enjoying himself. As he sped up his thrusts slightly, Nathan noticed that his breathing was beginning to get shallower, and that his heartbeat, which Nathan could feel, being so close to his friend’s body, was accelerating. He was losing control. But unlike before, when Nathan’s head had been clear, his thinking unimpeded, now Nathan’s grip on himself was slipping as well. It just felt so good to be pounded by his friend’s big cock, so good to writhe and moan and gasp in pleasure, so good to serve and be dominated. The echoing, rippling pleasure was intensifying, rising higher and higher with each thrust.

Nathan was definitely climbing towards orgasm; he realized that now. But it was an orgasm he knew he wouldn’t be able to control. It would be intense, and, whereas the orgasm from masturbation affected only a part of his body, this orgasm would rock his entire being. He was more than a little afraid, the same kind of fear he’d felt when he’d smoked weed and realized he could feel it affecting the way he thought and acted, but this experience, unlike the joint, would be worth it.

Trevor’s thrusts were sending shocks into the core of Nathan’s being now, and Nathan felt himself almost there, almost, hovering at the brink of orgasm. He felt as though he could reach out and grab it, and each thrust sent him almost to the edge, but not quite. It would happen soon, though. Almost, almost…

And then, at last, a wave of pleasure came crashing through him. For a moment, he lost all awareness of the world outside his body, and he could only focus on the thigh-trembling, heart-fluttering waves of almighty ecstasy pervading his whole being. The sensation was frighteningly intense, like a roller coaster ride, a journey at two hundred miles an hour through the possibilities of the sensations his body could give him.

In that moment of supreme ecstasy, he realized something important. This experience, this life-changing, earth-shaking experience, would never have been possible as a boy. He’d never been a boy. He hadn’t put on makeup and a dress to be a boy. It just...there were some words that didn’t apply to him, like “gregarious” and “Armenian” and “diabetic,” and boy was in that category. Nathan was...Nathan was Natalie. She refused to keep lying to herself any longer, pretending that she could still live the normal life she had before.

It was only a few seconds, but it felt like much longer, before Natalie came back to Earth. She realized that Trevor had also cum; that was the warm, sticky sensation in her asshole. Luckily, her friend was wearing a condom. It was a minute or two before they could say anything to each other, and they just stood there, panting, waiting for the words to come to express what they had experienced.

“Well...fuck,” Trevor finally got out. “Damn.”

“Shit, that was…” Natalie couldn’t get any further than that, but she felt that that was an appropriate way of agreeing with what Trevor had said.

Trevor checked his watch. “Oh shit! It’s ten fifteen.”

“Ten fifteen?” asked Natalie. Time? Was that a thing?

“Yeah,” said Trevor. “My mom’s been blowing up my phone. I kinda have to run. But, hey...I’m probably gonna end up in the area for college, so if you ever wanna, you know, hook up…

“I’ll call you,” said Natalie, grinning. They pulled on their clothes, and soon they were standing at the door of the dorm room.

“Well, this is goodbye, for now,” said Trevor. “I’m sorry to go so suddenly.”

“It’s fine,” said Natalie. “I get it. Good luck explaining what you were doing for all this time to your parents.”

“I’ll figure it out,” he said. “I’ll see you.”

“Goodbye,” said Natalie, planting a kiss on Trevor’s cheek. Now, at last, she got to see him blush, a bright red flush that spread over his whole face. He muttered something like a goodbye in return, turned and left, heading down the hallway, and Natalie felt strangely proud as she watched him go. He had been her first conquest, but...with this new body, and this sexy new wardrobe, it would be a shame if he were her last.

As Trevor left, Natalie wondered whether she could find another guy like him. Probably not easily, but then, she’d have a lot of chances, right? There were a lot of guys on the Roberts University campus, and...well, she hadn’t admitted it to herself, but she’d been taking particular notice of some of them over the past few days. The odds were good that something would work out. She’d never been excited for sex and love as a guy; it had just been something she’d vaguely expected to do at one point. Now, though...well, she found herself floating somewhere between hopeless romantic and hopelessly horny. Not a bad place to be, on balance.

She found herself craving a snack for some reason. Having sex burned calories, right? It was exercise. She thought of the peanut butter cups and headed over to her snack drawer, where the bag was sitting, waiting for her. It would be empty after she had her three tonight, which made her sad. As she popped one into her mouth, she reflected that the one thing that had changed, between her being a boring guy and now a hot girl, was that she’d started eating the peanut butter cups. The five days she’d taken to finish the bag had exactly corresponded to the timeframe of her dramatically-accelerated transition. Wasn’t that ridiculous, though? There was no way a peanut butter cup could have that effect on a person. Clearly, fucking Trevor had also fucked with her brain.

But now it was time to get cleaned up. Natalie hurried to the bathroom and hopped in the shower, breathing a sigh of relief that no one had seen her first, brief, walk of shame. In the stall, she washed off the sweat and makeup that marked her romantic escapade. Soon, she began to feel content and sleepy. Getting out of the shower, she brushed her teeth and headed back to her room.

As she lay in her bed, slowly drifting off to sleep, Natalie thought about Trevor again. It was best not to get too attached, she knew but...she wanted to see him again sometime. He knew his way around a woman, that was for sure.


Wednesday

Natalie’s sleep was stirred by only a single dream (at least, that she could remember). She was sitting on the porch of a country mansion like the kind in upstate New York, overlooking a view of a green valley beneath. A small river, and a belt of trees, cut through the valley floor, and away further upstream she could see that the forest grew thicker, gradually expanding to fill the entire valley. It all looked familiar for some reason…

A cool breeze blew across the porch, tousling her flowing locks and her comfy white dress. The scene was one of utmost ease, and she didn’t feel a care in the world. The view before her was breathtaking, after all, and at her elbow there was a cool glass of iced tea, the perfect accompaniment to a perfect afternoon.

She looked over at the man sitting next to her, checking if he was as content as she was. With his arm wrapped around her shoulders, she felt like a baby bird in a nest, safe and warm and utterly carefree. His face wasn’t quite defined; it was blurry and hard to recognize. He could really have been anyone, but that didn’t matter. She didn’t need to know his name. All Natalie needed to know was that he was there for her, and that all the problems that she’d had in the past, trouble with relationships, with sex, with her own self-confidence and self-worth...those issues were more or less things of the past. She’d have to deal with them on occasion, but now that she was the person she’d always dreamed of being, it would be so much easier. And finding a man, kissing him, even feeling him inside her...that was all a part of the formula, the formula that would lead to her leading the happiest life she possibly could.

Natalie awoke to the chirping of her alarm. The dream had felt so vivid, so real, that for a moment she felt disoriented, looking around for the porch, the view, the...man, but there was just her darkened dorm room, a dorm room that still smelled faintly of sex. Her roommate was sleeping like a log in the other bed. Was it weird to have a guy as her roommate? Kind of, but then, they never spoke, so it wasn’t that bad.

She hopped out of bed, pulled on her workout clothes, and headed out to hit the street. She felt lighter, more flexible, than she ever had before, and the run flew by in a full minute less time than usual; it was amazing how much better she felt now that the world could see her true self. She did cross the street before she got to the construction site, though; even though the wolf whistle had been an important sign for her that something was up, it was not an experience she wanted to repeat. Guys who catcalled all had small dicks.

Back at the dorm, she rinsed off in the shower and then headed back to her room to get dressed. Her roommate had stumbled off to the bathroom, so she could turn on the lights and pick out an outfit without the usual consequences of dressing in the dark; there had been more than one occasion when she’d left her room wearing two different socks. There was also an opportunity to use her new purchase. At the Target in the mall, she’d bought something that the time hadn’t been right for until now: A nice full-length mirror, which she duct-taped to the door of her closet. Before, she’d been afraid of mirrors, had avoided them like the plague, but now...now she had the confidence to admire her body.

And she looked good, even in her underwear. Her hair was long now, reaching down almost to the middle of her back, and, with its attractive wavy texture, it was a joyto run her hands through. It looked like something out of a shampoo commercial. Never before had Natalie had an aspect of her appearance that she was genuinely proud of, but that had changed now.

Her body was also different. Her face had softened again, to the point where there was no way to tell it had ever been that of a man, and her breasts had grown to...well, judging by how the bra now seemed a little bit too tight, they were a good C-cup. Her waist wasn’t the narrowest, but, and she spent a while admiring this, her ass had really grown. Putting jeans on would now be an experience.

Natalie threw on a cute outfit inspired by that idea: Jeans, a white t-shirt, a black leather jacket, and her white sneakers from the day before, which she was quickly growing to love. Then she did a quick makeup look, just some eyeliner, mascara, and lip gloss - enough to give herself a feeling of put-togetheredness, but not enough to make her late to class. She liked makeup, but...it was easy to feel reliant on it, and besides, she looked good enough without it as well. As she headed off to breakfast, she glanced at herself in the mirror once again; she couldn’t quite get over the fact that the woman she saw staring back at her was just what she had always dreamed of looking like. It was hard to believe it was her reflection at all.

Her stomach reminded her that she was hungry, probably due to all that late-night “exercise,” and she turned away and hurried off to the cafeteria.

* * *

The day went by in a wonderful haze. Time and time again, people called her Natalie and she. She got compliments on her outfit. She met Erica for lunch, and they chatted about this and that - it felt like the most natural thing in the world, to be sitting there in the cafeteria, casually being a woman. Natalie wondered how she had been so lucky, that this mysterious thing would happen to her.

Everything was just easier. Classes went by quicker. She focused better. Her homework seemed to fly by. Moving through the world in the form she’d been meant to take was like switching from a bike to a car, and God did it feel good.

At last, though, four o’clock rolled around, and it was almost time to get going. Natalie only worked two shifts a week at the student store - with so much demand for work study, they couldn’t give people too many hours - but she had always dreaded them. Interacting with people had never been her specialty, and whenever things were going too well (or, in other words, there were no customers), Ryan always seemed to show up and harass her. But now...well, things might not be so bad. In her new body, Natalie felt much more confident socially, able to show her true self to people, and conversations weren’t quite so hard. And, well, she felt like she could maybe take care of Ryan. She got into her store-issued polo shirt, refreshed her makeup, and headed off to work.

* * *

Many hours later (six, to be precise), Natalie was feeling like her optimism had been well-founded. Serving customers had been so much easier, and she had even had the energy to smile at people coming in, something she had never done before. There was also no sign of Ryan, and she was beginning to hope that he wouldn’t show up at all. It was late, right? Maybe he’d gone to some stupid party or something. Maybe he’d been expelled for sheer idiocy. Maybe his family had moved to the Moon and taken him with them...well, a girl could dream.

Her hopes were dashed when she heard the crunch of feet outside. It was a herd of four or five of Ryan’s friends, talking and laughing as they headed for the door of the college store. There was no sign of the man himself, but this was almost as bad.

Still, when they came bursting in, she found the confidence to hold her ground. One of the bros came up to the register and asked where the children’s clothing was; she knew none of them were expectant fathers (and that, if they had been, they’d be running off to another state), but she didn’t let the teasing faze her and coolly directed them to aisle three. They seemed disappointed with her measured response, and that was an utterly delicious feeling.

As Natalie watched them ransack her orderly store, she felt a strange sensation of detachment. Yes, she would have to clean up the mess. Yes, she was being used as a doormat by a bunch of bullying assholes who knew that there was nothing she could say to them. Yes, this wasn’t an ideal situation. But...letting them get to her was letting them win, and as long as they didn’t, she was ahead. So, as she observed one of the bros carefully removing all the Roberts University t-shirts from the branded teddy bears, she didn’t let herself feel angry or upset. Instead, she took a deep breath and reminded herself that they’d get bored and leave in a few minutes, and that then she would have the store to herself once again.

That feeling of composure lasted until Natalie heard more footsteps outside. Looking over to the door, she felt a wave of panic when she noticed Ryan outside, mere seconds before he kicked open the door and strutted in. His friends looked over at him, but he made a jerking motion towards the exit with his head, and they all began to shuffle out. She wondered whether that had been a prearranged signal; if so, why?

When all the goons were gone, Ryan headed over and leaned on the counter. “Sorry ‘bout my friends. They’re fucking idiots, right? Don’t know how to operate in civilized society.”

Natalie regarded him coolly. “Why are you here?” Despite her harsh demeanor, she felt something moving inside of her. She’d only ever viewed Ryan with disgust and hatred, but now...now it seemed like her feelings had always been mixed with something else. Normally, she’d have pushed such thoughts away, but with him standing right there in front of her...

“Oh, I’m just here to congratulate you!” He gave a big, insincere smile and punched her lightly on the arm, a gesture from which she recoiled. “You’ve made a big step. A lot’s changed since Friday! I wonder what it could’ve been…”

“Do you -” Natalie swallowed. Was it possible that Ryan had been involved in her transition? “Do you know what did this to me?”

“Yeah, I do,” he said. “Your own courageous will to live life the way you knew was right, not the way society told you was normal. And that’s admirable.”

“Fuck off,” she said, surprising herself. She would never have had the nerves to say such a thing before. “If you’re gonna give me bullshit, get the hell out of here. I’m sick of you.”

Ryan was unfazed. “When have I ever given you bullshit? Listen, I’m not here to tease you or to torment you. No...no, I’m here because I see a pretty woman here who looks like she’s in need of some Wednesday night fun.”

Natalie took a deep breath. He was trying to push her buttons. That was what he was always trying to do. He wouldn’t tell her what he knew about the past five days. He wouldn’t get off her case. He’d never leave her alone. But...those feelings inside of her still weren’t going away. And if she’d learned one thing from her experiences over the past few days, it was that it wasn’t any use to ignore those deep-seated rumbles. She opted for a more neutral response. “What the fuck do you want?”

He raised his eyebrows. “First, I want to hear you say it.”

“Say what?”

“Tell me that you think I’m a sexy beast, and that even though you hate my guts, you still want to bone me.” It was out there. The atmosphere crackled with electricity, and Ryan stood there patiently, looking Natalie in the eye, waiting for her answer. What was she supposed to tell him now?

She sighed. For her, there would be no way out. “Don’t make me regret this.”

“Oh, you won’t.” He grinned broadly.

* * *

A few minutes later, they were standing in the campus store’s storage room. It was a small space, with an open area of probably only four by six feet, and Natalie felt that she had been driven here, not by choice (as had happened with Trevor), but by fate. She and Ryan...there was some force driving them together, commanding them to meet, if only this once, and she was powerless to deny or change it.

“Ready?” he asked. Though there was a smirk on his face, that was contrasted by a sort of concern in his voice, a layer of just-almost-maybe-caring-about-what-Natalie-thought. She was a little taken aback, but it wouldn’t make up for everything he’d done to her over the last few months.

“Listen, don’t...don’t talk to me,” she said. “Don’t open your stupid loud mouth. Just...just...fucking…” And then, as if pulled by invisible strings, she felt herself leading forwards, and then, a moment later, her lips meeting his.

The sensation of kissing Ryan wasn’t as bad as she had expected. He was gentler than she thought he would be, and it was her that forced her tongue past his lips, her that deepened this kiss into a proper face-chewing experience. There was a hunger inside of her, a keen, desperate hunger that couldn’t be sated through taking it slow.

He responded enthusiastically, and soon, she found him grabbing her new breasts, roughly mauling them. The sensation had been pleasurable enough when Trevor had been doing it, but this...this was different. Natalie had felt that fucking Trevor had been the right move, that it would be a way to discover a new part of herself, that it was a safe way to feel the pleasure of having sex as a woman. Fucking Ryan was clearly the wrong idea, but that made it so much hotter. When he massaged her nipples, then, Natalie didn’t just feel submissive - she felt utterly helpless, at the mercy of Ryan’s desire, at the mercy of her own poor decisions. If he could make her cum...well, she could already sense that it was going to be an orgasm to remember.

Again and again she came up for air before their lips came back together, and again and again the desperate desire inside of her doubled, trebled in intensity. She felt an urge to follow Ryan’s lead, to let him set the rules of the road, but...she’d have trouble holding back if he made her wait much longer.

Luckily, Ryan seemed to be in a giving mood. She felt a hand leave her nipple and then, a moment later, cup her bulge, gently massaging her small penis and shrunken balls. Though Trevor had done the same general thing as well, the feeling of having her penis pushed, pulled, pressed between Ryan’s fingers was altogether different than anything the other man had attempted. Usually, when Natalie masturbated, she would pump away, using her penis like a man might, simulating shoving it in and out of a hole, but...when Ryan did this to her, it was like...it was like her penis was an oversized clit, there to be tweaked, pleasured, but not to be thrust into something. And, after all, if she was a girl, wasn’t it her clit? Her little, tiny, impotent clitty there to swing between her legs as a big strong man fucked her? The thought made her head swim with arousal.

At last, she could bear it no more, and she felt herself falling to her knees, thankful for the padding her jeans gave her against the rough cement floor. Her hands scrabbled against the front of Ryan’s pants, and he seemed a bit taken-aback, surprised that she would move so fast, but...there weren’t many straight men who’d turn down a blowjob from a hot girl, even a hot girl with something different between her legs. Though Natalie hadn’t expected herself to be taking charge, well...if that was what it took to get Ryan to shut up and fuck her, then that was what she would do.

She scrambled to unbutton and unzip his jeans, then pushed his boxers down, slowing down a little bit as the fabric slid down his crotch and began to reveal his cock; this moment, the first time she saw the object of her lust, had been an enjoyable one with Trevor, and she wanted it to be the same way with Ryan - even if the quality of the man was lower, the quality of the sex could be at least as high as before.

Judging by his tool, that could well be the case. It was thick, thicker than Trevor’s, and a bit longer too; Natalie found that her mouth was watering at the sight and wondered at the kind of person she had become. Was she really this desperate for sex? But then...if she’d found something she liked to do, why not do it? Why not fully enjoy the gifts life could give her? Why not take advantage of her new form to secure pleasure for herself...and a string of lucky men? What was the issue with that?

There wasn’t an issue. Natalie was an adult, and she would do what she wanted. She took Ryan’s cock into her hand and looked up at him as she licked the tip; he was watching her intently, breathing heavily, turned on and ready to go. She took more of him into her mouth, greedily savoring the flavor of him, the musky flavor of his cock, the sensation of serving a man once again. She swirled her tongue around the head, feeling the shape, the texture of her prize, giving herself a few moments to savor it.

But now...now she wanted to try something new. Natalie had been doing some research on Google, and now, well, maybe Ryan’s cock wasn’t ideal to be practicing on, but if she could handle him (and she was reasonably certain that she could), then she could handle anyone. Opening up the back of her throat, fighting back her gag reflex, she shoved his thick tool inside of her as deep as it could go.

The sensation was hard to describe. She felt blocked-up, constricted, gasping for what little air could pass down her throat past Ryan’s cock, but...God, it felt good. It was incredibly satisfying to have this much mastery over Ryan’s tool, to be able to take it into her, to be able to pleasure it in this new, unexpected way. He grunted, the first sound he’d made during their encounter, so she knew that he was feeling good, but honestly this wasn’t about his pleasure; it was about her quest for a new definition of herself, one that she could be comfortable with at last.

He began to thrust in and out of her throat, cock sliding into her airway, blocking her breath for a moment, and then moving out, letting her gasp for breath. It was uncomfortable, almost painful, but, like running a sprint or lifting weights, also strangely satisfying. Natalie could, if she wanted to, perform this sexual feat. She could make Ryan’s eyes cross with pleasure. She could do these things, and maybe she would, sometimes, but the important part was that the power was hers.

Still...she was growing bored of sucking Ryan’s cock. There would be no orgasm if she kept pleasuring him this way. After a minute of intense throatfucking, she pulled her head free, shaking off the hand that he’d put on the back of her head. She would be in control. He looked down at her. “Why did you stop? Keep going. That was good.”

“It was an appetizer,” said Natalie breezily. “You need to get ready for the main course.” Ryan looked like he wanted to complain, wanted to tell her to do something, but a stern look from her shut him down. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a lubed condom packet as she unbuttoned her jeans and pulled them and her panties down, revealing her large, mouthwatering ass. Bending over, she braced herself against one of the metal storage shelves, face-to-face with a box of t-shirts. She wasn’t going to put up with Ryan’s shit; this had better be good.

Soon, Ryan was standing with his tool at the tip of her waiting hole. “Are you ready?” he asked, tone of voice a little less abrasive and assertive than it was in public.

“That’s not the right question, big boy,” said Natalie, looking back at him.

“What...what is the right question?” He seemed uncomfortable, in a position, that of submissiveness, that he wasn’t used to at all.

“The right question is, are YOU ready?” Natalie flipped her hair, a casual gesture of confidence calculated to disconcert him. “This booty might be more than you can handle.”

“Like fuck it is,” said Ryan, though he sounded a bit unsure. She doubted whether any girl he’d fucked had talked back to this extent. Still, he pressed on, grabbing her hips, slowly guiding his rod into her sphincter.

The sensation was much better than it had been with Trevor. Maybe it was because Ryan’s cock was thicker than his had been, or because Natalie’s ass was better-trained now, but the burst of pleasure that had taken a minute or two to emerge with Trevor shot through her immediately the instant Ryan entered her ass. She had to suppress a gasp, but he had no such luck; a grunt of pleasure escaped his lips as her tight asshole closed around him.

Slowly, he began to stroke. The pleasure multiplied in a way that it hadn’t before, each thrust sending shockwaves through her. The knowledge that she was using Ryan for her pleasure, that she was fighting back in a way he had never expected, that she had, after all, managed to overcome his teasing, his bullying, his domineering tendencies...that was orgasmic in and of itself, and, well, his cock didn’t hurt either. Soon, she found moans escaping her lips, small at first but then larger, longer; she tried to fight them back, but she took comfort in the knowledge that Ryan was groaning away, so focused on trying to keep control of himself, trying to stay on top, that he couldn’t possibly notice the fact that she was struggling as well.

She pushed her hips back against him, and he yielded to the pressure at first, surprised, but that wasn’t what she wanted him to do. Grabbing his shirt, Natalie pulled hard, forcing Ryan’s cock deeper into her, ever-deeper, trying to make it reach the secret place inside of her that Trevor hadn’t quite managed to reach, the hidden place that she knew held the potential for an erotic explosion, a wave of ecstasy: the prostate. Ryan was big enough, but...did he have the will? Would he be too confused, too disoriented after being dominated by his perennial victim to give Natalie what she so desperately desired?

With a grunt of effort, he grabbed her hips harder and began to thrust, matching the new depth she’d guided him to. The sensation was exquisite. Where before the pleasure had come in intense shocks, now there was almost a deep throbbing that followed each and every thrust, a feeling that resonated through the core of her being. It was all Natalie could do to keep herself from throwing everything to the wind, gasping and moaning and letting Ryan see how much fun she was having, but...she didn’t want to give him that. Not yet.

Soon, though, she’d have no choice. Ryan was thrusting faster now, and every time he sped up, with every little uptick in the force of his motions, Natalie felt like she was getting closer and closer to orgasm. The orgasm she’d had with Trevor had been ten times as intense as anything she’d ever reached with just her hand; this one promised to be ten times as intense as that. The pleasure was building up not in her crotch, but deep within her, stirring the center of her body, threatening to explode and take over. There was almost a buzzing, a humming in every nerve of Natalie’s body, a feeling of anticipation, of excitement, of uncontrollable lust for the toe-curling, eye-popping pleasure that was just around the corner…

Just as she had almost reached orgasm, Natalie felt Ryan’s cock twitch inside of her; he had reached his limit, and he began thrusting faster, consumed by desire, trying to force himself ever-deeper into her. He groaned, a long, satisfied sound that filled the room. She’d won. She’d bent him to her will, forced him to take a back seat during sex, made him do what she wanted, and now...now he was totally yielding to the pleasure he gave her.

The realization was so erotic that it pushed her over the edge as well. A huge, earth-shaking explosion of pleasure blasted through her, once, twice, a third time. Something deep within her had been sated and was roaring with satisfaction, a booming, rumbling roar that her body could barely contain. She became aware that she was screaming, but there was nothing she could do to bring herself under control. Ryan was as out of it as she was, gasping and grunting as the last of his orgasm flowed away, and she let the pleasure overtake her for a few moments.

Then, at last, it began to fade away. Natalie was breathing hard as her orgasm subsided, and Ryan pulled out of her, tossing the condom into the trash. She pulled her pants up, and so did he; the atmosphere in the room was more than a little awkward, but mostly it felt...confused. Disoriented, almost. They stared at each other for a moment; there were no words for what had just happened.

“Well, fuck me,” said Ryan at last.

“I just did,” said Natalie.

“You know what I mean,” said Ryan. “I...well, I...you should probably get back to work…”

“And you should probably get back to your frat party,” she said.

“You don’t like me that much, do you?” There was something strange in his voice, something that she hadn’t heard before. It wasn’t bombastically confident. It was almost...disappointed.

“I like your dick. Why can’t that be enough for you?” Natalie turned to leave. She hadn’t signed up for a heart-to-heart.

“Listen, Natalie,” said Ryan. “I’m...sorry for bothering you, I guess. I didn’t see you for the person you are. At least promise me we’ll do this again sometime.”

“That’s something I’d agree to,” said Natalie. “And...well, I’m not sure why you’d tell me that now. A good boning isn’t usually a catalyst for character development. But, hey, why not, I guess. We all grow.”

Ryan made a face.

“I’m not gonna date you, Ryan,” she said. “You’re just not my kind of guy. You’re not what I’m looking for, even now that I’m a girl. But we can fuck sometimes.”

“Okay…” said Ryan. “Well, see you around.”

“Yeah, see you,” said Natalie. “And tell your idiot friends not to come around here anymore.” She let him out of the closet first, then followed at a good distance; it was best not to give him the impression that she wanted to spend time with him, at least non-sexual time. She didn’t quite know what had come over her, though. There was a new confidence inside of her, a confidence that let her say what she thought and not care what anyone thought about it, a confidence that let her get rid of the bad things in her life.  In a way, she’d gotten her wish, the wish that she’d made five days before; she definitely had a way of dealing with Ryan now. She would still be seeing him, though...he and his friends just wouldn’t be fucking up her store. It just wasn’t quite what she had imagined.

It was strange to return to work, with some of Ryan’s cum staining her panties, but that was life now, wasn’t it? She was a person who had sex. She’d have to deal with the consequences. Humming to herself, she got to work straightening up the displays.

* * *

Ryan wasn’t quite feeling like himself. He rejoined his friends at the frat party, where they were indeed waiting for him. After a storm of nudges and joking, they asked him how it went. It was funny, though; he couldn’t quite find it in him to brag, even after having a couple of drinks.

It wasn’t that the sex hadn’t been good, though. In fact, he was already thinking about when his next encounter with Natalie might be. It was a good thing, he decided, that he’d slipped her the peanut butter cups. The technology might have been untested, but...she was clearly happier, at least, and God DAMN was she a good fuck. He just got the funny feeling that maybe, just maybe, the girl he viewed as his creation had taken a different path in life than he’d anticipated. Oh well.

There was always booze, though. He got a third cup of jungle juice and resolved to get totally wasted.


From Brian to Britney

Things had forever been going downhill for Brian Gruber. Born into a wealthy family, Brian’s poor grades in high school meant that the best education his parents could buy for him was at Roberts University - hardly the most prestigious school in the country. More has been done with less, of course, but Brian was never a go-getter, interviewed poorly, and had no idea what he wanted to do. And so, three years after graduation, he was stuck in a gray-suit, windowless-office, dead-end job in a place that would have made Dunder Mifflin feel like Disneyland: Rigner-Morteze Health Services, Inc. The company specialized in purchasing small health clinics, stripping and selling off all of their assets, and getting rid of the carcass for a profit, leaving the small rural communities which were their most frequent area of operation bereft of any form of medical care.

Brian felt bad about his job. Everyone at RMHS did, except the high-ups, who were at least being paid decently for their trouble. But then, it wasn’t as if Brian was helping the company much; he wasn’t very good at his job. He rarely took the initiative to secure deals, never contributed anything in meetings, and couldn’t even schmooze very well with his bosses. He was paid accordingly, but high turnover at the company ensured that he could keep his stupid, pointless job for as long as he wanted.

In short, Brian was a failure. He had no ambitions, no interests, no hobbies, and no friends, and, sitting at the cheap laminate desk in his tiny office, he’d often stare at the bare opposite wall and imagine that he could see his future ahead of him, dozens and dozens of pages of the calendar turning, flipping, flying by, marching towards his inevitable demise, his soul’s harvesting at the hands of the Grim Reaper, his body decomposing beneath the bare, unvisited headstone that would wear away for a couple of hundred years in some dreary cemetery until it was totally illegible, leaving no earthly record at all of his existence. Some days, though he was only twenty-five, he wished that the Reaper would hurry up.

* * *

One dreary Tuesday, Brian was standing in the hallway outside his office, looking out the window at the rain falling in the dingy office park, wondering which can of soup he’d have for dinner that night, when he was shaken back to the present by the sound of loud footsteps. He panicked; it had to be his boss, Tony Karling, a tall, muscular, dark-haired man who loved to loudly brag about his sexual exploits. He was everything that Brian wasn’t; successful, confident, attractive, the list went on. Tony hated seeing Brian wasting time out in the hallway. As Brian saw it, he was miserable, and miserable at his job; he might as well be less miserable, standing out in the hallway sometimes, and his job would hardly miss him. But Tony’s management style revolved around making sure his employees looked busy, and Brian did not look busy at the moment.

There was no time, though, to dash back to work; he’d already been spotted. Tony rounded the corner and headed towards him, but he didn’t look angry, much to Brian’s surprise. Instead, he was smiling, brandishing a little bottle of pills. Despite the industry Rigner-Morteze was in, it was rare to actually see anything even vaguely related to the medical field in the office (except Tylenol), so Brian wondered what they could possibly be.

“Brian! Just the man I wanted to see!” Tony boomed. Brian cringed; the whole floor was going to hear his boss’ half of their conversation. Tony was usually at volume 10, but today he was at an 11 or even 12, which was, at least, a sure sign that he was in a good mood. “I’ve got something for you. The boys were clearing out Chickpea Flats Health, you know, the one down in the Central Valley, and they got ahold of these! The bottle’s not labeled, but I was wondering if you could take a break from your usual work and dig around in the inventory records to find out what the hell they are.” He held the bottle out to Brian.

“...sure,” said Brian, taking it. “I’ll look into it. But couldn’t you just throw them away? It’s just one bottle.”

“Well, we could,” said Tony, smiling, “but where’s the fun in that? And, who knows, maybe we’ll find more of these. We’d definitely want to know what they were, right? As for this bottle, you can take it home, do whatever with it. We might want it back if you find out what it is, but, well, we can’t sell a single bottle, right?”

“Okay, I’ll get on that,” said Brian, shuffling back into his office. He knew that the task was busywork; the company had just finished up a suite of asset flips, and there wasn’t much for the office drones to do. Anything that was important was sure to be assigned to someone more capable than Brian, so he’d gotten...this. A bottle of pills that no one could identify. Oh boy. He could have thrown them away right at that moment, and probably no one would have given a crap. The work simply did not matter. Brian did not matter. This stupid, pointless task was just like his life; nothing but a massive waste.

Oh well. He sat down at his computer and pulled up the inventory.

* * *

An hour later, Brian had mentally conceded to his boss that this was, at least, an interesting problem. There was no record of the pills on any of Rigner-Morteze’s systems, from the inventory to the logs to the internal lost-and-found page. The clinic’s computer systems had been dismantled and sold off, so there was no way to check them, but any relevant information should have been transferred anyway. That was standard practice. RMHS might have permitted a degree of incompetence in its office staff, but the actual field teams were held to a much higher standard. Essentially, though, there was no record of the pills ever having existed.

In case it had been a classification error, he’d also gone through the clinic’s inventory to check whether the medication matched anything they had had on hand, but since the operation had fallen on hard times, there was hardly anything that fell into that category either. There were no leads there.

They could always have sent it in somewhere to do a chemical analysis, but the fact that Brian was doing this rather than Tony (or literally anyone else) sort of implied that that was off the table. It was clear enough that this mystery wasn’t of enough importance to have real resources dedicated to it.

Still, solving it could well raise Brian’s status a little at the office. He felt a flickering of something new inside of him: Ambition. If he could do this...maybe he’d get himself on a track out of the windowless office. Maybe he’d even be able to get a job somewhere else, other than RMHS. Wouldn’t that be crazy? Maybe it wasn’t too late to get his life on track. He was still young, after all.

He laughed out loud. No, there would be no easy way up for him. There wouldn’t even be a way up at all. That wasn’t how things went. But, at the very least, he could get out of having to drive to Krispy Kreme that Friday to get donuts for the office. The task went to the worst-performing member of the team, which meant that Brian always had to do it, and he hated it with a passion, with every fiber of his being. Somebody else would be the goat this week. Somebody else would be named and shamed. It was with that new resolve that he got back to work.

* * *

Later, Brian was eating a bowl of soup at the formica table in his dingy, overpriced apartment. He was feeling low again. Lately, he’d taken to drinking beer with dinner; the alcohol made him feel a little less dead inside, and the flavor gave him something to look forward to. Not that he could afford the good stuff, of course, just Rolling Rock. There wasn’t much alcohol in the cheap lager, but after draining the bottle, he was feeling better, and a little bit adventurous.

His mind wandered back to the pill bottle. He’d brought it home; it was sitting on the kitchen counter where he’d left it, seemingly beckoning to him. There was no way to find out what the pills were; of that, Brian was almost certain. But...there was a way to get a hint. The effects of the medication, whatever they were, would give some clue as to what it was. He decided to try what he knew could turn out to be a dangerous experiment. Sure, the pills could overload his liver, or cause kidney failure, or something, but they were most likely the kind of low-level, gentle medication that millions and millions of people took every day, rather than something more dramatic.

It was a stupid decision. He knew that for sure. But...what did he really have to lose? Did it make sense to risk his life for an unimportant work assignment? No. Did he kind of want to risk his life anyway? He considered everything in his little world, the decaying suburb that he called home, the grungy office park where he went to work, his depressing, dead-end job, his sad, dirty apartment. Maybe he’d have felt different without the alcohol, but...in that moment of utter darkness, it didn’t seem like it would be that bad if something went terribly wrong.

Well, at the very least, he wouldn’t overdose. There were no instructions on the bottle, but usually you just took one pill. He hoped that you didn’t have to cut them into quarters or something silly like that. Wasn’t that how Jimi Hendrix had died or something? Cautiously, Brain bit one of the pills in half and swallowed the smaller part. If he didn’t feel too terrible in the morning, he might consider taking a whole one the next day.

The experiment was interesting, though. This was probably what they did for drug trials or whatever. Wasn’t it ironic that Brian worked in the healthcare industry, yet knew nothing whatsoever about the pills he was putting in his body? He had an at-home blood pressure test, since his family had a history of hypertension, and now he went to go and take a baseline measurement.

Thankfully, it came out normal, so if the medication ended up raising or lowering it slightly, he would have no immediate problems. Brian’s mind raced as he thought up more tests to do. Weight! Urine! Pulse! He even considered drawing some blood, but decided that the doctors probably didn’t get a lot of information from how the blood looked, more how it tested, so decided against it.

By the time he went to bed, Brian had conducted a good half-dozen tests; maybe not enough to catch any ill effects the medication was having, but enough to give him a false sense of security about the whole process.

Still, though...maybe being an office drone and a lab rat was better than being just an office drone. There hadn’t been any purpose to his life before the pills; now, maybe, he could achieve something, even if it was just wasting his health for little purpose. Maybe the medication was some rare, expensive drug that the company could sell for a lot of money. Maybe you could make it into meth or something and Brian could sell it on the dark web. Wouldn’t that be a bad thing to do, though? He might have been willing to cause himself harm, but Brian didn’t want to hurt anyone else.

He was going insane; that was the only answer. His stupid job was driving him insane, and now he was taking it out on himself. What a way to go, he thought, as he rolled over and went to sleep.

* * *

Brian woke up in the morning feeling...different. At first, he couldn’t quite pinpoint what had changed, but that was cleared up when he tried to get out of bed. The slightest gesture, lifting his head less than an inch, caused his body to light up with pain. It was horribly, terribly intense, the worst he’d felt in his life, enough to force him instantly back into lying down.

He was terribly, terribly afraid. Though he might have contemplated death the night before, he realized, now that he seemed to be staring it in the face, that he wasn’t ready to go. Sure, his life wasn’t great, but...surely it could get better? Surely it would, eventually? And if all of his blood vessels had burst, or his spine had shattered, or...something, then he would have it all taken away from him.

Within a few minutes, though, he felt it begin to subside. Initially, even breathing had caused stabbing pains in his chest, but those were no longer so intense, and he wondered whether it wasn’t the end after all.

One thing was for sure, though; Brian wouldn’t be going in to work. There was just no way. The forty-five-minute drive to the office park was going to be impossible in his condition, and there was no guarantee that he wouldn’t worsen over the course of the day. His phone was lying on his nightstand, and he began to reach over to grab it.

The slightest motion was agony. It wasn’t as bad in his arm as it had been in his neck, but it still took Brian well over fifteen minutes to pick up the phone and bring it into view. Holding it up was painful, but as long as he kept very still, it was manageable. He dialed his boss’ number. A moment later, Tony picked up. “Brian! How’s it going?”

“H-hey Tony,” Brian was trying to speak normally, but his voice came out as more of a groan. It probably wouldn’t be too difficult to convince his boss that he was sick. “L-listen, boss, I...I can’t make it to work today.”

“Can’t make it?” said Tony. “Why not?” His voice was airy, unconcerned, as if he was asking his wife why she preferred one color of shirt over another. Brian was not valuable to him, and he wasn’t afraid to show it.

“I’m...sick. I have...pain all over my body.”

“That sucks, man. You should go to a doctor or something. Well, call me tomorrow if you’re not feeling better.” Tony was clearly feeling generous.

“Thanks, boss.” Brian was genuinely grateful. He could have made the day even more painful than it would have been otherwise.

“Yeah, of course. See you.”

“Bye.”

“Bye.” His boss hung up, and Brian let the phone slip from his fingertips, landing on the mattress next to him. Talking had been painful, but not as bad as he had expected, so maybe...maybe he could get up and have a bagel or something. Not right away, but by the end of the morning.

Over the course of the next half an hour, Brian worked on sliding his legs out from under the sheets. A shower was out of the question, but there was a stick of deodorant on his nightstand, which he managed to grab and apply. It was nearly nine by the time he began to think about getting out of bed, and to consider his situation.

The pain was not nearly as bad as it had been. Quick movements were still completely impossible, but as long as he was careful, he could move his body freely enough. Getting the stick of deodorant had taken only five minutes, so he was improving. As far as breakfast went...well, he couldn’t walk, but maybe he could sort of slither out to the kitchen. It wouldn’t be totally impossible.

Going to the doctor wasn’t going to be a good option. The problem seemed to be going away on its own, and Brian’s bank balance was only in the low thousands, so any surprise medical bill could be catastrophic. Besides, he would probably need an ambulance to come and get him, and that would be expensive and difficult.

Well, food came first. The process of lowering himself out of bed, head-first and belly-up, took only about fifteen minutes, blazingly fast by his new standards, but he was absolutely exhausted by the time he set himself down on the cold laminate floor. He’d had to hold his weight on his arms and then his back as he slid down, and those parts of his body hurt now more than before.

Still, though, it seemed as though the pain was fading from other parts of Brian’s body. His lower legs weren’t that bad, and neither was the back of his head or his back in general. The worst parts were certainly his face, his chest, and, most noticeably, his hips and butt, which still blazed with a sharp fire whenever he tried to do anything. There would be no walking for a while.

Eventually, the pain lessened in his arms, and he turned himself over inch by inch before setting out to crawl across the floor. He had to power the journey exclusively with his arm muscles, which complained bitterly but didn’t give out. It was like he was a zombie in a movie, one of the pathetic ones that had to slither along the ground because its legs were missing or something.

Centimeter by painful centimeter, Brian would move his hand forward, grab the floor, and laboriously haul the rest of his body just a little bit further forward, then repeat the process on the other side. Initially, the process was incredibly difficult, and it took him many minutes to even draw level with the end of his bed, but with time he got a rhythm going and managed to speed the process up. By the time he’d reached the doorway out into the living space, he’d reached a rate of one “stroke” per minute.

The door now presented a problem. Luckily, it opened outwards, so Brian was able to force it open by walking his upper body up the door, turning the knob, and pushing outwards, but this wasn’t an easy process at all. When he did get it open, he allowed himself to fall forwards, panting, over the threshold of the living room. Victory had never tasted so sweet.

Now he was on the home stretch. It wasn’t too far to the kitchen, and completely flat; Brian had little trouble pulling himself along the floor. If he stopped and rested, there was now no pain at all in the least-affected areas. Maybe a day of rest really could cure whatever it was that ailed him.

Finally, Brian was hauling himself up the counter and grabbing the bagels from the bread box. He reflected that this was the hardest he’d ever fought simply to survive, to live; he had had no idea that this steely resolve, this grim determination, was a part of his personality. In a way, even though he knew that whatever was happening in his body could still be the end for him, he was glad that it had taught him that lesson. A life worth fighting for was, indisputably, a life worth living.

Triumphant at last, he fell back onto the floor, gasping. There was still some fight left in him, though, and Brian wanted something to go with his bagel. Crawling over to the fridge, he yanked open the door. Nothing in the top levels was going to be accessible, but...ah, the peanut butter. It was nearly out of reach, but by bracing himself on the crisper drawer and straining upwards, he managed to grab the jar of salty, protein-packed goodness. That done, he worked his way over to the couch. It was more difficult to move now, with his hands full, but his limbs felt better than they had all day, and it took him less than five minutes to cross the room and haul himself up onto the cheap IKEA seat.

Brian breathed out as he grabbed a bagel, opened the jar of peanut butter, and turned the TV on. It was playing a shitty game show, but he didn’t care. He’d defeated his pain and his demons, and now he could relax and wait for recovery. He felt like he had a new lease on life, though the thought of returning to the office still made him feel a bit ill. Well, one thing at a time.

* * *

A few hours later -  Brian didn’t know exactly how long, since his watch was still in the bedroom - he decided to take stock of the pain once more. He flexed his hands, and found no issues with them. Arms? Fine, though moving them could sometimes trigger searing pain in his chest, which was still a problem. Head? He could swivel his neck freely, but if he tried to move his face, scrunch up his nose, frown, raise his eyebrows, he felt burning pain. Clearly, that was still a trouble spot. His legs were fine, which encouraged him to try standing up. Even though it had been impossible earlier, he felt like maybe now it might not be so bad.

Clutching the back of the couch for support, he pushed himself to his feet, largely with his arms. Though he wobbled, he found that there wasn’t much pain if he just stood still. Taking a step, on the other hand...his hips seethed with agony, and he nearly fell down; it took everything in him to grit his teeth and stay upright until the pain subsided. Walking was just not going to work for the time being.

Brian had an idea, though. He wanted to go to the bathroom, and it would be so much faster if he didn’t have to drag himself along the floor. He hopped up and down, trying to hold his hips still, and found that it wasn’t too painful as long as he stayed on his tiptoes. If he pretended he was in a potato sack race, he could get to the bathroom fairly easily. Victorious, he bounced across the room and opened the bathroom door. He would have looked incredibly stupid to anyone who saw him, but that wasn’t a concern; Brian had no friends, and his family lived far away, so he wasn’t likely to have any unexpected visitors.

Still, there had been progress. A day of rest and a good night’s sleep would probably fix most of the issues. The pill had probably caused all of this, and he shuddered to imagine what would have happened if he’d taken a whole one, but...well, it was good that he hadn’t. He left it at that. On the way back to the couch, he grabbed his laptop. The original point of the experiment, idiotic though it was, had been to figure out what the pills were. Now that he had a very distinctive side effect to go on, things were sure to go more easily.

* * *

It was dark outside, and the bag of bagels was empty, when Brian finally gave up. There were medications that caused pain, of course - nerve damage, joint pain, and skin irritation all seemed to be common side effects. But none of the health websites, nor any of Rigner-Morteze’s systems, had any information about a drug that caused acute but temporary pain centered in the face, chest, and hips. As far as the Internet was concerned, not only these specific pills, but also the drug in general, had never existed, and there was no reason why the bottle that Brian was holding should be filled with a mysterious medication that did something no one seemed to think should really be able to happen. There was always the possibility, of course, that it was simply a very rare, specialized drug that rarely saw use, in which case there might not have been any information about it online, or in the record systems.

Well, at the end of the day, the pain was, presumably, just a side effect; he didn’t know what the drug was actually supposed to do. The pain in his hips had gone down now to the point where he could shuffle slowly around, so he got up and hobbled over to the bathroom, where he’d set up his testing station the night before.

Results were inconclusive. His blood pressure was slightly higher, but not to the point of being concerning. His heart rate was also slightly higher, which was a bit strange, but that could well have been down to the stressful, painful day that he’d had. Nothing conclusive could really be said about the medication based just on those effects, so he’d have to wait longer.

Putting down the blood pressure machine, he realized that he was exhausted. Even though he probably hadn’t even walked a hundred steps, Brian’s day had been nothing but an endless struggle to exist, and he needed to rest. He went over to his dresser, changed out of his sweaty clothes (which was still a very difficult process, despite his improvements), and lowered himself gingerly into bed. If things got better overnight, he might even go into work the next day, he thought as sleep quickly took him.

* * *

Brian awoke feeling much better. The pain was completely gone, except for a few twinges here and there when he moved his hips and parts of his face. Everything seemed normal. He was getting out of bed when he felt something tickling his upper back. Wait...bringing a hand up to his head, he found six inches of new hair. He could tuck what had been his bangs behind his ears. What?

Rushing to the bathroom (which he could do once more), he looked into the mirror and almost fainted. The reflection staring back at him was...not him? But at the same time...it was him. He’d never felt such a connection to the person in the mirror. Feelings swirled inside of him as he took stock of the changes.

The hair was obviously different, but so was his face. His eyebrows were thinner, his nose less prominent, his lips fuller, and there were a million other smaller things that had also transformed, things that he couldn’t quite put his finger on but that he knew were different. His skin, too! It was smooth and almost seemed to glow, even in the dim bathroom light.

But, even stranger...his body had also changed. He had less belly fat and...a slap confirmed it. He had a bigger butt. His hips also seemed to be wider, and there was new fat covering them. There were worse things, but why? Why would someone take a medication that made your butt bigger? And what were all these changes for?

His eyes widened as he felt his chest and realized what had happened. It was unmistakable: Brian had...Brian had breasts. He now had the body of a woman.

The realization triggered a storm within him. That feeling of connection to the person in the mirror - it had been with the unconscious knowledge that that person was a woman, or at least looked like one. Why could that be? What kind of person would get joy out of realizing that they’d become more like the other gender?

But now that Brian thought about it, he couldn’t hold back the wave of revelations in his mind. The fact that he’d always wanted to play with dolls as a little kid. The fact that he’d never had any male friends in elementary school. The fact that he never shopped for male clothes so much as just picked out the cheapest ones and tried not to think too much about what he was doing. He was...he was transgender. And the pill that he’d taken had confirmed him beautifully and completely coincidentally. The pain had been horrible, agonizing, but now...the more Brian thought about it, the more he realized that it had all, in many ways, been a miracle.

He stared at the mirror for a few more minutes before he remembered that he had to go to work. Hurriedly, he brushed out his hair (which took longer than usual), got into his usual work shirt and pants, and grabbed one of his pre-packed lunches out of the fridge. Glancing at himself again on the way out (he just couldn’t resist), he realized that the vibe from his look had gone from frumpy straight man to business casual lesbian, but...hey, that wasn’t a bad thing. Maybe he was a lesbian. Who knew?

Jumping into his ancient Dodge Stratus, Brian cranked up the radio and hit the road. Usually, the morning commute was a shitty start to what was always an even shittier day, but today he couldn’t care less. Nothing was able to touch him at all.

He got to work in record time by using a sneaky back route he’d never felt awake enough to attempt, and, despite his slow start, pulled into the lot a good fifteen minutes early. Grabbing the bottle of pills and his laptop, he headed into the office.

Brian certainly turned some heads on the way to his desk. Nobody was used to seeing him smiling, pumped-up, excited, and they especially weren’t used to seeing his dramatically-different new look. He’d only just sat down when one of the onlookers decided to come and see him. It was Agnes from accounting, a nosy baby boomer who delighted in the personal drama of other people - and if anything smacked of personal drama, this mysterious woman wearing men’s clothes certainly did. She poked her head into Brian’s office. “Hello there.”

“Hi,” said Brian. He noticed that his voice was higher. Did it sound like a woman’s? He couldn’t tell.

“Um…” she said. “Are you, well…”

“I’m fine, thanks,” he said, breezily.

“No, no, I mean...who are you? Are you Brian’s girlfriend? He never said anything about a girlfriend.”

Brian blushed a deep beet red. It had never occurred to him that he would actually be mistaken for a woman. “Um...I...I am Brian.”

“What?” Agnes stared at him for a moment, then turned away, muttering about “transvestites.” He suspected she would be simply the first of many to react that way, but it was hilarious as much as it was offensive. Old people were crazy.

He got to work in the office, looking up medications with feminizing effects. He’d never heard of anyone changing their appearance so rapidly, but it had happened to him, so…surely the compound was widespread, right? Whoever had invented it would have gotten rich and probably become famous too.

But there was nothing on the Internet that suggested that this was the case. Estradiol, the most common feminizing hormone, took years to work and couldn’t change bone structure, and all the other candidates were even less likely to fit the bill. More and more, it seemed to be the case that the medication that the RMHS team had found at the clinic was something entirely new under the sun, something unprecedented and totally revolutionary.

That did mean, though, that Brian was never going to find a medication name or a chemical formula. He was just wondering whether Tony might OK sending it to a lab, given its extraordinary effects, when the man himself showed up at his office door. “Brian! Is that really you?”

“Yeah. I...may have taken the medication that you gave me to investigate.” Brian realized that it sounded like an incredibly stupid thing to do (because, well, it had been), but he was proud of himself anyway. He’d done something brave, if also foolhardy.

Tony laughed. “You’re not supposed to do that! How much did you take? It sure packed a punch!”

“Just a quarter of a pill,” said Brian. “It seems to have been some kind of hormone or something, but I couldn’t find any records of any medication like this. It could be something big.” He realized as he was speaking that Tony was paying full attention to him, which was disconcerting; usually, Brian was a sideshow for him, a distraction that never warranted much notice. Why not now? Did Tony know something about all of this, the pill bottle, the effects, everything else, that Brian didn’t?

“Well,” said Tony. “I commend you for your sacrifice. Are you feeling okay? I’m so sorry about what happened.”

“I’m...fine.” Brian didn’t really want to share his gender-related revelations with his boss, and he was also put off by the note of concern, whether real or fake, in his voice. Tony had never once asked Brian how he was feeling, or expressed any kind of worry or regret to him.

“Good to hear, good to hear,” said Tony. “Well, I think we can take it from here; we should have more than enough information to go on.” He took the pill bottle off of Brian’s desk. “I’m so happy with your effort, actually, that I’m going to give you a bonus!” He pulled a check out of his pocket and handed it to Brian, whose eyes widened when he noticed the amount: five hundred dollars. “Considering the circumstances...well, it’s your money now, of course, but I’d advise getting a new wardrobe. After all, with your body so drastically changed, your old clothes may not fit so well.”

“Thanks, boss,” said Brian. He didn’t understand this sudden generosity, but he’d never before gotten any kind of raise or bonus, except a few cost-of-living increases that amounted to very little.

“And, you know what?” said Tony. “You sounded really sick yesterday. I feel bad for making you come in. Why don’t you take the rest of the day off?”

“Really?” asked Brian. By now, he was a little suspicious; was Tony going to fire him or something? What was with this sudden kindness?

But there was no hint of Tony’s true motive in his wide smile. “Yes, of course. Go shopping, or just go home and relax! The day is yours.” He turned and left, leaving Brian feeling a little bit stunned. Something weird was definitely going on, but...it wasn’t Brian’s way to look a gift horse in the mouth. After all, he’d never achieved anything for himself, unless you counted throwing away advantages as an achievement. Gathering his things, he got up and headed out.

* * *

Unsure of what to do with the day, Brian found himself taking Tony’s advice and pulling into a parking spot at the nearby mall. Unlike everything else in Tercer Hermano, the suburb he called home, the mall was in fairly good shape. After killing off all of the local businesses and the small downtown that had existed at the beginning of the twentieth century, it had established itself as the only place to shop. Even though business had slowed in recent years, the large white building was still the cleanest and most modern in the entire city.

But...what did Brian want? On the one hand...yes, he was transgender. He hadn’t told anyone, but that was a fact, not a question. His new female body (except for what was between his legs) also pointed to that side of things. On the other hand, did he feel comfortable buying...buying women’s clothes? Was that a thing he could really do?

It occurred to him that some stores did sell clothing for both genders. Maybe the best idea was just to go in and see what happened. With that in mind, he headed to H&M. He was still young enough to shop there, right?

Stepping through the doors of the store, he found himself passing into a kind of daze. The fact that he looked like a woman, that he could but whatever he wanted with minimal judgement - it sent a torrent of emotion washing over him. There was no question about which floor he was going to; he attacked the women’s section, tearing through the racks, picking things up left and right to try on, and then, running to the changing room, locked the door and had a private moment of sheer euphoria as he watched himself put things on. One item he’d found, a simple black t-shirt dress, moved him to tears; when he wore it, he saw a person staring back at him who was fully, indisputably, a woman.

He left H&M with full bags, but the spree continued in other stores. He needed jeans, casual dresses, nice dresses, probably a couple of skirts, tops, shoes (obviously)...the list went on, and kept growing as he bought more and more. At last, most of the $500 was gone, and he had a trunk full of new things to wear. As he pulled out of the parking lot, he was already planning out the multiple loads of laundry it would take to get everything washed. There was just so much to do, and he couldn’t wait to get started.

* * *

That night, Brian was sitting on his bed, staring into his closet. All the male clothes in it had been purged; they were sitting in a heap on his floor, waiting to be dispatched to Goodwill. Instead, the racks were full of everything he’d bought that day, and he was trying to decide how he felt. It was exhilarating to finally be expressing his gender the way he wanted to, but...god, it would be difficult to come into work. Agnes’ comment was just the beginning. The office was full of old people, and while some of them would likely be accepting or at least tolerant, a few of them were equally likely to make his life difficult.

It was crazy how suddenly everything had happened. Obviously, the strange medicine was hard to explain, but then there had been the weird interaction with his boss, and the shopping trip - his life had changed more in forty-eight hours than it had in ten years. It wasn’t bad, of course, but…it wasn’t easy to adjust to.

Also...even though he was firm in the belief that he was transgender, he hadn’t quite made the mental leap to thinking of himself as a woman. That would be a big change, of course, with a new name and new pronouns to boot, and he just didn’t quite feel ready for it. Maybe there was no rush, but...he’d thought that transitioning was a straightforward, by-the-book kind of thing, and now he realized that it wasn’t that simple at all. The thought filled him with trepidation.

Oh well. At least he had some nice new panties; he’d stopped by Aerie on the way through the mall. He adjusted the waistband of the pair he was currently wearing, then fell back into bed and, exhausted, dropped off to sleep.

* * *

When Brian woke up in the morning, his first thought was to check his reflection in the mirror. Even though he hadn’t taken any more of the medication, he wondered if anything had changed about his appearance. At this point, he was so used to things not being the same that he would have been surprised to see everything as it had been the day before.

But the mirror revealed no major alterations. His hair seemed a bit longer, and his face was...a little bit different, maybe? But nothing seemed radically different.

Still, though... Brian lingered at the sink, gazing at his reflection. He’d never been comfortable with the person looking back at him, but now...he was cute. He was so goddamn cute that he wanted to reach through and give himself a hug. He’d never been happy about any aspect of his appearance before, but now he was happy with almost everything about the way he looked. He’d never known how much he’d wanted that.

Smiling broadly, Brian headed back into the bedroom to get dressed. He picked out a nice white blouse, black skirt and flats; it was better not to be too adventurous at the office, especially not on the first day of dressing as the person he really was. He’d shaved his legs the day before, but his nails still weren’t done; that would have to happen later, or on the weekend, which was just the next day. A bra hugged his chest, giving him a sense of security and contentment, though his breasts weren’t really large enough to need one that much.

There was something missing in his look. Even though he’d hardly felt very confident in doing so, Brian had picked up some makeup at Ulta. His impression was that the whole primer-foundation-concealer-bronzer-highlighter procedure took a long time, so instead he just opted for a little mascara and a light lip gloss. He was just a little cuter after he finished, but it wasn’t too noticeable, which was probably a good thing.

Satisfied now, Brian hurried to the kitchen, made some toast with peanut butter, and then got in the car to head to work. As he pulled out of the driveway, he realized that he felt a sense of impending...something. Everything that had happened over the past few days - his mental low point, his mysterious transformation, the strange shopping trip - it was all leading somewhere, and he felt like would find out where very soon.

Traffic was heavy, even down the side way he’d used the other day, but Brian didn’t care very much. Things like that, traffic, rain, bad things happening - they didn’t have to bother him. It had been easy to let them bother him, when he’d been trying to be a guy, but now...well, now things would be easier. So what if the traffic was slow? He’d get to work slower. It wasn’t as if he’d left with just minutes to spare. Old Brian would have been consumed by worry over the situation, but New Brian - that name was starting to seem less and less appropriate - was fine with it.

He pulled into the parking lot exactly on time, hopped out of the car, grabbed his bag, and headed in to the office. If no one had been quite sure who he was the day before, now everyone was absolutely convinced that he was a different person. Multiple coworkers got up to introduce themselves, leading to some awkward conversations that Brian wriggled out of as soon as humanly possible. This was what he had been worrying about. Luckily, almost everyone was nice enough once he explained what was really going on - except Agnes, who hung out in the opposite corner of the office, pretending to be intensely interested in whatever was happening on her computer screen.

Finally, though, Brian made it back to his desk, plopped his stuff down, and got to work on his usual drudgery. He wondered whether it would be better to leave Rigner-Morteze. It wasn’t as if he liked the job, and even though it was very secure, he had skills, right? He could get something that paid better somewhere else. He could even move out of Tercer Hermano, maybe over to another suburb or even up to the Bay Area or Seattle or something. That flicker of ambition that had helped to push him to take the pill had never quite gone out afterwards.

He was sitting idly, daydreaming about the sunny Seattle weather he’d seen on TV, when Tony knocked on the doorframe before stepping into the office. “Hey, Brian! Glad to see you took my advice!”

“Yeah,” said Brian. Suddenly, he felt a little awkward about his appearance, now that it was being commented on. At least Tony seemed to like it. “I went to the mall after you gave me the day off. I bought more than I was expecting.”

“Good, good!” said Tony. “I’m so glad to hear that you’re finding your style. I know that it always makes me happy to find something that’s a good fit.” His tone was disconcertingly bright, and Brian wondered, again, what he was up to. “Anyway, I was coming by to ask you to meet me in my office in five minutes. I have something to...discuss with you.”

“Okay…” said Brian, now positively suspicious.

“Great!” said Tony. “I’ll see you then. I just have to make some copies first.” Smiling, he strode out of the office.

Brian sighed. Clearly, his boss had some angle, and, well...there was only one way to find out what it was. Hesitantly, he got up and started for Tony’s section of the building.

* * *

It was funny; even though Tony had been Brian’s boss for three years, Brian had only seen his office a handful of times. It was always Tony that came to Brian with things he was concerned about or wanted done. Though Brian often wished that it weren’t so, emails were not a major part of the Rigner Morteze office culture, and messaging apps like Slack had never even been considered by the upper management.

He was familiar with the route, though. Across the main workspace, through the doorway on the other side, down a few more hallways, and now there were more decorations, art on the walls and brass nameplates on the office doors. He stopped when he reached Tony’s door, wondering whether it would be rude to go in if his boss wasn’t back yet. Cautiously, he knocked on the door, but there was no response.

A moment later, Tony came bustling down the hallway, holding a thick stack of paper. “So sorry to keep you waiting! I’ve been very busy today.” He pushed open the door and ceremoniously held it open for Brian before heading inside himself.

Tony’s office was impressive, by middle-management standards. It was a corner office, though not one of the truly desirable corner offices up on the higher floors, and it featured a large desk with plenty of room for paperwork. A fish tank bubbled away in the corner. Though it wasn’t particularly ornate, it still made Brian jealous; his own office was little bigger than a walk-in closet.

His boss took a seat behind the desk in a large leather office chair and signalled for Brian to sit on a smaller, lower chair facing him. When they were both comfortable, he began what was clearly a rehearsed spiel. “So, Brian, you’ve been with us for three years now. Are you liking it?”

“Mostly,” said Brian. The truth was that it made him want to die inside, but he wasn’t going to tell Tony that. He was worried, though; this kind of big-picture talk was usually only heard at RMHS when someone was about to get canned.

“Good, good,” said Tony. “And your specific role? Junior operations coordinator? How’s that fitting?”

“Well, it’s all right,” said Brian. At that moment, he found a strange new kind of courage welling up inside of him. “To be honest…I was hoping to move to a different kind of thing. Maybe it was the experience I had with the pills that’s making me say that. But, you know, having been here a few years...” He trailed off, wanting to see how Tony would respond.

“Mmmm,” said his boss. “Interesting, interesting. I agree, actually. I think you’d be better suited for a...different kind of position.” He smiled.

“What kind of position?” asked Brian, hesitating. He wasn’t sure he liked the look in Tony’s eyes.

“It would come with a substantial raise, of course,” said Tony, ignoring the question. “You’re no longer a green employee, and we would stop paying you as such.”

“Sounds good to me,” said Brian, “but what kind of position are we talking about here? Is it still gonna be in Operations?”

“Well,” said Tony, “you could say that.”

“What’s that mean?” asked Brian. He was getting tired of this.

“That really depends,” said Tony, “on whether or not the hormonal response that the pills were supposed to trigger works properly.”

“What? Hormonal -” Brian was about to protest more, but then Tony threw his tie to the side and began to unbutton his shirt. Normally, Brian would have been taken aback by his boss’ behavior, but now...now he felt compelled to quiet down, to see what was going to happen next. A hint of something he didn’t quite recognize was flickering within him. Each button revealed a bit more of Tony’s surprisingly muscular chest, and then his toned abs, fabric pulling to the side in a silent rebuke of Brian’s objections. Soon, his boss was shirtless, still looking expectantly towards him.

Brian felt unexpected feelings begin to swirl inside of him. He’d never considered that he could be...well, if he was trans, then being attracted to men would make him straight, right? Whatever his sexual orientation, though, the strength of his internal response, his attraction to Tony, his lust for him, surprised him. In fact, the response was stronger, much stronger, than it usually was when Brian saw an attractive woman. It was so strong that, despite his reservations, Brain felt himself licking his lips. Whatever was going to happen next...well, he might come to regret it, but those were worries for later. For now, he could think only of his boss’ body - and what he wanted to do with it.

“That’s right,” said Tony, watching Brian salivate. “Good, good. I think that this is going to turn out to be one of the best investments I’ve ever made. ‘Don’t buy drugs from China,’ they said. Well, usually, that would be good advice, but you just can’t get some of these things any other way. Anyway, I think we should continue our specific salary negotiations later, but this is my proposal to you. You can be my secretary. Duties will include answering the phone, forwarding important emails, receiving visitors, and, of course, providing other...services as required. Does that sound acceptable to you?”

Brian could barely understand what Tony was saying, but if he was reading him right...he’d be sucking his boss’ cock all day for money. There were worse things, right? He felt like maybe he wouldn’t normally have made this decision, but...what the heck, right? He’d only just started living life as a woman. He had to make up for lost time. He found himself approaching the desk, sitting on the edge, letting his skirt ride up, showing his ass to his boss. “That sounds...like an opportunity I’d be interested in pursuing.”

Tony smiled widely. “Good! There is an interview process, and it begins below the desk. If you will!” He gestured theatrically to the space under his desk, between his legs, where Brian could already see a massive tent pitched. This was going to be a good time. He slid down and positioned himself in the dark, cramped space, staring his boss down directly at crotch level. Even though he was eager to get it on, he still felt a bit of trepidation. What would this mean for the person he was becoming?

Then Tony put that feeling to bed. “Are you ready, Britney?” The use of a female name...it changed something. Brian - no, Britney - she felt that a line had been crossed. The verbal affirmation, by someone else, of her new identity cemented something inside of her that had felt loose and undefined. She was a woman, goddamit, and she refused to stop pretending otherwise. Of course, you didn’t have to be a woman to suck cock, but it certainly didn’t hurt if the cock in question belonged to a straight man, which Tony had loudly and repeatedly affirmed that he was. Well, he wouldn’t be entirely straight after she was done with him.

“Yes, boss,” she said, letting a sexy purr slip into her voice, reveling at how completely she’d changed since that fateful Tuesday.

“Then what are you waiting for?” he asked, taking on a domineering tone. “Get to work! Consider this your job interview!””

“I’m sure I’ll get the position,” said Britney, undoing the button of Tony’s pants before slowly, painstakingly sliding down his briefs. “After all, I’m more familiar than the average girl with the...tools of the trade.”

“Oh really?” asked Tony. “Then show me! Use that mouth for something worthwhile, huh?” Britney said nothing, simply looking up at him as she pushed the underwear down the rest of the way, allowing Tony’s thick, meaty rod to spring out. She allowed a look of shock to cross her face, knowing that he would enjoy it, but in fact she was too busy to be surprised, too focused on how to give him every possible ounce of pleasure, on how to get all of the cum out of his big, tasty-looking balls.

She started slow, with a handjob, slowly pumping his cock, sliding her fingers along it. From her time as Brian, she knew that it could be enjoyable to change up the speed and pressure frequently at first, almost massaging her boss’ thick tool, rather than pumping quickly. He seemed to be pleased; his breathing quickened, and he grunted softly whenever she did something he particularly liked.

But it was always best not to forget the balls, right? Britney cupped Tony’s full sack, oh-so-gently massaging and squeezing them. She knew that that wouldn’t lead him to an orgasm on its own, but it would certainly make his pleasure more intense.

She had fallen into a steady rhythm, massaging, pumping, and Tony was clearly enjoying it. “Am I doing okay, boss?” she asked, trying to sound innocent and naive, an act she knew he would love.

“You’re doing great,” he said, “but pick up the pace. I’m not paying you by the hour.”

“Okay!” said Britney brightly, beginning to properly pump Tony’s cock, feeling it stiffen in her hands. It was a strange experience, giving a man a handjob. She had, of course, given herself a handjob more times than she could count, but she was hardly well endowed. She’d considered tucking that morning to fit better into her skirt, but her bulge was so small that it hardly mattered either way. Tony, on the other hand...he was at least seven or eight inches long, and even just the way his cock looked practically screamed for somebody to suck it. It was such a big, juicy tool that Britney wondered what he’d want afterwards. If it was something involving her virgin asshole...the thought filled her with both trepidation and excitement. She didn’t want to be split in two, but on the other hand, she could only imagine the sensations that would come from having that monster buried deep inside of her.

But that was in the future. In the present, she had to pleasure Tony’s cock with just her hands and her mouth, and she was getting an idea. Leaning down, she met her boss’ eyes as she planted a kiss on the tip of his member, giving him a tiny taste of what was to come. His rod stiffened, and she smiled; apparently, despite being a demanding manager, he was easy to please in the bedroom. Still pumping, she began to gently lick him, tasting his musk, feeling the smooth head of his penis and the ridge that divided it from the shaft. And yet she still avoided going all in; Tony might have pushed her to speed up, but he would feel better if she didn’t. In any case, she was giving him what he wanted.

But Britney knew that even the most patient man would have been suffering by then, and when Tony placed his hand on the back of her head, signaling for her to go ahead, she knew that it was time to stop stringing him along quite as much. She took the head of his cock into her mouth, treating him to the warm, wet sensation he’d been craving. At first, she didn’t push herself too much, content to swirl her tongue around him, to allow the mere fact of the blowjob to do some of the work for her. He was sure to have a hard time keeping control of himself either way.

“Come on, bitch,” Tony grunted, pushing her head onto his cock. “Hurry up.” His rough speech, the heartless way he was treating her, drove her wild, and she wanted to jump on his dick right there and then, to let him ream her with that same aggressive, forceful energy, but she knew that that would come later. For now...continuing to massage her boss’ balls and to pump his shaft with one hand, she took more of him into her mouth, as much as she possibly could, inch after inch of meaty, musky goodness knocking at the entrance of her throat. The question was, could she do it?

The lesson Britney had learned from the pills was this: That, even if maybe there was some risk involved, it was worth it sometimes to grab life by the balls. Widening the back of her throat, she pushed her head down onto Tony’s cock.

The sensation was uncomfortable, but incredibly erotic. He was so thick that she couldn’t breathe, but she did have thirty seconds or so before she ran out of air, and she took advantage of that time to let him fuck her throat, letting go of his self-control for a moment, abusing her face with wild abandon. She felt like a toy, a tool to be used, and she absolutely loved it with every fiber of her being.

Britney’s air was just about to run out when Tony pulled out. He was smiling, trying to project calm, but there was a hint of wildness in his expression that confirmed what she’d thought before; he’d been about to cum. “You did good, slut. I’m giving you high marks for that part of the interview.”

“So...do I have the job?” Britney looked up at him eagerly, breathlessly waiting for the answer that she hoped was coming.

“Not yet,” he said, and she filled with relief. “I want to see how good you are at...desktop management. Get up here.” He patted the top of the big oak desk, and she scrambled out from her little cave between his legs and lay flat on her back, spreading her legs to reveal her panties as he slid a condom on and lubed up.

“I’m ready, boss,” she said, trying to look sultry. “Come and give me my work assignment. I want one that’s long and hard…” It was hackneyed, and she knew it, but he didn’t care; desire lit up his eyes like a fire deep inside of him.

“I will, bitch. You dressed extra slutty today, huh? You knew exactly what was going to happen.” As Tony pulled her panties off and tossed them away, then spread her legs and positioned his cock in front of her eager hole, Britney realized that he was right. She really had been expecting to fuck her boss. Deep within her, there was a part that had always wanted to fuck him, that had been jealous of the women (real or, just as likely, invented) that he had bragged about pleasuring.

“Oh fuck,” she gasped, “fuck me, boss. Fuck my slutty hole.”

“Your wish is my command, bitch,” said Tony. He pushed his pelvis forward, and Britney felt the warm, latex-covered tip of his throbbing cock pressed up against her tight asshole. She breathed out, trying to relax, to let him in, and, between that and the lube, she felt it begin to slide inside. He was so big, so thick, that it was painful at first; she found herself crying out, whimpering at the pressure, the stinging sensation of being stretched much further than ever before.

But then, slowly, the pain began to abate slightly, and to be intertwined with pleasure, pleasure that came slowly at first but then began to grow the further he slid into her. She’d never experienced anything like the sensation of having her asshole fucked; the pleasure of masturbation was sharp, immediate, skin-deep, but this feeling...it seemed to come from deep within her, a low, echoing sensation like the sound of a footstep heard far away in a silent cave. She didn’t know what the orgasm would feel like when it came, but she knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that it was going to be utterly unforgettable.

At last, Tony’s cock was in as far as it would go, his balls touching Britney’s ass. She had taken him; she had done it. Beads of sweat rolled down her face as she gritted her teeth and waited for the pain to lessen, hoping that she would get used to it.

But her boss wasn’t about to give her a break so easily. Slowly, he began to slide out and then back in, beginning a methodical, gentle stroke that seemed intended to ease them both in to the experience. Britney gasped. The feeling of having his cock in motion inside her...there was less pain when he thrust, and oh, oh god it felt good to have something plunging so deep into her hidden places. The head of his cock was stirring up pleasure unlike any she’d ever experienced, and she found it hard, almost impossible, to keep herself under control, to stop herself from crying out, begging for his cock even more than she already had, from slamming herself onto his dick with wild abandon. The part of her that wasn’t overcome with wild sexual desire remembered when Tony had been trying to go too fast, and she had had to rein him in; now she needed to do the same for herself.

Still, though, it felt incredible to have him fuck her this way. Each thrust sent shockwaves of pleasure, desire, ecstasy bounding through her. She had to let herself go a little. That was what sex was about, giving in. “Oh yes, boss, oh fuck, just like that,” she said, her words repeatedly interrupted by his thrusts.

“Yeah - Yeah, you like that, slut?” Tony grunted, burying more and more of his meat into her with each thrust. It wasn’t easy to string words together in the state they were in, but what they said was more or less irrelevant; it was how they said it, the growls of desire that escaped their lips, that made it so, so sexy to hear each other’s voices. The knowledge that she was driving him so wild, the knowledge that he was fucking her brains out, that was what took them to new heights of arousal.

Britney’s tiny penis was flopping between her legs as Tony reamed her. Now that she was looking at it...it seemed like it was even smaller than before she’d taken the pill. Her balls, too, were now no bigger than almonds, rolling around in her nearly-empty sack. The sight of these organs, weak, impotent, useless, was incredibly erotic. She would never fuck a woman. She’d thought that before, but now she knew it for sure; equipment like this was only good as decoration for her crotch, as a reminder to her of how much she’d changed, how much she needed a big, fat cock to pound her little asshole. And only a big, strong, alpha man could give her that.

But now...Britney felt something building within her, a sensation she recognized, but that felt much, much different than what she was used to: the beginnings of an orgasm. The pleasure was collecting in a vessel deep inside of her, vibrating, crackling with sexual energy, and it wasn’t long now before it would overflow, and...and then...she still couldn’t imagine what it would feel like, but she wanted nothing more than to find out.

Tony was also getting close, it seemed. His breathing was coming in gasps, and his thrusts were wild, uncontrolled; he was allowing himself to slam into her asspussy with wild abandon, letting his base instincts take control. The sight of him overcome by desire led her to allow the same thing to happen, to give in to her lust, to slam her hips against him, wrap her legs around him, and let out a moan of desire.

Maybe it was that that sent him over the edge. He grunted, and then Britney felt a warm sensation deep inside of her; he was cumming inside of her, his thrusts going even deeper as he acted on his basal instinct to fertilize her...not that she’d be getting pregnant, of course. Still, the knowledge that he’d blown his load, that she’d pleased him, pleasured him - it was incredibly erotic, and, combined with his ever-deeper thrusts, it was about to push her over the edge -

And then, at last, it did. Gasping, Britney’s eyes rolled back into her head as the vessel inside of her tipped over, pouring pleasure across every part of her body. Her very being seemed to vibrate with ecstasy, and for a few seconds she lost all awareness of the world around her, floating in a world of pure sensation. Gasping, she felt a bit of clear fluid trickle out of her dick (so much for her own ejaculation), and then lay back on the hard desk, trying to regain her breath.

For a minute or so, they remained in that position, recovering from an unforgettable experience. Tony pulled out of her and threw the condom in the trash, and a moment later she got up and began to wipe herself off with the tissues from the box on his desk. It was hard to know quite what to say after such an encounter.

“Well,” said Tony, “I can say for sure now: You’re hired.”

Britney smiled. Even though it had never really been in doubt, the knowledge that she’d get to do this again, and again, and again...it filled her with excitement. “Thanks, boss.”

“It’ll be my pleasure,” he said, grinning. “I haven’t had a fuck like that since...well, ever, I think. Damn! Well, we do have some work to do. Go down to IT and get them to set you up with the right accounts and stuff, huh? You are gonna be my secretary, after all. And I’ll have your desk and things moved in here before tomorrow.”

“Right,” said Britney, sliding her panties on. This was an upgrade, for sure. From office drone to dicked-down secretary? She would take that deal any day.

“Oh, and hey,” said Tony, as she walked out the door. “Agnes should be back with the Friday donuts by now. Take your pick! That is...if you haven’t had enough cream filling already today.”

Britney grinned widely. “You bet I will.” Justice had been served.

Taking her leave of her boss-cum-dom, she headed out into the hallway and back to her office to get her laptop. It was hard to come to terms with what had just happened. Thinking about Tony - it just left her brain swimming in helpless desire. Something weird had happened, that was for sure.

Still, did it matter? Her life was going to be a lot better from here on out. She’d get a raise! A less soul-sucking position! A fat cock to pleasure every day! And she’d get to do it all as the woman she was born to be! Just thinking about it, she felt a smile spread across her face. Nothing could stop her now.


From Rob to Riley

“Shit!” Rob leapt backwards as a bullet bored into the wall just inches from where he’d been standing a moment before. “Fucking run!” He glanced over his shoulder to see the rest of the gang already on the move, dashing flat-out back down the tunnel towards the vent opening. The plan had failed.

To be fair, he reflected as he sprinted after them, it had never been a particularly good one. Too much had rested on the security at Roberts Industries; the thinking had been that they’d be unlikely to respond to what would have sounded like rats in the vents, after years and years without incident.

It hadn’t been a complicated operation. One of the crew was going to hang back at the van outside, foot on the gas pedal, ready to drive. The rest of the gang was supposed to break in through the AC output, crawl through the vent system they’d spent weeks scoping out, and come out near the high-security Prototype Room. Then, they’d burst in, steal whatever the Roberts people were referring to as XX-2, and blast their way back to the vent and then out.

But with only three on the team, they just hadn’t had the firepower to deal with the half-dozen heavily-armed guards that had heard the small amount of noise they’d made on the way in, or else somehow just known that they were going to be there. Rob suspected a rat, but, well, there wasn’t time to think about that. He squeezed his way into the vent and climbed in as bullets pinged off the walls nearby.

The team rushed through the narrow, waist-high vent, bent over double and using their hands to pull themselves forwards as much as their feet. The security people didn’t seem to be following them, but Rob worried that that was only because they planned to catch them at the other end. He hoped their confidence was misplaced.

After a long, painful run through the twisting, turning vent system, the three would-be burglars burst out of the AC output and were immediately greeted by shouts and searchlights. The whole facility was on alert. “Get to the van!” shouted Rob. Scrambling across the gravel margin, they got into the van just as the guards began to fire; bullets thunked into the rear of the vehicle as the driver peeled out, slamming the pedal to the metal. Soon, they were driving down the road, home-free if empty-handed.

The four were silent for a while as the van headed down country roads before pulling onto I-5. Finally, Alan, one of the two who’d been with Rob inside the facility, spoke up. “Fucking shit. That was close! We almost had it, and then those assholes came along and lit us up.”

“There’s no ‘close’ in this line of work,” said Jerry, an older, more experienced operator who’d had to be cajoled into doing the job. “You get the score, or you don’t. The cops shoot you, or they don’t. You know, we could be screwed right now, even though we all got out in one piece. They could’ve found out who we are. Got the new plates, Eric?”

Eric, the driver, grunted and tapped the glovebox. The idea had been to install the fake license plates on a side road or something, but that would have to wait; they had to put some distance between them and the law first.

“Head to the viewpoint over at Dos Hermanos,” said Rob. “We’ll change ‘em there. Rich neighborhood like that, no one’s gonna be looking for us. And it’s…” he checked, “four thirty. We’ve got some time before the roads get busy again. I think we can get away.” Even though Jerry was the oldest in the group, Rob was the leader; it had been he who’d found out about the Roberts Industries opportunity, and he who’d gotten the gang together. And now it was he who had to pull them out of this shitty situation.

“I think we shoulda brought bigger guns,” said Alan. “Just Rambo’d it.”

“This isn’t one of your 80s movies, Alan,” said Rob. “We never wanted to get into a gunfight. If you bring a big fucking gun, that’s all you’re thinking about, who to shoot. Bring a small, surgical implement? You know that’s for emergencies only. What’s the point of scoring big if we all get shot to shit doing it?”

Alan shrugged. “I’m just sayin’, there were only a half dozen guys back there. Yeah, that’s not great odds, but, you know, if we’d taken them out, we coulda gotten into the Prototype Room.”

“In, but not out,” snapped Rob. “Stop talking about those fucking guns.”

“Whatever, man,” said Alan. “You’ve been tryin’ to make this shit happen for over a year now. We’ve been camped out in that motel for three weeks, goin’ up to the facility every day, gettin’ ready for this big score, and now it’s flopped. Fucking ridiculous. You know, man, maybe you’ve got some Richie-Rich-ass bank account payin’ for this fucking motel, but I only had a few hundred saved and it’s almost all gone. I don’t care if there are supposed to be millions of dollars tomorrow if I don’t have shit today. Shit, I’d rather go back to Chick-Fil-A if this is how it’s gonna be.”

“I know, I know,” said Rob. “It’s my mess to clean up. Listen, I still think we can do this -”

“I agree with Alan,” said Jerry. “I don’t see this plan working out. At the end of the day, I have a wife to go home to. She thinks I’m on a business trip. I can’t just put my life on hold to chase some guy’s pipe dream. I think even Eric is kinda fed up by now.” Eric grunted again, and Jerry was right; he did sound angry.

“Okay, fine, fine,” said Rob. “Tell you guys what. I really do think we can do it again. I have a...contact, and I’ll hit them up tomorrow...today? Whatever. They’ll give us a lead, and we’ll try it out. I think we can get our shit together to try another way in a few days. That won’t cost too much on the motel.”

“Few days?” said Alan. “Fuck that. I’ll believe it when I see it. I’m stickin’ around till the end of the week, job or no job. I can’t be chasin’ somebody else’s dream for all time.”

“Yeah, look, I’m sorry,” said Rob. “I’m sorry. I thought it would go better. I’m asking you to trust me one more time. Think of what’ll happen if we get it right! Retirement wherever you want. Aruba. Tahiti. Restaurant food every day. Fast cars. Big house, and not the big house you’re thinking of, either! This is the kind of opportunity that only comes around once in a guy’s career, and I think it’s worth another shot.”

“It’s worth noting here,” said Jerry, “that you’ve never told us what it is that we’re supposed to be stealing. I’d have a much easier time buying into your story if I knew that.”

“Look, I don’t know either,” said Rob, “but look, according to the lead I got, the Roberts Institute’s been putting all their time and money into this shit for several years now, and it’s finally going to Roberts Industries for manufacturing. We can sell it to China. However much they invested into it is how much it’s worth, and how much we can make by selling it.”

“I’ve heard this theory before,” said Alan. “Look, man, I said I’d stick around ‘till the end of the week. I’m a fucking idiot. I buy lottery tickets all the time, and there’s a part of me that buys your stupid bullshit. But that part is shrinking by the day.”

“Yeah, yeah,” said Rob. They were pulling into the overlook now; as predicted, it was empty of cars, and they had the opening they needed to get out and change the plates. It only took a few minutes of work, and now, with generic white vans just like theirs on the streets all over the city, they’d be untraceable.

On the drive back to Tercer Hermano, Rob was lost in thought. He knew the crew had the skills to pull the job off, if anyone could; that was why he was so hesitant to let them go and find some new people to bring in. But...he really had to deliver now. The thought of calling his contact made him feel a little uneasy. They were always helpful and obliging, asking for nothing in return, but Rob didn’t like to ask for too many favors, and he was worried they’d ask for a cut of this one. He had to admit that it would be only fair.

At last, they pulled into the motel parking lot. They’d picked it for several reasons. First off, it was run by an immigrant family that spoke little English and asked fewer questions. Secondly, it was close enough to the facility that they could go there every day, but not too close that they couldn’t lose any pursuit on the way back. And, thirdly, it was cheap. Split between them, the room was twelve dollars a night - still a ripoff, considering the condition of the accommodations and the fact that they had to take turns sleeping on the floor, but not bad otherwise.

“Damn,” said Jerry, yawning as he swung open the door to the room. “I’m wiped out. Nobody better make any noise before at least noon. I’m getting way too old for this. Way, way too old.”

“Make sure that fuckin’ alarm’s off,” said Alan. The alarm clock that had been sitting in the room since they’d checked in was the bane of their collective existence. It was set to go off at 5:45 AM, and there was no way to tell whether it was set. The first night, it had gone off and scared everyone half to death. The second night, they’d hit buttons for half an hour, trying to make double sure that nothing was activated, but it went off anyway. The third night, they’d just unplugged it, but there were apparently batteries inside, and it had given them yet another rude awakening. It was chained to the desk, but Alan had bought a hammer from Home Depot and worked it over the next morning, leaving it broken and flickering, but it still sometimes managed to go off, even three weeks later. “Also, Rob, you’re on the floor tonight. I’m still mad about this shit.”

“Fucking fine,” said Rob. “Get off my ass already.” He piled the grungy chair cushions and the spare sheets into a sort of nest on the floor, mirroring the one Eric was silently making on the other side of the room, then went to the filthy bathroom to brush his teeth. There was a colony of flies living in the toilet, and one landed on his nose as he stared into the sink, working his toothbrush around his mouth. Swatting it away, he spat, gargled, and headed to bed.

Still, he thought, laying down in his gross little bed, dirty sheets in a motel were better than clean ones in prison. He’d never been there, and didn’t intend to go, but then, who did? And if this job worked out, he wouldn’t have to worry about prison ever again. Or money. Or anything. That had been his quest, his life-defining purpose, for the past year and a half. He wasn’t about to give it up now because they’d hit a roadblock. Rolling over, and still thinking about his next move, he went to sleep.

* * *

Luckily, the alarm clock was merciful that night, and Rob was only awoken at three p.m. by the smell of Taco Bell. “Come get your breakfast!” shouted Alan. “We gotta get moving! Nobody is a vampire here.”

“Taco Bell?” groaned Rob, sitting up. “Fuck, you know what Taco Bell does to me. And Eric. And Jerry. And...actually, everyone except you.”

“What can I say?” said Alan. “It was my turn to buy, and if I have to get food to feed you ungrateful motherfuckers, I can at least get shit that I want. And I love me a quesarito.”

Silently, everyone rolled out of bed and got their meals. Rob’s usual Taco Bell order was the cheesy rice and bean burrito, because his issues were worst when he got anything with meat in it, and the others had learned to err in the same direction, except for Alan, who was living large with a Quesarito and a Crunchwrap Supreme.

“So,” said Jerry, digging into his power bowl, “who is this ‘contact’ of yours? How could someone possibly save this plan?”

“Um,” said Rob, trying to decide how much to reveal, “they’re...over in D.C. Government connections. And they’re willing to help us.”

“Interesting,” said Jerry. “And what, let me guess, they want you to send them a cut? Typical feds.”

“No, actually,” said Rob. “They’ve never once asked for cash. I heard about them from someone else in the,” he gestured vaguely, “business, and they’re a hundred percent reliable, all for free.”

“That makes no fuckin’ sense, man,” said Alan. “Why the fuck would someone work for free? They’re gonna sell us out or screw us over or something.”

“I don’t know,” said Rob. “Ask anybody who’s ever done a big heist like this, stealing tech or prototypes; they know who this person is. The person I heard about them from says that they’ve been the key to over a half dozen big jobs. Even some that made the news. You gotta have heard about the big Shikelri Pharma one. They got away with $600K worth of drugs.”

“All these anonymous motherfuckers, they don’t mean shit,” said Alan. “Give me a real reason to trust this person.”

“Tell you what,” said Rob, “I gotta call them after this. I’ll put it on speaker. They’ll be okay with that, probably.”

“Yeah, I’m not sure hearin’ their voice is gonna help me believe this bullshit,” said Alan, “but whatever. Do what you want. If it’s our last chance to make the score, I’m willin’ to at least check it out.”

After breakfast, Rob pulled out the burner laptop he used for things like this and pulled up an encrypted chat program. The contact, which he’d simply labeled “Emergency,” was the only one he had saved, and he clicked on it and typed a message: Doing grocery run soon. Need help in produce section. The code they used wasn’t super secure, but then, Rob only knew how to say a few simple phrases, related to the kind of heist he wanted to pull; the full lexicon was likely known only to the contact themselves, which helped with security.

It was always surprising just how quickly they managed to respond. Righto. Check your phone. Just as Rob finished reading the message, his burner phone buzzed. A call was coming in from an unknown number - a different number, somehow, than the last time they’d spoken, which had been two years ago now. Rob picked up.

The voice coming through the line was muffled, distorted, with a strong hiss of static and patches of feedback. It was impossible to tell whether the person it belonged to was male or female, young or old, a smoker, a druggie, anything. The only thing that you could tell was that whoever it was liked to talk fast. “Grocery run, huh?”

“Yeah, yeah,” said Rob. “Is it okay if I put you on speaker?”

“Right as rain, my friend, right as rain. But only you can talk to me. You know the code, they don’t.”

“Okay, everyone,” said Rob. “They’re saying you can listen in, but only I can talk. I know the code we have to use.” The other three crowded around, and Rob put the phone on speaker.”

“So it looks like the grocery run is...Triple Crown? Wow. I wouldn’t have thought you’d attempt Triple Crown.” There was a mocking note in the mysterious voice. Triple Crown was the codename for anything associated with Ronald R. Roberts, the notoriously handsy Hollywood director who owned Roberts Industries and a host of other ventures.

“I have a good team,” said Rob. “Listen, we already tried. We went to the produce section, but they were out of bananas. We were heading for the frozen foods, but we had to go.”

“That was a strong attempt, I will say. You know, there was actually another shopping trip that happened at Triple Crown a few months ago. They didn’t get even that far down the list. Well, you’ll definitely need a new strategy. What would you say to a little...couponing?”

“Couponing?” Couponing was the contact’s word for deception and trickery. They had never suggested such a thing to Rob before, but at this point he was willing to do almost anything to make the score happen. “I’m listening.”

“Excellent. There’s a bag of candy outside your, ah, place of accomodation. Follow the directions on the wrapper.”

“Wait, what the fuck?” said Rob. “Outside? How did you -”

“Hush, hush,” said the voice. “Good luck on your shopping trip. Destroy the computer, but keep the phone with you. If you don’t get rid of evidence, I couldn’t work with you anymore - and I wouldn’t allow you to contact me.”

“Okay, fine,” said Rob. “I hope I don’t have to contact you again. See you.”

“Goodbye, dear friend,” said the voice, hanging up.

There was a moment of silence. “Okay,” said Jerry, “I don’t understand even half of what you two were talking about.”

“Basically,” said Rob, “I told them about the heist, and they said that we need to try a new strategy.”

“Fuck, if that’s all you have to do to qualify as a genius, count me in,” said Alan. “See y’all later. I’m gonna go camp out in my apartment with some burner phones and shit, tellin’ people obvious shit for five K an hour -”

“That wasn’t all,” said Rob. “They also said there was a package outside the door.”

“That would be fast,” observed Jerry. “Well, I can’t say I trust this person, or you, Rob, but if they told us to do something, it’s worth a look, at least.” They headed over to the door and opened it to find a cardboard box sitting inconspicuously on the stoop.

“Woah, what?” asked Alan. “You weren’t shittin’ us.”

“Nope,” said Rob, picking the box up and tearing it open. Inside was a bottle containing a single pill and a folded piece of paper, which turned out to be a note.

Hello friends. Choose the man who’ll do the job and have him take this pill. It’s a top-secret medication developed by the US government, and over the next twenty-four hours, it will transform our volunteer’s body, allowing him to blend in perfectly at the upcoming Roberts Industries function in two days. He will slip in as a party guest, sneak down to the Prototype Room (where security should be lighter than usual), grab the item, and slip out undetected. Expect another package to arrive the day after tomorrow - that will hold the rest of the material you’ll need.

Love, your friend in high places

P.S. Burn this letter!

“Wow,” said Jerry, after they had all read the note. “This is like James Bond or something.”

Eric grunted and pointed at the pill.

“Good point,” said Rob. “Who’s gonna be the guy?”

“I think it’s obvious who it should be,” said Alan. “It’s your heist, Rob, and you’re takin’ the biggest cut. Besides, would you really want it to be anyone else? This has been your life now for a year and a half.”

“I...guess…” said Rob. “You’re right. I just...look, this contact, their plans have always worked - well, they did the other two times - but never quite the way I expected. I was trying to steal a van full of corporate iPads from the LA office of the Roberts Institute three years ago. I asked them, they said they’d hook me up, and sure enough, there was a crate full of these noisemaker things outside my door just a minute later. I used them to distract security and managed to do the job, but...I never would’ve thought to do it that way. I guarantee that this pill is more than it seems.”

“Well, what it seems like is a way to get the score, right? So more than that would just be a bigger payoff.” Alan laughed. “Don’t worry about it. What’s it gonna do? It’s one pill. One tiny little pill.”

“Okay…” said Rob. He picked up the container and tipped it into his mouth, swallowing the small pink pill with ease. Alan was probably right. Nothing in such a small package could pack that much of a punch.

They headed back inside, and, after disposing of the letter, the rest of the day was spent in idleness. There was simply nothing to do. They’d already cased the joint. They already knew everything there was to know about the facility. Alan had gained access to the company Slack a few months back by pretending to have forgotten his password; there was chatter about the break-in, but it was chatter from white-collar suits and not the security teams that they really wanted to listen in on. Rob and Eric took the computer out to the parking lot and smashed it with sharp rocks, making sure that it was almost unrecognizable before prying out the hard drive and repeating the process. Towards seven, Rob went to get Burger King for dinner (or lunch, depending on how you counted), but other than that, they never left the grungy, cramped motel room, not wanting to show their faces in public too much.

Around midnight, they started to go to sleep, one by one, the natural release of melatonin counteracting the fact that they hadn’t been awake for very long. Rob could only wonder what changes the pill would bring, and he had trouble getting to sleep, even though it was his turn for the bed.

* * *

Rob was awoken by Jerry shaking him. “Hey, we were gonna go to IHOP. Not here; the other side of town. You wanna come?”

“Fuck,” said Rob, “you really had to wake me up for that? Sure, I -” he began to sit up, but horrible pain shot through him. He felt as though he was being electrocuted. The sentence he’d been starting turned into a gasping, choking yell of pain.

“Oh shit!” said Alan, looking over Jerry’s shoulder. “You okay, man?”

“Fuck no,” said Rob. “Christ, I...it’s something in that fucking pill. I’ve got horrible pain all over my body. So...no, I’m not gonna be coming to IHOP. Bring me back a stack of the fucking - the whole grain pancakes. I’m gonna need the nutrition.”

“Sure you don’t want to go to the doctor?” asked Jerry. “I’m no medical professional, but this seems like a big deal.”

“Sure you don’t want to go to fucking prison, Jerry?” Rob gasped. Talking was painful. “I’ll be fine. Go!” Looking worried, the other three filed out, and Rob focused on staying as still as possible. As long as he didn’t move a muscle, didn’t budge an inch, the pain wasn’t too bad. His only real concern was how he would keep himself from going insane.

Still, he did seem to be getting better. After an hour had passed, it had become possible to move his arms without too much pain, as long as he went slowly. Despite how annoying the crew could be, he was glad to have them; he could only imagine how difficult it would be to take care of himself in this condition if he’d been living alone.

Eventually, the other three returned bearing Styrofoam containers. “Sorry we left you so long,” said Jerry. “We figured it was better to go far away.”

“Yeah, we went down to East L.A. for these. We got you some hash browns, too, and the boysenberry syrup you like.” Alan handed Rob his meal.

“Thanks,” said Rob, moving slowly to open the container. He was capable now of eating, if he went slowly enough; he hadn’t realized it before, but he was incredibly hungry. He poured the syrup over his pancakes and got to work.

After they had been eating for a while, Rob noticed a concerned expression cross Eric’s face. He pointed to Rob and grunted.

“Hey, you’re right,” said Jerry. “Rob, your face looks different. And your hair’s longer, too. It’s like you got plastic surgery or something.”

“Interesting,” said Rob. “Well, I’m more concerned right now with trying not to let whatever the fuck was in those pills send me to an early grave. I don’t care if I grow a second head, I just want this pain to stop.”

“What kinda pain?” asked Alan.

“It’s…” Rob took stock of himself. “It’s all over, but mostly in my head, and my chest - but not, like, heartburn chest pain, it’s more like near the surface, and my hips. My hips are definitely the worst. My arms hurt, but not so bad I can’t eat. It has been getting better, though, so maybe I’m gonna be okay. Fuck, though.”

“Well, hey,” said Alan. “Whatever’s happening - it’s bringin’ the score closer, right? Sure, it hurts now, but will it hurt when you have millions of dollars?”

“Fuck you, Alan,” said Rob, smiling. “You know that’s the same bullshit I use on you. And it’s not working any better when you do it than when I do it.”

“Well, we got you,” said Jerry. “I think this is all part of the plan. If we’re doing what we’re supposed to, everything is gonna work out like the contact said.”

“Yeah,” said Rob. “I’ll be fine. Let’s just lay low for now. The delivery was coming tomorrow, right? I wonder...I wonder what I’ll look like by then.”

“Only one way to find out,” said Alan.”

* * *

The day passed quietly. Rob lay in bed for most of it, barring one brief break, late in the afternoon, when he hobbled to the bathroom. He watched game shows and nature documentaries, anything to pass the time, to bring him even a few seconds closer to the glittering (or so it seemed) future, a future where, at least, he would be able to move around as he had before.

At around seven, Eric ordered a large cheese pizza from Domino’s; there was some risk involved in having deliveries to the motel, but they planned to pick it up at the front desk and not have it brought to the room. By then, Rob was able to get up and move around with some difficulty, so he managed to give a good account of himself in the race to devour dinner. After a few slices, he felt full, sleepy, and totally exhausted. Even though he hadn’t moved very much, the day had hit him like a truck.

He wasn’t sure how he felt about the changes happening to his body. Rob had slowly realized, over the course of his life, that his relationship with his physical vessel was different than what other people had with theirs. The rest of the world tried on clothes at stores, making sure they found the right fit and style; Rob threw on whatever was the cheapest. The world looked in the mirror and saw a copy of itself; Rob never felt any particular connection to his reflection. The world might be distressed to discover that its body was changing in ways that it couldn’t understand; Rob couldn’t bring himself to care. Whatever that strange sense of detachment was, it made him the ideal candidate to be the guinea pig in the scenario they were facing. What was the worst that could happen?

Still aching, he rolled over and went to sleep.

* * *

Rob woke up to a Wendy’s sausage croissant on his chest and the concerned faces of his three crew members staring down at him. “What’s going on?” he said, sitting up. “Did I...shit, did I grow two more noses or something?”

“No, no,” said Jerry. “It’s not that.”

“I’m going to the bathroom to look,” said Rob.

“Don’t let him go to the bathroom,” said Jerry. Alan and Eric stood over him, blocking his way out of bed.

“What the fuck is happening?” Rob was getting irritated now. “Just tell me!”

“I’m not gonna be able to do it justice,” said Alan. “Eat your sausage croissant, man, and you can go and look afterwards. Remember, you’re sick. Don’t want any system shocks or whatever.”

“Fucking Christ,” said Rob, unwrapping his sandwich and digging in. He wasn’t sick anymore, that was for sure. He had a ravenous appetite, and his limbs were full of energy, even more than before he’d taken the pill. He felt great.

Well, there was one thing different. Usually, when Rob woke up in the morning, he expected something to happen, something that...wasn’t happening for some reason. He touched his crotch, confirming it. He didn’t know how, but...his morning wood was gone. His dick was still there, but it wasn’t hard, like it had been almost every morning for as long as he could remember. What?

He wasn’t sure how to feel about that. He knew that most men would have been repelled, alarmed, but...he just couldn’t muster that same strength of emotion about it. More and more, he was starting to wonder if he was going crazy. Or maybe, who knew, maybe the pills had driven him off the deep end.

Everyone was just staring at him silently, concerned looks on their faces. “You know,” said Rob, between bites, “if you guys are gonna keep staring at me like I just came back from Planet Weebo or whatever, I’m gonna get up and go see what’s happening.”

“No, no,” said Jerry. “Eat your sandwich.” They all pointedly looked away, but that was almost worse; for being within spitting distance of Hollywood, his three co-conspirators were absolutely terrible actors. He felt a pit of nervousness begin to grow in his stomach. What if his ears were gone? What if his skin had turned purple? What if all his teeth had fallen out? No, that last one didn’t make sense. He could eat. And see his hands, which looked normal enough. And hear. It was something big, though, and he couldn’t relax without knowing what it was.

At last, Rob finished the croissant and got up. “Okay, I’m going into the bathroom,” he said, “and nobody better stop me, okay?” Silently, they watched as he headed across the room, stepped through the bathroom door, and looked into the grungy mirror. “Oh...fuck,” he whispered. The person he saw staring back at him was...a woman. She had hair down to her shoulders, a soft, shallow brow, a shapely nose, a narrow frame, but with hips wider than Rob’s...what had happened? How could one lousy pill do this to him?

And...why didn’t he hate it? There were strong feelings stirring within Rob, sure, but they weren’t revulsion, or rejection, or fear. Instead, he felt...happy, almost. Like he had been...waiting for this. Maybe he’d been waiting his whole life. But no, no, wait, wait. That thought was a little scary. He wasn’t a girl. He was Rob, a guy for twenty-five years and going strong. Why should he be glad that he looked like something he...wasn’t?

Sighing, Rob turned and left the bathroom. “Well, I see why everyone was freaking out,” he said, “but it’s not a big fucking deal. We can all calm down a little.”

“Calm down a little?” said Alan. “Man, you’re a...you’re a fuckin’ girl! Why should I calm down?”

“Cool it!” said Rob. “I can deal with this. I’m fine.”

“I wouldn’t be fine,” said Jerry. “I’d be...pardon my French, but I’d be flipping my shit. How are you so calm?”

“Well, clearly, Jerry, I am not you!” said Rob. “For which I am thankful!” He wasn’t exactly sure why he was getting so angry about being questioned, but they were just being such boneheads that he couldn’t help but get annoyed. Did anyone like being put under a microscope?

Eric grunted.

“Hey, he’s right,” said Alan. “Cool it. We gotta focus on the job, right? This,” he gestured vaguely at Rob, “is an important part of our effort. That’s what the contact said, right? That he’d need to blend in. Well, maybe it’s easier to blend in if he goes in this way, right?”

“Yeah,” said Jerry. “And the job’s tonight. Hey, wasn’t there supposed to be a package coming with the rest of what we needed?”

Just then, they heard a thunk outside the motel door, the sound of something heavy being set down. Then a car engine roared to life. They all rushed to the door, but whoever had done the drop was gone before they could get it open. But a large cardboard box was, as promised, sitting on the motel stoop. Rob grabbed it and carried it inside, and they all gathered around as he tore it open.

It was jam-packed with what they all assumed were supplies for the heist, but...where the crew had been expecting guns, or high-tech gadgets, or absolutely anything that a normal person would have taken to do such a job, instead they found a dress, a pair of expensive-looking high heels, a bra and panties, a handbag, and a full makeup set. “What the fuck, man?” said Alan. “This is...fucking weird.”

Rob couldn’t disagree. Though he didn’t feel so bad about his new body, the idea that it was such a crucial part of this strange plan was very unsettling. Not for the first time, he wondered whether the contact had some kind of ulterior motive, but...now they had gone too deep. It was up to him to see this through.

There was a note at the bottom of the box, which Rob unfolded.

Dearest friends! I am pleased to see your adherence to the plan thus far. It is now close to fruition. I apologize for not making myself clearer in the last letter; you see, I feared that if you knew what, exactly, the medication would do, you would not have wanted to take it - and that would have been a shame for both me and you, as then the scheme would never have gone off correctly.

But, as things stand, you have done wonderfully. Next, you must prepare Rob - or, as her name is entered into the guestbook, Riley Jefferson - for her grand entrance at the party. Not so grand, actually, because too dramatic of a look would be sure to draw too much attention, but the material you’ve been provided with should be enough to allow you to blend in. The reason it was so important that Rob appeared to be a woman was this: Ronald R. Roberts HIMSELF will be attending the party, and events that he organizes tend to have, ah, looser entry requirements for women, provided that they meet a certain standard...which Riley now does!

You should plan to be there at seven p.m. After gaining entry to the party, which should not be too difficult, Riley will mingle for a few minutes with the crowd before making an excuse and heading to the women’s room. This is down a side hallway that continues on past the restroom to a stairwell. The stairwell should take you directly to the Prototype Room. At that point, you can appropriate the device, put it in your handbag, where it should easily fit, and make your exit however you deem appropriate - the vent route should still be possible, but if you do not raise an alarm, you would, in theory, also be able to escape through the party, out the way you came in.

It is, I will admit, a complex plan, but it has only a few moving parts, and the odds of success are quite high if you follow my instructions to the letter. Good luck!

Love,

Your Friend in High Places

P. S. Burn this letter as well!

“Well,” said Jerry, after they’d passed it around, “that’s quite a plan. I can’t say it makes a lot of sense, but…”

“I think there’s a good chance it’ll work,” said Alan. “I mean, it’s fucking bizarre that this is how we’re doing it, but...why the fuck not? I mean, Riley over here could not be more convincing. That’s an asset.”

Rob was about to yell at Alan for calling him the wrong name, but something stopped him. It wasn’t as if…it wasn’t like he hated being called Riley. It wasn’t the worst. “...yeah, an asset. Well, I guess I gotta...get ready, then.”

“Yeah,” said Jerry. “I know nothing about makeup, but I had no idea there were so many different things to put on. There’s all these brushes? Like your face is a painting or something. Weird.”

“It’ll probably take all day,” said Rob. “Nobody better bother me.” He grabbed the box, headed into the bathroom, and Googled “event makeup tutorial.” This was going to be a long afternoon.

* * *

Two hours later, Rob’s arms were aching, his phone battery was depleted, and his makeup set was a complete mess, but, after starting over a good three or four times, he’d finally finished his look. He slipped on the dress, got into the heels (which were more difficult than expected to walk in), and picked up the handbag before taking a deep breath and heading back into the main room.

He was greeted by a chorus of adulation. “Daaaamn,” said Alan, “you look good, man. That creepy-ass director is gonna -”

“I’m not gonna even see him if I can help it,” said Rob. “I’m there to do a job, not be sexually harassed.”

“True, true,” said Alan. “Still, though. You were in there for a while, and I was wonderin’ if it was workin’ out, but you did good!”

“Yeah, you’ll have to work hard to blow this cover,” said Jerry.

Eric grunted.

“Thanks,” said Rob. It was weird to be complemented by all these clueless guys. Not bad, just...weird. “Oh shit, I just thought of something.”

“What?” asked Alan.

“Well, it’s just…how am I gonna convince people that I’m a chick if my voice is like this? I don’t have time to train it.”

“Voice?” Alan said. “Man, you sound just like a girl. Actually, you sound almost exactly like one of my exes. It’s a little off-putting, honestly.”

“I...do?” asked Rob. Now that he thought about it, really listened to the way his voice sounded in his head, it was a little different. Actually, a lot different. It was higher, and breathier, and...completely feminine. “I had no idea. I just thought it was the same.”

“Can’t hear yourself, I guess,” said Alan. “I mean, same for everyone, I think. Well, if that’s all set, it looks like we have an afternoon to kill here.”

“Sure thing,” said Jerry. “Let’s watch a monster movie.”

* * *

At six thirty, the crew pulled into the drive-thru of the closest fast food place to the facility, which was a Chick-Fil-A. Rob wasn’t keen on that for dinner; his stomach was a ball of nervous energy, and greasy fried chicken wasn’t going to make it better. But, outvoted three to one, he was forced to go along with the rest of the crew. Ultimately, he opted for a salad, ignoring the comments about how that was “just like a real girl,” and tried to calm his nerves.

The plan was so strange that it was hard to feel confident in it. It wasn’t like Rob didn’t think it would work; he thought there was a chance that it would. But...he had no idea what to expect. How could he? He’d never infiltrated a facility by transforming into a girl. Also, though, the idea of going into a room, knowing that everyone in it would assume he was female - it was a strange one. He wasn’t totally against it, but...it would be yet another new, confusing thing. The last 48 hours had been a parade of new, confusing things.

Eric wolfed down his chicken sandwich and then put the van into drive, pulling out onto the road towards the facility. There was a silence in the car that couldn’t only be explained by the fact that the crew didn’t want to talk with their mouths full (which wasn’t a rule they usually observed, anyway); Rob suspected that they had the same nerves he did. It was funny; the last attempt had involved putting all their lives on the line, going into a situation that could have turned deadly, whereas this one required much less of any of them, even Rob. But at least, with the guns-blazing plan, they had known what they were facing. This new situation was uncharted territory.

At last, they were approaching the facility’s parking lot. “Uh, hey, just had a thought,” said Alan.

“What?” asked Rob.

“How are you gonna get in? We can’t bring the van in there. The three of us aren’t gonna be going to the party, and we can’t get in.”

“Uh...drop me off outside the gate,” said Rob, “then go park back down the road. I can come find you guys on the way out. I’ll just bullshit my way through on foot.”

“Okay, cool,” said Alan. “We got you.”

The gate was guarded by two men in dark clothing who were questioning the drivers of the line of cars waiting to enter the lot. The crew dropped Rob off just out of their line of sight; he watched the van turn and head away, a strange feeling of foreboding settling over him. This was bound to be quite a night.

Ah well. He turned and marched towards the gate, the click of his heels giving him a feeling of confidence and power. These were just some low-life, low-paid security guys. He could give them the runaround.

Just as he was about to step forward and talk to them, his phone buzzed in his handbag. Taking it out, he found a text message from an unknown number.

Hello there, Riley. Your guest pass is attached to this message. I must say, I am very pleased to see that you are following through with the plan. Your dedication is exemplary.

Attached to the message, as promised, was an image of a guest pass. If it was a fake, it was well-edited; the Roberts Industries logo was prominently displayed on it, and the name “Riley Jefferson” was listed, just as if she’d been a real person. With this, he’d be sure to get past the gate. Striding towards the security guards, he gave them a friendly wave. “Hello there!”

“Wait,” said one. “Isn’t this gate vehicle access only?”

“Oh, come on,” said Rob. “I got dropped off back there because the driver didn’t want to wait in the long line. Can’t you just let me in?”

“Well...I guess,” he said. “Let me see your guest pass.” Theatrically, she pulled out her phone and showed them the picture. “Okay, good,” said the guard. “And I just need to see your ID. Just a formality, for a girl like you.” Rob couldn’t see the guard’s eyes under the sunglasses he was wearing, but his voice was winking. Ew. The guy was at least twice Rob’s age. Also...he started to panic. He didn’t have an ID with his fake name on it. He couldn’t prove that he was who he was supposed to be.

“I don’t have an ID,” he made a face, hoping that the guard would buy it. “I forgot it at home. Can’t you just let me in?”

“No, we can’t,” said the guard. “Strict policy.” He motioned the second guard over, and soon, they were both staring Rob down.

Just then, his phone buzzed. He recognized Jerry’s number and, seeing an opening, picked up. “Hey,” said Jerry. “Get in okay? We’re just down the road if you need anything.” Jerry had never been the best at subtlety over the phone.

“Oh, Ron, baby, it’s you” breathed Rob. “No, they’re not letting me in. It’s ‘cause I forgot my ID. I know you didn’t want to wait for me, but I have to go home and get it.”

“Wait, what?” said Jerry. “My name’s not Ron. You’re being weird.” But Rob wasn’t listening; he was watching the faces of the guards, whose expressions went from mute indifference to terror in the space of just a few moments. They began to whisper to each other, and though Rob couldn’t hear much, he caught a few words: Side piece was one, as was another girlfriend and didn’t tell us. At last, they turned back to him.

“Our apologies, miss. We didn’t know who you were.”

“Well, you do now,” Rob said, giving them a deliciously icy smile. It was so satisfying to play games like this. “And I hope you’ll treat Mr. Roberts’...friends...better in the future.”

“Yes, of course,” said the first guard. He motioned towards the facility’s entrance, a glowing light across the parking lot. “You’re free to go.”

“Thank you,” said Rob, turning and heading across the parking lot. He was still on the line with Jerry. “Sorry,” he said, in a lower voice. “I needed to pretend you were Ronald R. Roberts. Everything is going well now.”

“Good,” said Jerry. “Well, we probably shouldn’t talk during the party, but call us if you absolutely need to.”

“Yeah,” said Rob. Jerry hung up, and Rob tucked the phone back into his handbag, which was also carrying tissues, mints, his keys, and lipstick for touch-ups. He’d never realized how handy bags were to have. Sure, it was annoying to have to carry something, but it held way more than pockets would have.

The door of the facility itself was unguarded, and Rob stepped confidently inside, trying to project a general aura of don’t-question-me-I-belong-here. While the building was clearly an industrial facility, efforts had been made to dress it up for the event. The door opened onto the main factory floor, a vast, shadowy space stretching away as far as Rob could see, but there was a red carpet leading to the left down a set of stairs. He needed to go that way anyway, of course, but it was best to be seen blending in with the guests for a little while before he broke away and hurried down to the Prototype room.

The stairway led down into a space below the factory floor. It wasn’t clear what it would normally have been used for, but tonight it had been decorated to the nines, with a dance floor, tables of refreshments, an open bar, and vases of flowers everywhere. It reminded Rob a bit of his mother’s third wedding, although hopefully the aftermath of this party would go a little better for him than that one had. Roberts was undoubtedly around the place somewhere - if he hadn’t been, the guards might have called Rob’s bluff - but he wasn’t the point of this particular job. Taking a deep breath, Rob walked forward and plunged into the crowd.

“Hello,” came a voice from his right. “And you are?” He looked over to see a well-dressed, attractive woman who would have been a bit more attractive fifteen or twenty years in the past.

“I’m Riley,” he said, still marveling at the sound of his voice. “I’m...just a guest. Not famous or anything.”

“I can tell that,” said the woman, grimacing. “No, what I’m asking is how you know…” she gestured vaguely over her shoulder, “him.”

“Oh,” said Rob. “I...well...we’ve met. A few times.”

“Oh, so you’re another of them!” said the woman, eyes narrowing. “Another one of Ronald’s whores. You aren’t even hot.”

“I...what?” Rob tried to sound like he was trying to sound confused.

“That asshole!” she shouted, turning heads. “I swear, one of these days I’m getting a divorce. This place is filled with you trashy hussies! I had no idea there were so many!” Before Rob could get a word in edgewise, she stormed off, presumably searching for her husband. Now that he looked around, it did seem to be the case that many of the women in the room were the type that Roberts was known for going after. Presumably, they all wanted something from the director, something that he was prepared to give them...for a price. Shaking his head, Rob moved on. LA could be so gross.

He was greeted by a few more people, mostly creepy-looking old men, before deciding that the time was right to move. He extricated himself from an interminable conversation about golf scoring with a man at least three times his age and headed down the hallway to the women’s room. He headed inside briefly, to provide cover just in case anyone was watching. Contrary to his half-expectations, there were not, in fact, crystal fountains and soft couches around a glittering pool; it looked more or less like a men’s room, just without urinals. Still, it felt somehow illicit to be in there, somehow against the rules. He was clearly a woman. He felt like a woman, looking in the mirror. But...he wasn’t entirely a woman. He was still thinking of himself as a he, for one thing. So being in the women’s room didn’t feel quite appropriate just yet.

After around five minutes, Rob left the bathroom and looked both ways. No one was around; the hallway was dim and silent. As quietly as he could in his impractical shoes, he crept off towards the stairwell.

The little lighting gave out once he started down the stairs. He had to use his phone flashlight to be able to see the rough concrete-and-metal steps stretching down into the darkness. He realized, a few flights down, that he only had the vague directions given to him by the contact to rely on; while it was easy to believe, reading the letter back in the motel room, that the job would be easy, it didn’t seem quite so simple in the depths of the facility. He was afraid he would get lost, and the silence, the darkness, the distorted echoes every time he took a step - those left him afraid of more than that.

The stairway seemed interminable. He assumed that he was supposed to check every floor he came to, but there weren’t any; every time he came to a landing, he simply found a blank concrete wall. There were no signs to point the way, nothing at all to suggest that he was headed in the right direction. He thought back to the last time they’d broken in; there had been a rappel down (or, on the way back out, a terrified scramble up) a long vent shaft, but had it been this long? It wasn’t easy to say.

The further down he went, the worse-maintained the stairs became. Trails of rust leaked down the walls, following trickles of water that collected into damp patches on the right sides of the steps; not wanting to slip, Rob had to keep to the left. Some of the steps were cracked and chipped, which made them hard to navigate in heels. It didn’t seem like they had been regularly used in decades. This couldn’t be how workers accessed the Prototype Room, surely. There had to be an elevator, or something.

Finally, Rob began to hear the sound of his footsteps echoing up from below, signaling that the end of the descent was close at hand. He was glad; the feeling of the cement and rock above him was becoming unsettling. He couldn’t banish his worries, however unfounded, that it could all come crashing down at any moment, crushing him instantly.

At last, he saw it: The bottom of the stairwell loomed below him, a wide pool of water glimmering in the light from his phone. Luckily, it seemed like there was a dry strip of concrete that led from the bottom step to the exit. He was glad; he didn’t like the look of the water at all. It was tinged red with rust, and bubbles occasionally floated to the top to burst, signs either of the liquid trickling into some outlet or, unsettlingly, of something decaying beneath the surface. Neither answer was particularly appealing.

Rob crept down the last few steps, pushed open the rusty metal exit door, and peered through. All he could see was a darkened hallway; blank metal doors led off of it, concealing the rooms beyond.

Cautiously, he stepped through the exit and began to try the doors. All were locked; none looked like they were likely to lead to the kind of room where a billion-dollar company would keep a very valuable and very secret prototype. Discouraged, he kept moving.

The hallway went on for a hundred yards or more, with a few dozen faceless, locked doors leading off of it, but then it came to an end. A set of double doors blocked Rob’s view of what lay ahead, but they were wedged slightly open with a decaying wooden block, so he knew that they weren’t locked. For the second time that night, he felt a sense of foreboding; something was behind those doors.

It had to be the prototype. He thought of the millions of dollars again. This was what he’d spent a year and a half of his life doing; he couldn’t back out now. Taking a deep breath, he pushed open the door on the right and stepped through.

The space beyond was wide but empty. There was a rusting drain in the center of the floor; beyond that, it wasn’t clear what the room was intended to be used for. Casting the beam of his flashlight over the walls, Rob found no more doors, no way to continue. This was a dead end. How could that be? The contact had said -

Just then, the doors behind him slammed, and a lock clicked shut. Rob screamed and almost dropped his phone, but no one was there. Turning back to the center of the room, he nearly screamed again when he saw a dark figure standing where none had been before. It began to speak with the voice of a woman, a voice Rob almost recognized. “Hello, friend.”

“You - who are you? What is this place?” Rob knew that it was obvious that he was panicking, but he couldn’t help it.

“Me? Oh, that’s not important,” said the woman. “I’m someone you’ll need to impress.”

“Impress? Why?” He was lost.

“Because,” she said, “you are now my prisoner.”

“W-what the fuck?” said Rob. “Prisoner? What kind of…”

“That brings us nicely to your second question, I think,” said the woman. “This facility - what is now Roberts Industries - was a munitions plant during the Second World War and on into the 50s and 60s. You are now standing in the plant’s nuclear fallout shelter. Of course, it’s never been used, but it didn’t appear on the building’s blueprints or in the square footage tally. The doors you passed through, and the end of the hallway past the women’s room - those had not been unlocked since 1949 when we opened them up a few years ago. This was all a real windfall for the company.”

“That’s great,” said Rob. “We’re in a haunted nuclear bunker.” He wasn’t quite as scared anymore, and he was getting a little irritated. “Why did you lock the doors? What’s this shit about me being your ‘prisoner?’”

“Well,” she said, “I suppose I overstated things. You’re not my prisoner - you’re a prisoner of Roberts Industries. You see, we don’t allow little stunts like yours to go unpunished.”

“What are you talking about?” he said. “You don’t...you don’t know why I’m down here. I just...wanted to know what was down the stairs, and I...just headed down them.”

“Yes, yes,” she said. “Yes, you walked down five hundred steps - in heels - out of sheer curiosity. But there’s more evidence. I believe you’ll recall the last text message you received? I informed you that your dedication was exemplary.”

“You - you’re the contact?” Rob’s eyes widened. “Shit, I didn’t -”

“No, you didn’t think that was possible, that a random person you heard about from someone else - that person being a criminal, I’ll add, and cheap to buy off - could betray you. Incredible, absolutely incredible. I expected better of you, and I had plans in place in case you didn’t believe me - but not only did you buy it hook, line, and sinker, you defended me when your friends, reasonably, asked why you would trust me.”

Rob’s cheeks burned. He had been stupid. “But you led me to those other scores -”

“The other scores! The, what, twenty thousand dollars worth of cheap goods you’ve stolen over the years? You could have made more money working at McDonald’s. Pocket change compared to the value of this prototype. And you believed that I had connections in D.C. as well! Why would you believe someone who said that? It’s the easiest possible claim to make! I’m disappointed in you.” The woman sounded genuinely angry, which was...more than a little strange.

“Okay, look, maybe my record’s not great,” said Rob, “but why’s that matter? You have me in here. Do your water torture or whatever. Just stop yelling at me.”

“I had hope for you, Rob!” said the woman. “I’ve been doing this for ten years now. So many people have taken this bait easy as pie. You...that first attempt? You didn’t tell me about that. You didn’t have any help. You and those three idiots came up with that yourselves, and it was almost a passable plan. I thought I’d have to work harder to snare you. Jesus.” She sighed. “Well, anyway, there’s not gonna be water torture. Fact is, well...that prototype? We wouldn’t leave it sitting here if it was finished. It’s not; there’s a few kinks to be worked out. Lucky for us, we’ve had a steady stream of test subjects coming into the facility, down these stairs, into the idiot hole - that’s what we call this room - where they’re ripe for the taking.”

“What...does this prototype do?” asked Rob.

“I don’t have time to explain that,” she said, “and you really don’t need me to tell you. You’ll find out soon enough. It’s not gonna kill you, don’t worry, but...maybe it would be better if it did.” She laughed. “Listen, I’ve seen this process so many times, I don’t really want to bother with it again, so I’m leaving you in the care of my assistant. You’ll be meeting him shortly. For now, well, sleep tight.”

“Wait, sleep tight? What does that -” Rob broke off when he noticed a feathered dart that seemed to have sprouted from his right forearm. Funny, he thought. Where’d that come from? Before he could string together anything more coherent, he found himself dropping off into senselessness.

* * *

When Rob awoke, it took him a minute to remember everything that had happened. There had been the woman, and they’d argued briefly, and then...then she’d shot him with the dart? And now...he was a prisoner. That’s what she’d said. Here, somewhere in the facility.

He took stock of his surroundings. He was in a windowless room, with the walls painted pale pink. In the center, there was a bed, which he was lying on, a nice antique with a large headboard. A TV hung on the wall facing the bed, but he couldn’t see any remote. A door led off the room; Rob pushed it open and found a bathroom with a shower and a tub. That was good, at least. If this was prison, it was sure better than he’d heard San Quentin was.

It was funny, though. It looked like the room had been used before. There was a track leading up one of the walls, but nothing was mounted on it. In one place, near the head of the bed, the wallpaper had been scratched away, revealing a cement wall and a speaker. What would that be for? There was also a recess in the wall near the bathroom that might have fit a wardrobe, but that was gone as well. Rob wondered who the inmates before him had been, and why the changes had been made to the space. A lot about this facility was a mystery.

He did wish the wardrobe was still there, though. He was in his underwear, and it was cold; without any extra clothes, he’d have to sit in bed to keep warm. A quick look in the bathroom mirror confirmed that his makeup was gone; who’d removed it, and why, he had no idea. Maybe they didn’t want his skin breaking out. That was nice of them.

He nearly jumped out of his skin when part of the wall swung open. Come to think of it, there wasn’t a real exit door, but why had they designed it like that? He didn’t have much time to consider the question, though, because right afterwards, a large, muscular man wearing a gas mask came lurching into the room, holding a small object about the size of a smartphone.

“Who the fuck are you?” asked Rob, scrambling backwards. “Don’t come near me!”

The man shook his head. “If I had to come near you, I finally would quit. This job is a pain in the ass. They could have rigged up the vent system with this shit, but no! No, they had to make me do it.” He turned a small knob on the side of the device, and a hissing sound filled the room. Rob began to panic. What if it was poison gas? Was he going to die here? “Hey, in case you were wondering,” said the man, “this is what you were trying to steal. Might as well find out what it is, eh?”

“I...don’t really want to know,” said Rob weakly. Why were all these people so weird? “Just let me go.”

“Nah,” said the man. “I’d get fired. And in this job market, that would be pretty terrible. Besides, I’ve done this many, many times. Why would I start feeling bad about it now? I mean, you tell me.”

“Because...it’s the wrong thing to do?” said Rob. “Letting me go would be the right thing to do.”

“Would it?” asked the man. “You’re a criminal. In a way, this job I’m doing is public service. But hey, for what it’s worth, I agree. I should let you go. But I’m a bad person. I’m a capitalist. I care more about my job than I do about the salvation of my mortal soul or whatever, so I won’t help you.” He turned the knob on the device again, cutting off the flow of gas. “See you.”

“Wait, stop!” said Rob. “Don’t leave me in here.”

“I understand why you feel that way,” said the man, stepping out and closing the door behind him. It clicked shut, leaving no hint of its presence, not even a seam in the wall. Rob panicked. He was trapped with some kind of gas, and there was no way out, no way to escape. A sweet smell filled the air, and he felt himself slowly growing lightheaded. He would just have to…

Wait! He had a brainwave. Running into the bathroom, he shut the door and stuffed towels and toilet paper into the cracks. Then he set the sink and the shower running, trying to flush the gas out of the space. If there wasn’t too much in the air already, he could well avoid exposure this way. The only thing to do now was to sit down and hope his plan worked.

* * *

Several hours later, Rob was having his doubts about his plan. Though he’d kept reinforcing the toilet paper seal, it clearly wasn’t perfect; the air was beginning to smell sweet, and he was getting drowsy. Even with the water running, more was coming in than could be flushed out.

Was this a suitable fate? He’d done bad things in his life. No, he’d never killed anyone, but he’d stolen things, hurt people, lied constantly - it was more than any god could be expected to turn a blind eye to. Whatever was going to happen to him next was some kind of karmic retribution for his actions, a punishment from the world beyond, and he was powerless to resist it. If only he’d listened to everyone when they’d raised questions about the plan, but no, he’d had to stick with this obsession of his, follow it until it destroyed him. He’d had an opportunity to get a job as a janitor at Tercer Hermano High a few years back; sure, his life would be pretty sad and gray if he’d taken it, but none of this would have happened.

But remorse meant little, in the eyes of the universe; it was the actions themselves that counted, and Rob’s actions didn’t make things look great for him. He was getting sleepier and sleepier. Whatever the gas was going to do to him...well, he could only lay back and let it happen. Closing his eyes, he slumped onto the cold tile floor and allowed himself to slip into unconsciousness.

* * *

He had a dream. He was floating through a wide, empty space, a pale pink sphere filled with a jellylike substance that he could swim through. He did a flip; it was exciting to be able to fly, sort of.

Soon, he became aware that there were objects floating in the jelly. Swimming over to the closest one, he found that it was a Southwest Salad from Chick-Fil-A, the same one he’d had for dinner the night before. Actually, who knew if it was the night before? It could have been longer. Maybe he’d be hungry when he woke up.

He swam to another object, which turned out to be food as well: a slice of Domino’s cheese pizza. That had been a while further back. Most of what was floating in the jelly was meals he’d eaten, actually. Many of them were recent, but after a while, he found a plate of fish sticks and corn-off-the-cob that he’d eaten regularly as a young child. They spanned the whole of his life up to now, and recalled good times and bad. Despite everything, the days before the heist had been a good time.

There was a larger object a little further away; swimming closer, he found that it was the van full of iPads that he’d stolen a few years before. It had been very disappointing to learn that that had been set up for him; he’d felt good about getting away with it.

Past that...Rob was shocked to see the getaway van, floating in the jelly a ways below where he currently was. Swimming down to it, he found it empty, the doors lying open. He wondered what had happened to the crew, and whether they had gotten away. It seemed likely enough, as long as they hadn’t waited too long for him...but then maybe that contact woman had been watching them as well. They could be sitting in the county jail. That was a depressing thought.

All of a sudden, he felt suction pulling him downwards. The jelly swirled around him, but none of the objects in it seemed to be moving; the strange rules of this world applied only to him, or so it seemed. He descended through thousands more items, things he remembered from different times in his life: shoes, toys, pencils, several more cars, his mother’s wardrobe that he’d liked to look in as a child and more, all seeming to fly upwards as he sank down.

The sphere was narrowing as he descended, and now he noticed an opening leading off of it, a hole he wasn’t sure he wanted to be pulled into. It wasn’t as if he had much choice in the matter, though; the suction was increasing by the second, and within a minute or so, he would be pulled in.

The sense of impending doom gave him a strange clarity. He thought back to his mother’s wardrobe, the strange body he’d gained in the last few days, his mixed-but-not-negative reactions to being referred to as a girl, the satisfaction he’d felt when putting on makeup, all of it. Was he...transgender?

The thought gave him a start, even in the dream. Even as it flitted through his mind, the word seemed appropriate, a nearly perfect descriptor of all the emotions that had been flowing through him for as long as he could remember. He’d always wanted to be a girl. Always, even though he knew that it wasn’t normal, that it wasn’t something the average person felt. And now...well, he’d gotten his wish, hadn’t he? No matter what these thugs did to him, he could choose to have them do it to Riley, not to Rob. And that was a power that he would always have, that they could never take away from him.

As he entered the narrow pink tube at last, he felt a smile spreading over his face. His future was fucked. But, for the first time in his life, he was still kind of excited to see what was around the corner.

* * *

Riley awoke, gasping, from her slumber. There had been a dream or...something? Whatever. Her stomach was grumbling; that had to be the first order of business. She was lying in a bed, in a room she recognized from...had it been the day before? And the smell of food was drifting through the air. Getting up, she found a fresh plate of wheat toast and a veggie omelette set on the nightstand, along with a fork and a napkin. Perfect! Breakfast in bed. Lifting the food onto her lap, she tucked in.

When she finished eating (something she was sorry to do; breakfast had been good), she looked around. The room was just like she seemed to remember it from...the last time she’d been there, with its pale pink walls and generally worn appearance.

Something was different, though. She was naked. That was funny; had someone come in and taken off her underwear? And it was cold, so she wanted more clothing. In fact, it was so chilly that her little penis seemed to have shrunk, going from a small but workable four inches hard to a soft inch and a half that didn’t quite seem to want to stand at attention. Strange.

Wait...was it the cold? There were other changes, too. Riley’s breasts, which had only been a B-cup before, seemed to have gone all the way up to a C or D; they filled her hands comfortably, with extra flesh spilling out between her fingers. Her butt was bigger, too. Great! Whatever they’d done to her had finished the work that the pill had started. Even though she’d only been aware of her new body for a few minutes, she already loved it. These people, whoever they were...they were good at what they did.

She was still admiring herself when the door in the wall swung open. She was almost startled, the way she’d been the first time, but then she remembered that that was how they came and visited her. So it was good! Standing there was the big, muscular man from the day before, but there was one big difference: This time, he wasn’t wearing any clothes...and his erect cock was staring Riley down like an accusing finger. The sight made her feel strange; she dimly remembered a time when she might not have wanted to let this man pound her ass...but that certainly wasn’t the case anymore. She bit her lip, drowning in lust. Had she ever been so horny?

“I doubt you remember me very well,” said the man. “XX gas tends to mess with things like that. But that really doesn’t matter anymore, does it? I have a big, thick cock. You have a tiny, shrunken, impotent clit. That means I get to fuck you, and we don’t need to think about anything else.”

Riley found herself squirming on the bed, overcome by lust. “Oh fuck, daddy, I need your fat cock in me. I need it now!”

The man smiled. “Now, now. Just because I’m going to stuff this rod into you doesn’t mean that I’m going to do it right away. First, we have to test something.”

“Test?” Riley remembered having failed tests in school. She didn’t like them very much. “What kind of test?”

“Well,” he said, “first you need a little history on this room. We’ve been using it for this...purpose for several years now, and it’s evolved with our needs.” He was talking too much. Riley didn’t care about the room; she cared about his cock, and how it needed attention. When would he let her touch it? “At first,” he continued, “it was used for mental conditioning, which was required for the development of the XX gas. Then it was left empty for a while - once we actually had the XX gas, it was being tested over at the Institute. Still is. But for XX-2, the all-in-one physical and mental transformation package, the pinnacle of our efforts - well, that was our project, not the Institute’s, so we’ve been testing it back here. You are number forty-four, in case you’re wondering, and the first to be treated with our Mega Growth pill as well. It’s not really a growth pill, obviously. We just needed an innocuous-sounding name to keep the regulators off our backs.”

“Can you fuck me now?” asked Riley. “Please?” She felt helpless. How could she get him to stop talking and just shove his cock into her?

“Christ, I’m almost done,” said the man. “I wanted them to tone down the patience reductions a little bit, but they didn’t listen to me, and now look where we are. Anyway...with forty-four subjects, we know pretty well now how XX-2 works. So I got clearance to get a little something-something installed in this room, as a way of...spicing things up a little bit. We want to know how the subjects will respond to different scenarios following treatment, you see.”

“What scenarios?” asked Riley. She was resigned by now to having to wait, but if she played his game, maybe he would speed up a little bit.

“I’m so glad you asked. This one I call…” he paused dramatically, “iron maiden.” Then he clapped twice, as if he were an old man turning on the lights in his basement, and the room abruptly began to change. Sections of wall spun around, revealing metal plates covered in hooks and rings. Holes opened in the ceiling, allowing lengths of chain to drop down. Some of them had rings on the end, some hooks, and there seemed to be a specific way it was all supposed to fit together. Riley wondered what it was. The only part of the room that wasn’t changed was the bed; she supposed that that was still going to be pretty important, if they were going to fuck.

“Do you like it?” he asked. “This is going to be torture for you, exquisitely painful and endlessly erotic. I hope you’re ready.” He walked towards her and grabbed one of the lengths of chain; it was then that she realized, at last, what was happening. She was going to be chained up, and then...and then...and then he was going to fuck her, probably, but not at all in the way she had imagined. Excitement and fear in equal measure shot through her; this was going to be unlike anything she’d ever experienced.

At last, he was standing next to her, gently flipping her over onto her stomach, looping the chain around her; he was so close she could feel his body heat, and yet he was also far away, far away because he wasn’t going to let her enjoy him for a little while yet. As the cold metal touched her skin, she winced, but she knew that all of these sensations, painful, uncomfortable, or scary though they might be, were building up to that ultimate pleasure that she’d been pining after ever since waking up.

He looped more chains around her; several around her torso, a few around her thighs. He shackled her wrists and ankles and attached the shackled to more chains, then did the same with a collar around her neck. Though he was treating her roughly and planning to use her like a piece of meat...at the same time, he was being so tender to her. When his fingers brushed against her skin, she found them warm just like hers, reminding her that he was a human as well, a human who wanted to feel good and who knew that she could help him do just that.

Just as she thought he was finishing up, she heard the jingle of a smaller chain, and then the sudden bite of cold rubber on her nipples, first one and then the other. She gasped; they had gotten a bit more sensitive over the past few days, and it felt as though there was an electric sensation running from one to the other. The constant pressure was yet another reminder that she was his to use as he liked.

“These last pieces are the most important,” he said. “Open wide.” She found a ball gag being pushed into her mouth, letting her breathe reasonably easily but stopping her from speaking. Then he pulled a sleep mask over her eyes, blinding her for as long as he cared to keep her in his power. “All right, it’s done,” he said. “We’re almost ready to begin.” As he walked away, she felt very alone in her new blind, mute world. She could tell where he was, after a fashion, by the sound of his footsteps, but she had no idea what he was doing or what he was planning for her. She was utterly at his mercy.

And...the feeling was surprisingly erotic. Even though he’d barely touched her and had done nothing sexual, the feeling of being so totally, completely under his control was incredibly arousing. She was a toy, a puppet that he would use as he wished, and nothing more. All that remained was for him to choose just how he would do that.

Riley heard the sound of a lever being pulled, and, all of a sudden, she found herself jerked into the air. Her upper body was now hanging above the bed, supported by the chains; her knees were still resting on the mattress, but she was bent at the waist, ass facing towards the foot of the bed. She was in the ideal position for him to enter whenever he wanted...but she suspected that it would be a little while before he decided to do that. Why would he, when he had such a perfect plaything at his disposal?

“And here we are,” came his voice. “You are now ready to serve me in any way I deem necessary. Of course, you don’t know what I am going to do to you...but honestly, I think that’s half the fun. You’re my bitch now, do you understand? And bitches, well...they don’t get to know what’s going to happen to them. Things just do. Things like this.” Suddenly, a heavy wooden paddle slammed into Riley’s buttcheeks, sending a wave of pain through her. She yelped, screaming around the gag, and would have fallen forwards onto the bed if not for the chains that held her in position. It was arousing, to be treated so roughly, but what was even better was the knowledge that she had no control over, or even knowledge of, when the next blow would come. He could do whatever he wanted to her, and she had no say in the matter at all.

Riley had tensed up in anticipation when another, heavier blow landed on her ass, setting her flesh aflame with pain. Though it didn’t shock her like the first one, her ass was becoming tender now. She could see it in her mind’s eye, beginning to redden, and each successive strike would hurt more, send more wonderful, wonderful pain shooting through her, make her little dick harder and harder. It was already almost a chub, and though she didn’t expect to be able to maintain an erection...well, this would get her as close as she could possibly get.

A third blow struck her, and then a fourth. The area was sore now, and Riley felt the numbness that she knew meant that it was bruising, yellow and purple blotches spreading over her ass, tender and stinging. But she knew that wasn’t going to stop him; he would keep going until he felt she was good and ready.

“Get ready for this one, bitch,” he said. Though he had adopted a serious tone, she thought she heard laughter in his voice. She probably looked ridiculous, chained up like this with her ass in the air.

But no! She realized that she was mentally leaving the place that the paddling was bringing her to, a place of eroticism, of submission. Thinking about how she looked stupid or ridiculous only brought her out of that place...and she didn’t want that at all. Even though the blows were painful, the sensation of being used, tortured, broken was one she didn’t want to let go of, a sensation she was realizing she couldn’t live without. Combined with the dull, subtle pain from her nipples, he was giving her feelings she’d never even believed could exist.

So when a mighty fifth blow landed on her ass, so hard it made her squeal in agony, she was grateful to the man, grateful that she found herself slipping back into the zone. Groaning in pain and pleasure, she pushed her ass backwards, practically inviting another whack from the paddle.

Instead, he threw the bat to the floor; she heard it clunking onto the carpet, and, internally, groaned with dismay. “I think you’re starting to like that a little too much, you dirty slut,” he said, setting her aflame with arousal. “What if, instead, we use...this?” She heard something being slid out of what sounded like a plastic bin, and then there was a moment of quiet. “I think you’ll like this,” he said.

Then a whip cracked, and a sixth blow stung her sore, painful asscheeks; what felt like nine leather straps licked her tender flesh and then whipped away. She howled, in agony but also in arousal; the more horrible the pain, the more exquisite the pleasure. The two were linked hand in hand.

Another blow, then another, landed on her. She was beginning to lose count, beginning to lose her grip on reality; there was only her, and the man, and the lovely, delicious whip, the cat-o’-nine-tails that was her gateway to sensations she’d never felt in her life. She wanted to sink deeper and deeper, to savor the sensation of being tormented, the victim of a beating she could do nothing to prevent but never would have anyway. How horribly exquisite!

Another two blows, and now she felt something warm trickling from the blackened, mangled flesh on her ass; it was her blood, she realized, which was a shame. That probably meant the man would stop. If only she had been able to endure longer! She was more disappointed about this weakness of her flesh than she was about the heist falling through, than she had been about anything for as long as she could remember. This new feeling, of helplessness and submission, was incredibly, incredibly addictive, and he would have to give her something to replace it.

“Thought that was good?” he said.  Riley could only groan, too overcome to reply properly, and she heard a smile in his voice when he continued. “I can’t abuse your poor little ass any more...but that doesn’t mean I can’t abuse you at all. Do you know anything about ancient Japan, slut?” What? Ancient Japan? She knew nothing about ancient Japan. She shook her head, chains jingling. “Well then,” he said, “this will be a learning experience for you.” She heard the sound of...it almost sounded like a peeler scraping the flesh off a vegetable. But that wouldn’t make sense, would it? Why would he be peeling a carrot?

Her questions were answered when the sound of the peeler stopped and, all of a sudden, a cold, wet, slimy something was thrust into her asshole. It smelled like...ginger? But why ginger?

After a few seconds, however, a burning sensation began to grow in her asshole. It stung horribly, and she groaned and screamed around the gag. Her attempts to push it out met with no success; he’d carved it into the shape of a buttplug, and only he could pull it out.

“Don’t like that so much, do you, bitch?” He laughed. “How about if I do this also?” She heard his footsteps coming around the bed before he yanked off the nipple clamps and delivered a wicked slap across her small breasts. She screamed louder; it felt like pain was echoing inside of her, reverberating and increasing, and there was nothing she could do to escape it. Whereas before it had been addictive, now it was almost getting to be too much.

Almost, but not quite. As another stinging slap landed on Riley’s chest, she felt a hint of pleasure in the pain as well. The more extreme the sensation, the more delicious the feeling of submitting to him, of being owned and used and dominated, a slave to his desire. If he could inflict this on her, there really was no limit to how low she had sunk, how far she had fallen under his spell. The more intense the burning sensation and the stinging from the slaps, the more turned-on she became, the more ready she grew for him to finally take her.

The seconds, then minutes, blurred together as he slapped her, as the ginger in her ass seared away. She was floating in a cloud of sensation; it was like orgasm, but more raw, more real-feeling, riding on a sharper edge. Any small touch, any brush of the man’s finger, sent sparks shooting through her. Every single system in her body was on fire, burning up in a way she had never before experienced.

And then, at last, he relented, replaced the nipple clamps and slid the ginger out of her asshole. There was a bit of residual stinging, but she could recover now, and she did, drawing deep, gasping breaths. Intense sensation like that...it was addictive, but the body could only take so much.

Riley was so overcome that she’d almost forgotten about what was going to happen next. She heard the sound of a condom being unwrapped. “Well, slut, I think you’re ready for the main course. Wouldn’t you say so?” She tried her best to communicate her enthusiasm, grunting and nodding, and he laughed again. Whatever; he understood that she needed him inside of her. Nothing else would ever matter.

At last, she felt his weight on the bed behind her, and then his hard cock slid into place at the entrance to her eager asshole. Would it fit? She couldn’t see him now, but she would never forget the sight of his massive cock swinging between his legs. Taking such a monster...it wouldn’t be easy. But the rewards if she succeeded would be just as huge. It was time to grit her teeth and get to work.

Slowly, almost gently, the man began to ease his cock into her. She groaned; the feeling of being stretched, added to the pain of the ginger juice still inside her, added to the agony of her throbbing, bruised asscheeks...it was almost too much to bear. She found her nails digging into the skin of her palms, her breath coming in shallow, ragged gasps. Could she push through? Could she weather the storm?

As more of his cock pushed into Riley’s asshole, she found the pain growing, not lessening. It was especially intense when the tip of his cock was almost all the way in, and the widest part of his head was stretching her poor hole to its absolute limit. In that moment, she bit back a scream. But she needed to keep going. For her, but also for him; she wanted to serve him, to make him feel good, and she couldn’t do that if she had to surrender before the fun even began.

But then, at last, the pain began to lessen. The ginger’s power had grown as it had been stirred up, but now it faded again, and the thickest part of his huge rod was already inside of her. She began to breathe more evenly once again, and there were even a few faint stirrings of pleasure as he began to plumb her depths. She had made it. He was in. And now they could really go at it. She moaned, trying to signal him to go.

Luckily, Riley’s lover was a perceptive man, or perhaps he was just incredibly eager. As soon as his cock was fully inside of her, an achievement in and of itself, he began to thrust, sliding slowly out, letting her feel the full length of his cock slither through her insides. Now the pleasure really was coming; she hadn’t been sure what it would feel like, to get a cock stuffed into her ass, but...god, it was good. Pleasure from pumping her little penis had only ever been skin-deep, ephemeral, nice but less than life-changing. This...a deeper part of her being was being rocked by this man’s huge rod. It felt like a part of her nothing had ever touched was being stimulated at last, that within the depths of her body lay a secret she’d waited far too long to unlock. But no longer.

A gasp escaped her lips as he thrust in and out a second time, speeding up his rhythm a bit. “I think we have ourselves a convert,” he laughed. “You weren’t having a great time back there, but it all seems worth it now, huh?” He was right. Her nerve endings, frayed by the pain, were wide awake, buzzing with sensation, and now the pleasure that flowed through them instead seemed twice as powerful, twice as heart-poundingly intense. Not only was the sensation of anal sex unforgettably powerful, but the fact that it was multiplied by the pain...it all added up to promise an orgasm that she doubted she would ever forget. All she had to do was hurry up and get there.

Slowly, the man got up to a proper rhythm, crotch slapping Riley’s ass as he pounded away. She’d never been fucked, of course, but...the past was hazy now for some reason, but she couldn’t recall ever having fucked anyone either. With her little dick, it was no wonder why. How come she’d tried to be a man so long, when this - she yelped as the man drove especially deep inside of her - was so much better? It felt like coming home.

Now the pleasure was building. Usually, when she would jack off, pleasure would collect in her crotch before finally bursting out when she reached orgasm, but now it felt like pleasure was building in the pit of her stomach, in the exact center of her body. And the feelings were much stronger, more raw, as the pain from her abused ass met and melded with the sensations from the man’s cock, surely magnifying the intensity of the toe-curling climax she was sure to arrive at soon.

“Fuck, bitch, your ass is tight,” grunted the man, slapping her tender asscheek. She yelped at the stinging sensation, but inside she was pleased; if she was making him feel anywhere near as good as she was feeling...well, this had to be the best fuck of his life by far. Something inside her desperately wanted to please him, to be the perfect toy for him, to relieve his stress and leave him floating in a cloud of ecstasy. And not just him. She wanted to please every cock she came across, every cock in the world, to leave them all spunked-out and satisfied. Young men. Old men. Women, even, whenever she met someone like herself. She wanted their cum, and she realized that she wanted it more than she’d ever wanted anything in her life.

Now, though..the pleasure inside of her had reached its maximum intensity and was threatening to spill over. Her body was filling with heat as her fists clenched. She was breathing heavily, on the edge of ultimate release…

But her lover got there first. Growling, he filled her insides with heat, releasing his pressure with thrust after mighty thrust, pounding her little asshole harder than ever as he blasted cum into the condom. She had done it. She had made her first cock explode...but she knew it would only be the first of many.

That thought drove her over the edge as well. She screamed around the gag as pleasure exploded inside of her, ecstasy so terrifyingly intense that it was almost agony, shooting through her nerves like so many lightning bolts. Her insides buzzed with sensation. For a moment, just a moment, she forgot about everything, found herself floating in a blank void of nothing but this orgasm, this ecstasy. She couldn’t think, could barely breathe. This was something she’d never felt before...but would kill to feel again.

After a few seconds, she began to come down. Her breathing became shallow, low and ragged, as the man slid his cock out of her with a wet sucking sound. For a minute or so, they were still, trying to collect themselves. Then he began to undo the bindings holding her in position, first the arm shackles and the collar, then those wrapped around her torso and legs, and finally he took off her mask and gag, returning her powers of sight and speech...but, really, there was nothing to say. Not after that.

“Well,” he said at last, “that’s the best I’ve had in a long time. Trust me, my feedback will be nothing but positive.”

“Feedback?” Riley was confused.

“Don’t you worry about it,” he said. “Have a nice day.”

“Wait!” she said. She didn’t want him to go. Not just yet. But he left anyway, slamming the door behind him, leaving her alone with her thoughts. Mostly, those were on the subject of just how much she wanted another fuck like that. Sure, her ass was so reamed and abused that she’d have trouble sitting for a few days, but who cared? There were more important things in life than sitting on the couch. Not that the room she was in even had a couch.

Just then, the room roared to life. She yelled in surprise, but she wasn’t in any danger; the chains were retracting back into the walls, but nothing happened to the bed she was lying on. The TV on the wall flickered to life, revealing a gray, staticky screen, from which a voice called to her. “Riley!”

“W-what?” asked Riley, intimidated. Why were they scaring her? Why couldn’t they just send in another guy to fuck her?

“You’re approved for our program,” said the voice. “Expect official duties to start tomorrow. The TV is now operational. Just use the buttons on the back. And another meal is incoming.” Just then, a plate of fajitas slid out of a slot in the wall and plopped onto the floor. Luckily, none of the food went onto the carpet.

“Official duties?” asked Riley. “And...wait...are you the same guy that fucked me? Come in here again! I need you.” She couldn’t help but let her voice sink into a petulant whine, but...it was true. How could she make him listen?

“Listen, Riley, that doesn’t matter. You’ll get fucked again soon, I promise. God, I told them that this would be an issue! Anyway, your official duties...that’s what they are. Taking cock! Are you happy now? I wasn’t supposed to tell you that!”

Riley smiled. “Thanks, mister cock man. I appreciate it.”

“Cock man? I...whatever. Have fun in there.” The screen flickered and then switched to HGTV, which was showing an episode of House Hunters. Riley grabbed the plate of fajitas and sat down on the bed, watching Steve and Karen from Coral Gables, Florida try to find a condo in downtown Miami. She wasn’t super invested, though; she was thinking about the “official duties,” and just what they might entail. If the guys she’d be servicing were anything like her new friend...well, this was better than robbing convenience stores, that was for sure.

After she finished her meal, she walked over to the TV and switched it off. It had been a tiring...morning or something, and she was in the mood for a nap. Laying down on the bed, she closed her eyes and let sleep take her, dreams filled with juicy cocks and sweaty, writhing ecstasy.

* * *

The rest of the day and the following night (or at least that was what Riley assumed they were; there was no way to know) passed uneventfully, but she was awoken once again by her new friend the next morning. Instead of his birthday suit, he was wearing an official-looking uniform, a polo shirt and khaki pants with an ID clipped to his belt. “Come on!” he said, as the wall-door swung open. “You’re going to be late!”

Riley yawned. “Is this, like, the official duties you were talking about? Also, can I pleeeeaaaase suck your cock?”

“Yes and no,” said the man. “Yes, these are official duties, and no, you can’t suck my cock. You have work to do! Hurry up and get out of bed! You won’t be needing any clothes, so that’s not an issue.” She stumbled out of her nest of blankets and followed him out into a corridor. It wasn’t the fallout shelter from before; this was a hallway in an entirely different part of the facility. It was brightly lit, and the walls were painted a pale blue; that, and the cold draft, gave Riley the impression of a doctor’s office. Or maybe the cold draft was just due to the fact that she wasn’t wearing any clothes. Who could say, really?

She followed the man down a series of hallways lined with doors just like the one leading into her room. Were there other people staying in them? Maybe her friend didn’t want her to suck his cock because he also had to please all of them. That would be a lot of work, though. Every so often, there was a bank of monitors showing feeds of the various rooms, as well as data displays, graphs, and gauges. She had no idea what they were, but if they were monitoring her this closely, that meant she was in good hands, right?

The area wasn’t very crowded, but they did pass people here and there. Most of them were men, wearing the same uniform as her friend, but some of them were wearing white lab coats, and a few of those were women. No one gave Riley a second glance, so maybe the sight of naked people was pretty common.

What was the point of all this, really? Of course, if it made it easier for Riley to get fucked, she was fine with it, but...it seemed like a lot of effort to create a place like the facility she’d been living in. Was it because other people wanted to get fucked too? There had to be an easier way to do that, like Tinder or something. So maybe it was another reason...but thinking about that made her head hurt.

Finally, they reached a block of elevators. The man pressed the UP button, and one set of doors slid open. Once they were inside, he pressed a button marked 12, which was the highest on the panel, and they began to move. “So, like, where are you taking me?” asked Riley, more curious than afraid.

“You’ll see,” he said. “There’s a meeting you’re supposed to attend. I think you’ll enjoy it.” That got her very excited - there was only one thing her friend knew that she enjoyed -  but there was nothing to do but wait.

At last, the doors slid open, revealing a much fancier hallway with a dark red carpet and portraits of various men on the walls. There were doors leading off of it, large, dark, and intimidating, but they didn’t go into any of them. Instead, the man led her straight for a long way, until at last they reached a large set of double doors set into a wall clad in black marble. The atmosphere was very executive.

The man walked cautiously up to the doors and listened for a moment; then he knocked. Someone inside said something that was inaudible to Riley, and then the man grabbed her shoulder and steered her inside.

The room was filled with rich-looking men clustered around a vast meeting table. Large jugs of ice water, cigars, piles of paper, and a few pairs of executive feet covered the wooden surface. On the other side of the room, a scared-looking middle manager was giving a presentation of some kind, but he’d stopped talking at the sight of Riley. Everything had stopped at the sight of Riley. She felt like a star.

“I, uh, have the delivery right here,” said her friend. He sounded nervous.

“Great, great!” said a man sitting at the head of the table. “I appreciate it, peon. You can wait outside until we’re finished.” He was middle-aged, but he still looked like he had a few years to go before retirement. His bearing and demeanor (he was one of the ones with his feet on the table) suggested that he was very much the boss. Riley liked men who were the boss. The rest of the group was that old or younger, which was a relief for her; she didn’t want to suck too much old man cock.

“Yes, Mr. Marshall,” said her friend. He lowered his head and hurried out, leaving her alone with all the strange men.

“So,” said Mr. Marshall, “what’s your name? A pretty girl like you has to have a pretty name.”

“Riley,” said Riley. She felt a little self-conscious - there were a lot of men in the room - but not so self-conscious that she wasn’t still thinking about sucking their cocks.

“Riley. That’s a nice name. Hey Rick!” A sleepy-looking man on the other side of the table gave a start and looked up. “Make sure whoever was in charge of this one gets a raise. They did a very nice job.”

“You got it, Mr. Marshall,” said Rick, waiting until his boss looked away to let his head droop again.

“So, Riley, I’m sure you have some questions,” said Mr. Marshall, “or...maybe you don’t. I’m not sure exactly how thoroughly they fried your brain. You know what? I don’t really care if you have questions. This is really for the benefit of my friends here.” He pointed to the younger man giving the presentation. “You! Four-eyes! Get out of here. There’s more important work to do. Just come back in fifteen minutes!” Without a word, the middle manager scurried out of the room, and then all eyes turned back to Riley.

“Anyway,” said Mr. Marshall, “you all know some of the story I’m about to tell, but no one knows the whole thing. After all, that’s my management style. Jake! What’s my management style? The three F’s!”

Jake, the youngest man still at the table, looked like a deer in headlights. “Um...firing, fear, and fuckery, sir?”

“COR-rect!” said Mr. Marshall. “And firing you right here, on the spot - it would fulfill all three tenets, right?”

“Um...I believe so, sir.” Jake shrank back into his chair, trying to look as small as possible.

“Well, in that case,” said Mr. Marshall, “you’re...oh, I’m just fucking with you, Jake! Can’t you take a joke?” Jake had turned pale as a sheet and looked like he was on the point of a dead faint; his breath was passing his lips in shallow gasps, and his eyes were screwed shut. “Well, whatever. Anyway, as per the third F, none of you knows what exactly we’ve been working on for the past few years. Well, actually, those nerds at the Institute were working on it for a lot of that time...but it was our job to bring it up to production scale. So, naturally, we decided to make some improvements.

“They said it couldn’t be done!” he shouted, pounding the table. “Those Institute goons, and even some of my people! Brad, it was you who said we couldn’t do it, right? That would have been May 14th, 2016, at the 3:30 PM meeting. You said we should leave it to the Institute to figure this shit out!”

“Um…” said Brad, a gray-suited, depressed-looking man, “I...don’t remember. That might have happened. It was so long ago…”

“Are you saying I’m petty, Bradley?” asked Mr. Marshall. “Are you saying I’m petty because I remember that and you don’t? I don’t think that’s me being petty. I just think that’s you being an idiot!”

“Th-that’s right,” said Brad. “I’m an idiot, Mr. Marshall. Please continue.”

“‘Please continue?’ Don’t tell me what I can and can’t say! I’m this close to firing you right now!” Mr. Marshall pressed his index finger and thumb together so tightly that it was impossible to tell if there was actually any space between them. Brad shut his eyes and whimpered.

“That’s damn right!” said Mr. Marshall. “Whimper! Anyway, I said to Brad here, ‘shut up, asshole. Nobody tells Mike Marshall what to do, least of all an insect like you.’ And look, I was right again! Basically, the plan was that the Institute had invented this fun toy - the XX gas - that turns women into slobbering, cock-hungry bimbos. Nice, huh? But after that...well, they tried to do an XY gas, too. It would feminize men and basically do the same thing to them. Nice concept, but the execution was lacking; they didn’t really get it right. It actually ended up adding more muscle, and, well, long story short, we ended up using the formula for our line of sports drinks. It went into the Muscle-Ade Double Power Blend.” Someone at the other end of the table spat out his drink; he was holding a bottle of Muscle-Ade.

“Oh, grow up, Charles! It hasn’t killed you yet,” said Mr. Marshall. “I don’t think it even can. Look, I’m not a doctor, right? I’m just an exceptionally gifted manager. Anyway, we thought their program made a lot of sense, so we just took the formula for the original XX gas and tweaked it. After all, the effects were feminizing on women, right? It just feminized them more. So we thought, damn, that should work on guys too, right? That was your idea, right, Joe?”

“Um, yeah,” said one of the men, “but, um, I’m really sorry, I’ve been looking for an opportunity to tell you for years, but...my name’s not Joe, it’s actually Jim…” he trailed off under an iron glare from Mr. Marshall.

“Excuse you,” said the executive, “did I give you permission to yell at me? DID I, JOE?”

“N-no, I don’t...you definitely didn’t, Mr. Marshall.” Jim seemed to be trying to slide under the table.

“Great. That means we’re both on the same page,” said Mr. Marshall. “So you can shut up now, Joe.” Jim nodded vigorously.

“So anyway,” said Mr. Marshall, “we basically strengthened the XX gas formula. I believe the final method was reducing it on the stove, like you would do to make a balsamic glaze. And, whaddya know, that did it! Oooh, you shoulda seen the look on that Institute guy’s face - Rik Kalu, I think - when we told them. Of course, really, the XX-2 was only part of the equation, because there were also the super-top-secret feminizing pills that we had the CIA steal from China and send to that shitty subsidiary of ours. What was it? Oh yeah, Rigner-Morteze. That initiative came from higher up in the Roberts Organization, but hey, I can still take credit for it, because, hey, William, whose idea was it to combine the two into one course of treatment?”

“It was your idea,” said William, another timid-looking businessman.

“It was my idea what?”

“It was your idea, Mr. Marshall, boss, sir. I’m sorry, Mr. Marshall, sir.” William gritted his teeth and whimpered.

“You’re damn right it was. And get your feet off the table! You look like a bum. This isn’t some low-rate writer’s room at a TV station - this is big business!” William fell over himself to get into a normal sitting position, and a smile crossed Marshall’s lips as he adjusted the position of his own feet, which were high in the air. “Well, anyway, after that we had the winning treatment, and we just needed a test subject. Problem is, the pill has to be administered at least 48 hours before the XX-2 - the gerbils down in the lab learned that the hard way - so we had to find someone who was enough of a sucker to take it without any fuckery from us. And congratulations, Riley! It was you! Imagine, trying to steal our product. That was kind of stupid of you. But what was much, much dumber was trusting a fake contact, who I think you’ve met now, enough to pop an unidentified pill. But hey, congratulations! You’re our first product, our prototype, our showroom piece! Isn’t she beautiful?” Appreciative nods came from all around the table. Riley didn’t understand most of what was being said, but she sure did love compliments, so she smiled and giggled.

“And now,” said Marshall, “we’ve got a brand new line of business! Sure, the old XX shtick was nice and all, but there’s only so much market for it. At a million bucks a pop, that’s kind of the nature of the beast, but, well, there’s only so many rich guys that want to turn their wives into sex machines like that. XX-2, on the other hand, combined with this new pill...well, it takes some subterfuge to trick someone like we had to, but if you pull it off, a previously difficult man can become a pliant, friendly, and eager-to-please woman! Of course, the price will be even higher.” He chuckled. “So, anyway, that’s the story. I’m very pleased with how this came together. As a treat, I’ll be paying for the donuts at tomorrow’s meeting, and you all might even get a cost-of-living raise this year! But you’re probably wondering something.” His eyes scanned the faces of the men around the table. “You! Jake! What are you wondering?”

“Um, sir, I don’t know what…” he trailed off under a withering glare.

“Oh, shut up, Jake,” said Marshall. “You never play along right. Anyway, what you all are wondering is this: will we get a demonstration? And the answer is yes. Bitch! Under the table!!” He snapped his fingers at Riley, who perked up immediately. She had started to wonder if she would ever taste these men’s cocks, but now...now was her chance. She scrambled into position and began to rub Marshall’s considerable bulge.

“Did you know I was hired partly based on cock size?” asked Marshall, to the other men. “That and loudness. True story. It’s crude to talk about the size of your package, so I won’t go into it, but let me put it this way: It looks good next to a Pringles can. William! How big is yours? Is it bigger than that? I bet it’s not.”

“It’s...not, sir,” said William, but Riley wasn’t really listening; she was already undoing the zipper of Marshall’s pants, getting ready to reveal the surprise inside. He was wearing boxer shorts with dollar signs on them, but beneath that…

She gasped as she uncovered a true monster. The man’s cock from before had been big, too, but she was head over heels in love with this new delight: its length, its girth, everything was calculated to produce the ultimate challenge - and the ultimate reward - for her skills as a cocksucker. Behind it swung a pair of golf-ball-sized balls that were equally impressive, and which got Riley very excited for the massive cumshot she’d be receiving as a reward for her efforts.

Above the table, Marshall was still talking. “So, yeah, I’m just saying that, you know, you looked over at me at the urinal - nobody better do that, by the way - but if you were to do it, you’d be pretty impressed.” Just then, the middle manager from before poked his head into the room, looking for approval to enter. “Ah! Churl!” said Marshall. “You can continue your presentation now. And I know I’m getting sucked off by a hot girl right now, but you are under no circumstances allowed to look at my cock. Not even a peek!”

“Got it, Mr. Marshall, sir. No peeking,” said the man, hurrying back over to the screen and beginning his talk once again. Riley tuned him out as she traced a finger along the huge piece of man-meat. It had been amazing to get fucked, of course, but there was something in the act of sucking a man’s cock, some special element of abject submission, that got her incredibly excited to please Mr. Marshall.

She just had to taste it. Bending down, she ran her tongue lightly around the head of his cock. It was musky and strong and just so manly that she soon found herself licking more vigorously, swirling around his head, moving her tongue down his length and then back up. Marshall chuckled and placed his hand on the back of her head; the casual gesture of domination drove her wild, pushing her to even greater heights of desperation.

Still, though, it wasn’t good to go too fast. If she didn’t get herself under control, well...Mr. Marshall would cum right away, and then he wouldn’t feel as good. So, instead, Riley broadened her activities, taking Mr. Marshall’s heavy balls into her hands, massaging them oh-so-gently, just the way she always liked. Maybe this way the cum would come out more easily, and she always wanted that, right?

She got into a satisfying rhythm, massaging, licking, rubbing, never properly starting the blowjob but making her partner feel pretty good anyway. He was doing his best to hide it, but she could tell from his heavy breathing, his occasional grunts, that he was definitely into it. Considering that she’d never actually touched a man’s cock before (she’d touched her own, of course, but she was hardly much of a man), it was going well.

Then Marshall began to press onto the back of her head. She was swimming in a haze of arousal now, and it took little prompting to get her to take the head of his cock into her mouth. The sensation of having this new hole used for a man’s pleasure...she hadn’t been expecting it to feel this good. No, she wasn’t going to reach orgasm this way, but there were some feelings that were almost better, more satisfying, than orgasm (at least now, after the XX-2 treatment), and one of them was serving someone else sexually, submitting totally to a man’s sexual desires. And there was no more perfect way to do that than with a blowjob.

Slowly, she worked more and more of his thick rod into her mouth. There was no way she was going to be able to take the whole thing, not in her wildest dreams, but she could take enough to leave him with a good impression. As her lips traveled down the shaft, she savored the texture of the skin, the veins, everything that made Marshall’s cock uniquely his and unlike anyone else’s. Besides the size, of course.

As she went deeper, she began to suck, very gently; she knew that you weren’t supposed to clamp on like a vacuum, but just a little bit of force would give him so much more pleasure. And he was clearly into it. She could feel his heartbeat through his cock, very faintly; it was much higher than normal, pounding to match her own arousal.

Suddenly, he began to thrust his hips, sinking his cock into her mouth as deep as it could possibly go. She matched his movements, bobbing up and down to accentuate his pleasure, and soon they got into a wonderful, wordless rhythm, passionate and incredibly erotic. The feeling of his cock sliding in and out of her was driving Riley wild, and she wanted, needed this moment to go on forever.

They sped up, and soon Riley was aware only of the blowjob, which was, in a way, the most passionate form of kiss. She savored the anonymous-but-so-intimate connection she was forming with Mr. Marshall and subtly adjusted her technique to make him feel even better, falling into what approached a practiced rhythm. Even though she still wanted him to fuck her...well, this was pretty good too.

But then, at last, his endurance ran out. He grunted, and hot, sticky cum blasted down Riley’s throat, painting the inside of her mouth, leaving her choking and gasping. She didn’t even hesitate before starting to swallow, trying to gulp down as much of Mr. Marshall’s delicious gift as she could. She missed some, and it splashed onto her face, onto her chest, her breasts, but she didn’t care; cum was the mark of a good slut, after all. She would wear it with pride.

She carefully cleaned Marshall’s cock off, getting all of the semen, and then she felt his hand pushing her head to the side. She realized that he meant for her to go to the next man. It would be her job to do a full circuit of the table, pleasing each and every one of Mr. Marshall’s colleagues.

This was Riley’s life now, wasn’t it? An endless line of cocks, each needing to be pleasured, and she the only one who could do the job. Vague memories of robbing banks and eating fast food bounced around in her brain, but they didn’t matter to her anymore; this was her entire existence, her raison d’etre. Some people might look down on such work as demeaning, or below them; those people were idiots.

There wasn’t really time to dwell on that, though, was there? Her new purpose in life...it wasn’t to think, that much was certain. Crawling over to the next pair of executive legs, she eagerly unbuttoned the man’s pants and got to work.


From Micah to Mandy

The sun was rising over Seattle’s Hastings Lake neighborhood. An early-morning drizzle had petered out, and the clouds, undoubtedly there to stay for the whole day, had thinned out slightly, letting shafts of light through to illuminate the glistening streets below. The scene was tranquil and refreshing.

Micah Walmer had been senseless to any of that until just five minutes before, when he’d been awoken by a phone call from his girlfriend, Phoebe. Before picking up, he’d checked the clock; it had been six fifteen A.M. Sighing, he reached for the phone; Phoebe tended to be a sensitive soul for whom almost everything was an emergency and an emotional breakdown rolled into one. He loved her enough to deal with it, but this time...it was too much. It was Sunday, and they’d just gone out the night before; what could have happened in the eight-hour interval to cause her so much grief?

But he had begun to understand once he picked up. “Hey, Micah,” Phoebe had said, voice ragged and unsteady. “Listen, I…”

“Couldn’t this have waited until, you know, ten?” Micah hadn’t been able to keep himself from breaking in on her. He had been irritated, after all, and she just never seemed to understand that she was being inconsiderate.

“No,” she’d said. “Listen, I’m sorry for calling so early. I really am. But after last night, I just couldn’t sit with this for even a minute longer.”

Now things were getting into dangerous territory, and he’d known it was time to deescalate, but he just hadn’t been able to do it. “I think that’s pretty obvious, considering it’s, you know, six fifteen in the fucking morning.”

“Micah, stop!” she had cried. “Just listen. This kind of conversation is exactly what I was thinking about. I remember a year ago when we’d go out, and everything was great, and we got along super well on every date. That’s gone now. I just feel like our relationship has turned into you yelling at me.”

“No, I…” he had known very well he wasn’t being pleasant, but he hadn’t been thinking. It was too early. He’d made her upset, and he felt terrible. “Listen, babe, I’m sorry. Can we please have this conversation later?”

“No, Micah,” she’d said. “Because...because I don’t love you anymore. I don’t want to have any more conversations. I don’t want to see you.”

“Fuck.” That was all Micah had been able to get out. Even though he hadn’t agreed with how she saw things, even though he’d understood their relationship differently...he had understood why she felt that way. He’d always been the one to break up, in the past, but now...now his kindest, most mild-mannered girlfriend ever was dumping him. It had been a real gut punch.

Now he was lying awake, phone by his side, wondering what to do, mourning the end of what had, on the whole, been a great, fulfilling relationship. Going back to sleep felt impossible, and so, begrudgingly, he arose and checked his schedule for the day.

Micah always hated being asked what he did for a living because the answer was too complicated to explain quickly. His main source of revenue was cooking videos on YouTube, supplemented by food content on Instagram interspersed with promotions for various food products and gadgets. Occasionally, he’d also do a livestream. Even though he was his own boss and set his own hours, it took endless workdays, seven days a week, to make enough to support himself. Today, he was supposed to be making vegan maple breakfast sausages. He would have to make the recipe once or twice beforehand to get the hang of it before he filmed, and sometimes filming took multiple takes if he messed something up. Everything had to be just so, picture-perfect, since his followers generally had no plans to actually cook the food he made and just wanted a video with a nice aesthetic. It was really exhausting to make everything come together, and some days Micah regretted quitting his job at the Seattle branch of Rigner-Morteze Health Services...but only a little. Better to be busy than to have his soul slowly crushed out of him.

Still, he couldn’t help but wonder if his exhausting schedule had contributed to this breakup. He had to be up early to have videos done by three p.m., which was his deadline for uploading them to hit the wave of traffic at six or seven, and so whenever Phoebe had wanted to go out for dinner, he’d been irritated, knowing that he’d have less energy for the next day.

Maybe he could get started now, finish early, and then have an afternoon nap. That would be good. Shuffling out to the kitchen, Micah grabbed the white beans from the cupboard and got to work.

* * *

By nine, he’d altered the recipe he’d been using significantly, figured out a rough script, and had everything in place to film...but his heart just wasn’t in it. His viewers wanted things from him, patter, charisma, excitement, that he wasn’t sure he’d be able to provide, not with everything weighing on him. In fact, he was surprised he’d even made it this far without...without something giving out. But he couldn’t go on any more, not like this.

Micah noticed, all of a sudden, that tears had begun to trickle down his face. Once they’d started, he couldn’t stop them, and soon, he was bawling, crying like a child as all of the pent-up uncertainty he’d had about their relationship, his grief around the breakup, his stress, all the negative feelings he’d been carrying inside of him flowed out through his tear ducts. He was afraid, so afraid, of letting himself finally collapse, but at the same time, the catharsis was extraordinarily powerful.

There could be no thought now of finishing the video. Breakfast sausages could wait until another day. Wiping his tears away, he posted a quick update to his followers on his  various social media platforms, letting them know that he was taking one of his rare days off, and then called Joey, his only real friend.

Despite the sporty name, Joey was only a bit more extroverted than the reclusive Micah, and spent his weekdays in an office building downtown and weekends doing marathon training and building his collection of tie-in pop culture figurines. It was sometimes difficult to catch him on an off moment, but, luckily, this time he picked up immediately. “Hey Micah, what up?”

“Um…” said Micah, “not great. Hey, can you come over? Like, now? If you can? I’d rather have this conversation in person.”

“Sure thing,” said Joey, tone softening. “Well, hey, I’m at Target right now, looking for exclusives, but I’ll come by afterwards.”

“Okay, thanks,” said Micah. After he hung up, he stood staring at the blank, darkened phone screen for a moment. He was lucky to have a friend like Joey. This was...going to be one of those difficult times.

About a half hour later, Micah heard Joey’s car pull up outside, and listened to his footsteps coming up the front walk. He realized that he wasn’t quite sure what he was going to say, but he promised himself that he would ask for his friend’s support. He never asked for anything from anyone, but this time...well, it was different. At last, the knock came on the door, and Micah took a deep breath, got up, and pulled it open. “Hey, Joey.”

“Hi, Micah,” said Joey. “Is...something wrong? You sounded kinda off over the phone.”

“Yeah, that’s ‘cause...well, Phoebe broke up with me.” It was hard to choke out the words; saying them made it feel all the more horribly real.

“Wow,” said Joey. “I’m so sorry. She didn’t know what she was giving up.” He patted Micah on the shoulder.

“I mean...I think we broke up for the right reasons,” said Micah. He felt a strange urge to defend his ex; there was certainly a part of him that wasn’t over her yet. “She’s just...super sensitive about things, and I’m not, and, you know, you can’t really get along with someone when you’re that different.”

“Yeah,” Joey nodded. “Well, don’t force yourself to make another one of those videos today. No one would expect you to do that.”

“I already posted that I wouldn’t be putting one out,” said Micah, “but even though they’re a lot of work, they keep me feeling grounded, you know? And now, with her gone, there’s nothing left that can help me feel that way.”

“I understand how it feels,” said Joey. “And listen, you should let yourself be sad. Don’t try to wrangle yourself into your regular routine like you normally do. Why don’t we go get brunch? My treat.”

“Yeah, that would be good,” said Micah. “Thanks for, well, being here for me.”

“No problem,” said Joey. “What are friends for? But if you don’t hurry up, there’s going to be a long line at Turtle Bay.”

* * *

The Turtle Bay Café was a relatively new phenomenon in Seattle, offering high-quality, organic, locally-sourced brunch for an eye-watering $26 a pop. It wasn’t the kind of place Micah went to very much, but when he did, he got the french toast; since it was enough food for two people, he could take the leftovers home and effectively get a 2-for-1 deal - although, this time, Joey would be paying. The french toast also came with a free trip to the toppings bar, allowing him to load up on maple syrup, whipped cream, fruit, nuts, and chocolate chips. It was the perfect way to get over a woman who didn’t love him no more.

After a hearty brunch, coupled with multiple cups of free coffee, they had both fallen into a digestive stupor. Joey excused himself to go to the bathroom, leaving Micah alone at the table. Even though he was still sad, now it was a good kind of sad; he was fat, peaceful, sleepy, like a pig after eating a can’s worth of garbage.

He was shaken out of his doze when he noticed a bald man in a dark suit approaching him. Even though he was weaving between tables and waitstaff, no one else seemed to take any notice of him. Strange. Soon, the man was standing over the table. “Are you Micah Walmer?”

“Um…” said Micah. He wasn’t entirely sure if he could trust the mysterious figure, and he found him deeply unsettling.

“You’re in no danger,” said the man. “My employer has something to offer you.”

“I’m not sure...I’m not sure if I want whatever your employer could offer me,” said Micah. “You kind of scare me, to be honest.”

“This is an opportunity,” said the man, “that you would be wise not to refuse.”

“Okay, who are you?” asked Micah, feeling an upwelling of confidence, perhaps due to his full stomach. “Seriously! Do you realize you’re talking to a small-time cooking YouTuber? I don’t have any mob debt, or access to bank vaults or rare art or...anything like that! Stop bothering me!”

“I take it you’re refusing,” said the man. “Understandable. Have a nice day. We’ll be in touch.”

“No, don’t be in touch!” said Micah. “I never said you could be in touch!” But it was too late. The man was already threading his way back over to the exit, ignoring him completely.

Just then, Joey returned from the bathroom. “Who was that? He seemed kinda creepy.”

“I don’t know,” said Micah. “He just came up to me and said he had an offer for me. I said I wasn’t interested, and then he left. I’m really confused.”

“Did you do a business deal in Ukraine or something?” asked Joey. “Because otherwise, it really doesn’t seem like you should be of interest to a shady type like him.” The waitress came by with the bill, and he handed her his card.

“No,” said Micah. “I told him that I was a Z-tier YouTuber, but he didn’t seem to care. He was interested in me for some reason, and he wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

“Maybe he confused you for someone else,” said Joey.

“I hope so. I really wouldn’t want to be the person he actually wanted, though. He scared me.”

The waitress came back and returned Joey’s card; he signed the receipt, and they both stood up. “Yeah, that was bizarre. I’m sorry you had to deal with that on top of everything else.”

Micah shrugged. “It’s over now. Let’s get out of here, though, before a hit squad shows up or something.”

They headed out to Joey’s car, and Joey went around to the trunk. “Well, hey, maybe I can make it up to you. They didn’t have anything I didn’t already have at Target, but I thought you sounded down on the phone, so I got you this.” He pulled out a figurine, still in the box, of Gadda daVita, Micah’s favorite character from the Roberts Studios cartoon E.S.V.: Extreme Slapstick Violence. “This one is a Target exclusive.”

“Wow, thanks!” Micah took the figurine and turned it around, peering at it through the plastic packaging. He’d accumulated a collection of a dozen or so pop culture figurines over the years, all gifts from Joey, who no doubt was relieved to sometimes be able to buy a figurine because of the character it depicted and not just because it was rare or would resell for a large amount. “I’m always amazed by how many different kinds there are. E.S.V. only ran for twelve episodes, so you’d think there wouldn’t be a lot of demand.”

“Well, they are pretty rare,” said Joey. “Anyway, let’s get going. You probably need a nap.” Micah had told him about his rude awakening that morning.

“Yeah, sure,” said Micah. “Thanks for...everything.”

“Think nothing of it.” said Joey. “I had a good time; that’s enough thanks for me.” They got into the car, and Joey stepped on the gas, the roar of the engine drowning out, for the moment, the troubled murmuring of Micah’s thoughts, which no figurine could quiet completely.

* * *

Micah did take a nap, and, later, when he awoke, he decided to get going on his video. He didn’t feel great, but he knew that finishing it would make him feel accomplished, and he could release it the next day, along with whatever he’d make tomorrow. Monday night releases always did better than Sunday night releases anyway. And...even though he clearly wasn’t over his now-ex-girlfriend, he sort of wanted to pretend that he was. Fake it till you make it, right? Joey had warned him to give himself a rest, but he couldn’t remember the last time he’d done that.

It was hard not to think of Phoebe, which messed up his patter, but he managed to keep himself off the subject for the thirty minutes it took to record the video. At one point, as he was slicing the finished sausage to demonstrate how it could be used in a scramble, he noticed that his hands were shaking, but not so badly that they would show up in the recording. Taking a deep breath, he kept moving.

Once he finished the outro (which took several takes; his voice just didn’t sound quite bright enough), he turned the camera off, imported the video onto his laptop, and began editing. At last, he could fall into a work-induced trance; editing the video wasn’t hard, just time-consuming, and he could let his thoughts wander a bit.

Micah had always been under the impression that breakups were supposed to be soul-destroying, scream-into-your-pillow agony, but...he just never quite felt that way. He’d only had one serious girlfriend before Phoebe, but when things had ended with her, he’d been able to keep it together the same way he was keeping it together now. It was like his mind was an ocean, waves crashing against the shore, and breakups were like someone dropping a school bus into the surf; sure, there were extra swells, and things were a little hairy for a while, but it wasn’t significantly different than it ever was. He had a melancholy temperament, that was all, and upsetting events never really affected him too much.

Some amount of time later (checking his laptop clock, he found that it had been about two or three hours), he finished editing the video and began to upload it to YouTube, scheduled for release at 3pm the next day. It was only five, an hour before he usually started dinner, so he had some free time. What to do?

He found himself gravitating towards the TV. A PS4 sat in the hutch underneath; he generally played about an hour of video games a day, right before he went to bed, and now he was craving the numbing, the bright lights and loud sounds, the utter distraction that they were able to bring him. He booted up Fall Guys, which had come free with his PS+ subscription, and let the time fade away.

Micah was so awful at the game that he usually just tuned it out, letting his character get knocked around, pushed off things, and trampled, allowing himself to fade away into an unfeeling oblivion. But this time, for whatever reason, he found himself paying a little more attention.

He’d made it through the first few elimination rounds, and now he was climbing a slope, dodging rolling balls that would knock him down if they hit him. He’d been in the lead coming up to the obstacle, and he watched his rivals navigate it with ease, diving and juking to get safely to the top. But he just couldn’t seem to do it. His character seemed to move on its own, planting itself squarely in the way of the fastest-moving balls, knocking him all the way back down to the bottom.

There was another way. A spindly, ultra-narrow path led away from the ramp and upwards, rejoining the main part of the level further on; Micah always noticed it, but never attempted it. What if he fell? No one else was going that way. How did he know it was even possible?

Still, the ramp just wasn’t working out. Micah sighed as he was eliminated once again. He was no master at the game, but he’d never be able to win at all if he couldn’t make it past that course. Oh well.

He noticed that it was getting on towards six; time to feed himself dinner. He hadn’t eaten anything since brunch, since that had been such a vast meal, but now he was getting hungry once again. Getting the vegan sausages out of the fridge, he cooked them up along with a healthy stir-fry. Though he didn’t work out very often, he did like to eat as many vegetables as he could. Initially, Micah had chosen food to feature on his channel based on appearance and what was trending, to try to snag as many viewers as possible, but he’d found himself shifting, over the years, to making what he, personally, wanted to eat for dinner. Keto cloud bread was all well and good for those who went in for that sort of thing, but Micah definitely didn’t, and, the way he figured it, if he didn’t want something, why would his subscribers?

Afterwards, he took a long bath, as per Sunday night tradition. Normally, he would then have gone on to play more video games, but he was completely exhausted from his early awakening, so instead, he brushed his teeth and rolled into bed. Almost immediately, he was fast asleep.

* * *

He had dreams, vague, uneasy premonitions of something to come, but they were formless and impossible to remember. The transition from sleep to wakefulness came gradually, as if he were ill; his alarm was silent, and when he managed to open his eyes enough to glance at it, he noticed that it read seven thirty-seven, almost an hour before the time he usually rolled out of bed. So what had woken him up?

Then he noticed it; a knocking was echoing through the house. Someone was at the door. What? Turning over, he waited and hoped that they would go away, let him sleep in peace, but he had no such luck. Whoever it was didn’t plan on leaving until they saw Micah’s face.

Groggily, he stumbled out of bed and shuffled out into the living area and over to the front door. A figure stood behind it, features obscured by the glass-tiled window next to the door that turned the world outside into a distorted mess. But...he recognized the colors from before. The bottom of the silhouette was dark, suggesting a suit, and the top, around the head area, was pale. Could it be?

Micah was glad, sometimes, that the previous owner of the house had been a wealthy but misanthropic old woman. There was a speaker next to the door; he pressed the button and took a deep breath. “How...how the hell did you find my house?”

“I have my methods,” came the man’s voice, crackling through the opposite way. “At this point, you have a choice. You can take the easy way out, or the hard way. The easy way out is for you to accompany me to interview with my employer. The hard way out is for me to take you to interview with my employer. The ending is the same regardless, so I suggest you choose the easy way.”

“Interview?” asked Micah, trying to play for time. “I’m in my pajamas. I’m gonna call the cops.”

“The police. An interesting choice.” Though he couldn’t see the man through the glass, Micah knew he was smiling. “Before you pick up the phone, consider this. We are in Seattle’s North Precinct, where the average 911 response time is twelve minutes. There are multiple entry points into your house. You are doubtless aware of many of them, but not all. I am an extraordinarily capable man, Micah. Do you seriously believe that you can evade me, even in your own house, for twelve minutes straight? And do you seriously believe that, even after law enforcement arrived, they would be able to arrest me?”

“I - I…” Micah took a deep breath. He had few options, he could see that. He was in his pajamas. The most usable weapon in the house was a kitchen knife, and he knew that his chance of landing a hit with it would be very small. As far as escape routes went, there was the front door, the back door, and the windows, but the house was a single level, so the man would know which way he had gone. He had never expected to end up in a situation like this; it was something that would happen in a movie or something, only then he would be a super-capable action hero with an arsenal of abilities and a winning attitude.

Still...he was getting an idea. Turning away from the door, he dashed back into the house, using the precious seconds of confusion he knew his disappearance would cause to make for the kitchen bathroom. He had no way to tell if the man knew where he’d gone, but there was no time to think about that. He was headed for an old laundry chute that led down into the basement; he never used it because he didn’t make enough laundry for it to matter, but now it had the potential to throw the man off his trail.

Tearing into the bathroom, Micah crouched down, opened up the cupboard that concealed the entrance to the chute, and, taking a deep breath, slid inside. He fell nine feet, landed heavily on the basement’s concrete floor, and scrambled across to the high, squat window on the other side. Luckily, he wasn’t hurt, which was good because he needed all his strength to haul himself up and through. It took a huge, adrenaline-fueled effort, but soon he was on his belly, panting, in the flower bed on the side of the house.

What to do now? His antagonist probably had a car; Micah needed to get somewhere crowded, where he could hide, and do it fast.

The light rail! A smile spread across his face. Public transit would save him once again. The station was a good fifteen-minute run away, but once on board, he could speed downtown and lose himself in the hustle and bustle of rush hour. He got up and hurried down the driveway.

Just then, the man he’d been hoping now to see stepped around the corner of the house and blocked his way, arm outstretched. “Very good,” he said. “I wasn’t expecting that. There was just one problem with your plan; the house is surrounded by a laurel hedge, completely impenetrable to someone with no tools and no time. Or perhaps you had forgotten about your landscaping? All I had to do was wait here, and you presented yourself to me. Of course, I’m not one to gloat.”

Micah stared at him.

“Come now,” he said, “that’s not very friendly. Let’s go to your job interview, why don’t we? I think my employer will be rather pleased with your performance today, mistakes notwithstanding.”

“I haven’t agreed to go,” said Micah. “You...you can’t make me.”

“I think you know that I can,” said the man, smiling again.

In that moment, something inside Micah snapped. He lashed out, fists flying, trying to bowl his assailant aside and escape down the driveway. For half an instant, surprise and perhaps fear flickered in the man’s eyes, and then he reacted. Before Micah knew what was happening, his arms were grabbed and twisted aside, and he was forced into some kind of exotic wrestling hold. He struggled and fought, but the man’s grip was like iron; there was no way he would escape now.

“You know,” said his assailant, “I’m terribly disappointed that this was how it had to happen. I wanted to keep my hands clean. But I suppose that’s how these things are.” Just then, he brought one of his arms up, wrapping it around Micah’s throat. Micah gasped, writhed, but no air passed into his lungs, and, after a few seconds, he slipped into unconsciousness.

* * *

He awoke in a dark, cramped space that felt like a coffin. For a moment, he wondered whether he was dead, but...no, there was no way. This couldn’t be what heaven was like, or hell, for that matter. It didn’t make sense as an afterlife, and it wasn’t unfeeling and senseless enough to be the cold, black void Micah had always imagined awaited him in the grave.

Actually, it was probably the trunk of a car. That would make a lot more sense, with the humming vibrations and occasional bumps that shook the confines of his enclosure. He was still in his pajamas, and his throat was very sore, so he assumed that it was just minutes after the mysterious man had overpowered him. He was most likely the person driving the car, come to think of it.

Feeling around, Micah attempted to find a latch, or a button, or something that would release the trunk from the inside. He had read somewhere that cars after a certain year were required to have them, but it took him what felt like many long minutes of fumbling before he finally located a handle dangling just below the lid of the trunk. Pulling with all his strength, he felt the trunk pop open, blasting him with light.

He was totally blinded at first. The glare of the sun was totally disarming after the pitch-black interior of the car’s trunk. But then things came into view: the car was heading down what looked like a street in a rich neighborhood, Montlake or Laurelhurst or something. He debated whether to jump out of the car; he was afraid he’d end up hurting himself, but there was no guarantee that wherever the car stopped would be easy to get away from. Just as he was screwing up his courage to tumble onto the pavement, the driver, whoever it was, abruptly turned and headed down a driveway. Micah nearly fell on his face, and before he knew what was happening, a garage door was being rolled down in front of him, blocking off any possibility of escape. Shit.

One of the car’s doors opened, and footsteps came around back to the trunk. Sure enough, the same man from before had been driving, and now he was face to face with Micah once more, smiling slightly. “I see you attempted another escape. Really, you’re quite promising, you just lack follow-through. You don’t have the confidence to really believe that your plans are going to work.”

Micah was disarmed, both by the fact that that was the truth, and by the fact that this man would choose to make casual conversation despite their situation. “I...where are we? Where did you bring me?”

“Where did I say I would bring you?” asked the man. “This is my employer’s house, and you, my friend, are here for an interview. Follow me.” He strode off towards a door set into one wall of the garage. For a moment, Micah had a wild notion of escaping, but the only two exits to the room were the garage door, which was now fully closed and which looked sturdy enough to resist any blow he could deliver, and the way that his captor was taking him. Reluctantly, he decided to play along, at least for the present.

They walked along a short corridor with a few more doors leading off of it and then up a set of rough concrete steps. The space was chilly, but free of the damp so endemic to many Seattle basements. Finally, the stairwell came out into a beautiful kitchen. Micah couldn’t help but reflect on the parallel with his own dumpy little house and the laundry chute leading from the kitchen bathroom into the basement; in a way, the two were alike, just on a much different scale.

They went down a hallway that passed through the middle of the main floor. An elegant dining room opened off one side; on the other, a beautifully-decorated sitting room. At the end, a grand prom staircase beneath a glittering chandelier led up to the next floor. Whoever owned this place didn’t just have money; they had class. Even though Micah already hated this person, he had to admit he was impressed.

The dark-suited man led him up the stairway, taking the steps two at a time in a casual feat of athleticism that Micah would have loved to have been able to match. Instead, he hurried up in his usual way, panting by the time they’d reached the top. Maybe his plan to run to the light rail station had been fanciful after all.

At the top of the staircase, there was a large landing area with a table and chairs, the kind of pointless little arrangement of seating that rich people seemed to love, and a hallway that led back into the house. This they went down, but turned at the first doorway opening off of it, and Micah found himself standing in a grand study. The walls were lined with books, and they’d clearly been read - they had none of the color coordination that would have suggested a books-by-the-foot decoration scheme. Behind a large mahogany desk sat the man Micah assumed had arranged his capture. He was only just coming into middle age, with the muscular build of an athlete ten years younger and a clipped haircut that suggested frequent trips to the barber. “Thank you, Agent,” he said in a smooth, cool voice. “You can wait outside.” The dark-suited man nodded and left.

“You know,” he said, turning to Micah, “that man’s not used to working by the hour. I have to pay him double the usual rate to get him to be my errand boy. It’s worth the cost, but I wanted you to know that, so that you understood how much trouble you’ve caused me.”

“Understand? I -” Micah paused, overwhelmed with the absurdity of the moment. “You’re the one that’s causing me trouble. You had me kidnapped, dragged here, and now - now you’re lecturing me?”

“I don’t think you understand your situation,” said the man, voice even as ever. “Let me tell you a story. I’m not an old man. I didn’t buy this house with a lifetime of income as a board member or a bank manager. No, I got rich quick. How?”

There was a pause. Micah realized that the question hadn’t been rhetorical, and that the man wanted an answer from him. “Um...real estate?”

“Real estate!” The man laughed. “As if! That’ll be the day, when Jim Friedland makes a dime off real estate. No! No, I earned this money selling golf clubs to China. Word of business advice - not that a small-timer like you can act on this - but rich Chinese people are crazy for anything that rich Western people do. Golf clubs? Sports cars? Cigars? They want ‘em all, they’ll pay double price, and, best of all, there’s hundreds of thousands of guys lining up to buy whatever you’re selling. Golf clubs!” He laughed again, louder. “Golf is for idiots. Right now there’s a half million fat old guys all over China hitting balls with my clubs - well, not my clubs, I just resold them - but I’m the one who gets the hole-in-one. I get to put deals up on my website and watch them scurry like rats to try to get them, to pay even a few yuan less for the club of their dreams. It’s wonderful! Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“No, I really don’t,” said Micah. “Can I go now?”

“Sometimes I wonder why I even bother with poor people like you,” said Friedland, ignoring him. “You know, I’m a self-made man. Haven’t I earned the right not to have to deal with your stupidity?”

“Okay, I’m just going to -” Micah started to get up, but then he felt a hand on his shoulder, pushing him back down. Turning, he noticed that the dark-suited man had returned.

“Thank you, Agent,” said Friedland. “You know, maybe you had better stay in here. I think our friend here is getting ideas.”

“Certainly,” said the man, taking up a position directly behind Micah, who was now trapped - or, at least, trapped more thoroughly than he had been before.

“So, um…” said Micah, “if I can’t leave, can I at least ask why you brought me here? I’m a cooking YouTuber. I can’t help you sell golf clubs. I can’t...please, I just want to go home.” He felt his voice wavering. He was imprisoned with two maniacs, and he couldn’t make them understand anything.

“Oh, I’ll let you go home,” said Friedland. “But first I have a...business proposition for you.”

“I can already tell you the answer,” said Micah.

“No, no, you’re not understanding,” said Friedland, impatient. “This is one you won’t want to miss. Here, let me show you something.” He fumbled around under his desk, seeming to search for a button or a lever, and finally found it; one of the bookshelves behind him swung outwards, revealing a room beyond. “Agent, bring him in here.”

Micah felt the man’s firm hand on his shoulder once again, pushing him forward; there was nothing he could do but get up and follow. The room beyond the bookshelf was on the larger side, but sparsely furnished; its walls were painted plain yellow, with no decorations, and the only piece of furniture was a large wooden box in the center with a glass top; this took up most of the space, with only a narrow walkway to allow passage around it. “This is my inspiration room!” said Friedland, smiling broadly. “If you’d like, you can take a look at what’s in the box.”

Cautiously, Micah stepped forwards and looked inside. At first, it simply appeared to be filled with dirt, albeit dirt pocked with holes a few inches across. Nothing moved inside, and the only vegetation was a few low shrubs.

But then a creature emerged from one of the holes. It was small and pink, shivering in the room’s chill air. Micah immediately recognized it as a naked mole rat. It darted from one opening to another, and then back down into the tunnels. He was repulsed, but Friedland watched with intense interest. “These are my pets. When you have money, you can get any kind of animal you want. Don’t worry, I have a guy visit every so often to check on the health of the colony. But come on, come around the box. I have something to show you on this side.”

Mutely, Micah obeyed, hoping that, if he didn’t anger Friedland, he might be let go. He headed around to Friedland’s side of the box, where there was a bank of small screens showing   night-vision feeds of what was going on in the tunnels. “See there?” said Friedland. “That’s the queen.” He was pointing to a screen showing an especially fat, large rat resting in what looked like a central room, having bits of food handed to her by a gaggle of hangers-on. “The rat you saw patrolling was a soldier, but look, here are some workers.” He pointed to a different screen, which gave a good view of a line of small rats grabbing chunks of food from a mysterious source and taking them back down the tunnel. “I feed them potatoes and carrots. They seem to like it. And look at this!” He gestured to a panel of buttons. “These allow me to do a number of experiments on them. This,” he pointed to a blue one, “floods part of the enclosure. This,” he pointed to a red one, “simulates an earthquake. There are others to stop feeding for as long as I want, to find and kill the queen, to release radiation...these rats are at my mercy, and they don’t even know it. I can observe them as they respond to a wide variety of threats.”

“That...that’s sick,” said Micah. “They’re living creatures. They don’t exist for your entertainment.”

“Don’t they?” said Friedland. “They wouldn’t exist at all if not for me. Don’t they owe me something in return?”

“I don’t...what do you want from me?” asked Micah.

“Only this: I want you to participate in a new project I’m doing. There won’t be earthquakes, or radiation, or anything. No risk to you at all.”

“You kidnapped me to ask you to help you with your pet project?” asked Micah. “No thanks. I’ve already told you, I’m out.”

“I’m not asking you,” said Friedman. “I could have my Agent here make your life considerably more difficult than it is now until you agreed to help me out. I could simply have had you brought directly to the site of the experiment. But no, I wanted to be nice to you, to let you consider your options, and this is the thanks I get?” He was clearly getting angry.

“What’s the experiment?” asked Micah, trying to redirect the conversation. It was no use to have a very rich, potentially very powerful man angry at him.

“Oh, it’s nothing special,” said Friedland. “It would take a few days, and then you’d be free to go. I will pay you. Twenty thousand dollars.”

The thought of twenty thousand dollars was tempting, Micah had to admit. That money could help him stay abreast of his rent, pay down his student loans, even go on a short trip to Vancouver or something. But still...he’d been kidnapped, choked out, pushed around, insulted, and now this guy wanted him to do something? “I’ll never agree to that. Not after the way you treated me.”

“Oh please,” said Friedland. “Just get over it. Look, I’m fine. Why can’t you just calm down too? I’m trying to give you something.”

“No, you’re trying to get something, and give me something in return,” said Micah. “But I’m sure twenty thousand dollars isn’t worth what I’m giving you by participating in this ‘project.’”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake,” said Friedland. “Agent, stick him.” Micah barely had time to cry out before he felt a needle plunging into his arm, cold liquid flowing through his veins. The world spun, and his brain fogged over. As he fell, clutching his shoulder, a single thought passed through his mind: What on Earth did any of this have to do with the naked mole rats? Then he hit the ground and slipped into unconsciousness, for the second time that day.

* * *

When Micah came to, Friedland and the Agent were standing over him, and he was still in the same room; it couldn’t have been more than a few seconds after...something had happened. He couldn’t quite remember what, exactly, just that something had. He felt like the fact that those few seconds were completely missing from his memory should have been distressing, but it just...wasn’t. What was the point of worrying about it?

He was feeling good, feeling great, ready to take on the world. Slowly getting up, he turned to Friedland. “What...happened there?”

“You don’t remember?” asked Friedland. “Good. Fantastic! So that means that we can get started on the project, right?”

“Project? I…” Micah scanned his brain for any memory of a project. He couldn’t find one, except for an idea for a cooking project he’d had a few days before. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m in.” He didn’t know why he’d said it, but he really did feel like he was in. He was ready to do almost anything anyone asked of him. He didn’t know why; he was just feeling especially nice just at that moment.

“Great! I’ll tell you more about it tomorrow. My Agent here will pick you up from your house at eight a.m. sharp. Don’t be late!” Friedland smiled, glancing back at the bank of screens on the side of the box; two of the mole rats had just been scuffling over a piece of food, but as he watched, the fight was resolved and they scurried together back down the tunnel.

“Okay, sure!” Micah felt like he might once have given a different answer, but that didn’t matter now, did it? He was going to help Friedland with the project, and it was sure to be a good time as well as a good cause.

“Great,” said Friedland. “Well, I suppose I’ll see you then. Agent, please bring him back to his home.”

“Sure thing,” said the bald man. He beckoned to Micah, and the two walked out of the room back into Friedland’s study. It was funny; Micah remembered the room, but not what had happened in it. Was that concerning? Maybe that should have been concerning, but for some reason, it just wasn’t.

They headed down through the house, back to the Agent’s car in the basement. He’d driven Micah there, but Micah had no memory of the car’s interior for some reason. He just wasn’t himself this morning.

The Agent wasn’t very talkative. He said nothing to Micah on the way back to Micah’s house, keeping his eyes on the road and off his passenger. Even though Micah didn’t know how he knew the man, he was a little afraid of him, so he said nothing and tried not to draw his driver’s attention.

At last, they pulled up in Micah’s driveway. Micah’s house looked very small compared to Friedland’s, but Micah was glad to see it anyway; even though he hadn’t been away for very long, it felt like it had been hours.

Micah got out of the car, hurried into the house, and got dressed. There had to have been a reason he’d left the house in his pajamas, but he couldn’t quite seem to remember what it was. The whole morning had been a blur; he did remember that he’d woken up early, so maybe that had been a factor. His brain never worked very well before nine a.m, and it was only eight forty-five now.

That did mean that he had time to do a video, though. Some Mondays, he deviated from the schedule and did something a little crazy and unusual. The week before, he’d made a cake shaped like a hot dog. Most of the ideas came from other YouTube channels, but he reworked them a decent amount beforehand to ensure that no one would accuse him of stealing content. He decided to look around for an idea.

Micah never watched YouTube recreationally, except occasionally when there was some juicy-if-asinine makeup-YouTuber drama to catch up on, so his subscriptions were filled with nothing but other cooking channels. After a minute of clicking around, he found himself on a YouTube page run by possibly his favorite creator, the cupcake YouTuber SaraSprinkles. Though he didn’t often bake, since he needed to eat what he’d made and couldn’t survive on only cake, he saw she had a recipe for a “brunch cupcake” with a sort of bran-muffin base covered in cheese, a fried egg, and hot sauce. Beautiful! He could work with that. By changing some things around, he could create an original and very photogenic recipe that would be sure to get clicks.

Recipe innovation wasn’t the only reason Micah had found his way on to SaraSprinkles’ channel, though. When he watched her videos, he felt...strange. It wasn’t a crush - his crushes were a completely different kind of thing - but he just couldn’t stop looking at her, watching her cook, talk to the camera, smile. Sometimes he thought she looked a bit like he would have, if he’d been born a girl. Sometimes he felt almost...envious. But he was never quite sure of what; probably it was just her subscriber count.

Still, though, there was work to be done. Micah would need to run to the store to get ingredients, and then he’d need to work something out and have the video up before dinner. He’d be on a tight schedule, but after his chaotic morning, it felt almost liberating to get back into doing something he knew well.

* * *

It was almost six o’clock by the time he hit the upload button, sending his creation out to the world. The muffins were tasty, but the combination of egg and cheese (Micah had decided to do a sort of omelette stuffing) had been difficult to bake correctly, and the first batch had been almost inedible. Still, biting into one of his final products, Micah was proud of how they’d turned out. Maybe they weren’t really something a normal person would eat, but they were eye-catching enough to do well on YouTube, and if someone did happen to make them, they probably wouldn’t immediately unsubscribe.

After dinner, Micah began to wind down by booting up Fall Guys once again. After breezing through the first few rounds of a game, he found himself at the same place he’d been stuck at before; the crowded slope he’d never managed to get up, and the spindly walkway he’d never really considered trying.

This time, though...the walkway was tempting. No players were on it, and if he made it to the top correctly, he’d shoot straight to first place. Cautiously, he moved his character over and began to climb the structure.

The first part was easy, a straight incline, but then there was a section with a jump onto a narrow, slippery platform. Cautiously, Micah backed up, got a running start, and hurled himself towards his target, but fell far short and ended up plummeting into the slime, losing the game. Exhaling in frustration, he put down his controller and went to go get ready for bed.

As he lay between the sheets, waiting to drift off to sleep, Micah wondered what the project he’d agreed to help Friedland with would entail. He’d set his alarm for seven-thirty and had already alerted his followers that there wouldn’t be a video coming out. Despite the fact that he didn’t know what, exactly, he’d be doing, he was almost excited; this would finally allow him to show himself that he’d moved past Phoebe, that he was doing new things with his life. And he’d even get paid.

Still, he was haunted by the strange feeling he’d gotten when browsing SarahSprinkles’ channel. It had been even stronger than normal, and for once, he began to wonder what it was. Probably nothing super important, but hey...maybe it would be good to hire a therapist. Oh well. Rolling over, he felt himself quickly fade into unconsciousness.

* * *

Micah was awoken by the chirping of his alarm and instantly remembered about the project. He had to be ready in just half an hour. Pulling on clothes, he ran to the kitchen and grabbed a couple of the bran muffins from the fridge. With the egg and cheese, they really didn’t keep that well, but they were reasonably edible, and Micah’s mind was elsewhere anyway. He was nervous, like it was the first day of school or the morning before a job interview. But he already had this job, and all he had to do was what his boss told him, so what was there to be nervous about?

Still, the half-hour flew by and, soon, Micah heard a knock on his door. Opening it, he found the Agent awaiting him. With a nod, the man conducted him to the same car as the day before, and they got in and pulled out of the driveway.

Micah had assumed that the project would happen at Friedland’s house, but that didn’t seem to be the case; instead of going south, they headed east, crossing I-5 and heading down the ridge to Magnuson Park. The space had once been a naval station, and it was littered with large brick buildings and warehouses; the Agent navigated down the driveways between these and finally stopped in front of a particularly large warehouse. “Enter through that door,” he said, pointing to an unobtrusive and very locked-looking entrance set into the brick wall.

“Um,” said Micah, “are...you sure? Is Friedland here?”

“Friedland is monitoring this process,” said the Agent. “But it can’t begin until you go into that building.”

Cautiously, Micah got out of the car and headed over to the door. He’d assumed Friedland would be there, that someone would tell him what he was supposed to do, but apparently not. He tried the handle; sure enough, it was unlocked, and he opened it slightly and peered through into the space beyond.

Initially, his eyes were met with only darkness; there were no visible lights, no sign of what he might encounter within. As his vision adjusted, though, he noticed a message painted onto the floor in large black letters: COME INSIDE AND CLOSE THE DOOR. He wasn’t sure he felt comfortable going into the warehouse, but...well, he’d promised, and twenty thousand dollars was twenty thousand dollars. Taking a deep breath, he crossed the threshold and let the door swing shut behind him.

Immediately, the room he stood in was illuminated with what seemed like blinding light. As his eyes adjusted once again, Micah saw that the space was painted white, accentuating the brightness of the light, and mostly featureless. It smelled of paint and plywood and seemed to have been recently built. The ceiling was open, revealing the roof of the warehouse high above; it was as if he was in a corn maze.

The room’s one distinguishing detail was more writing on the opposite wall. It spelled out a short but mystifying message: WELCOME TO YOUR FUTURE. Micah turned to try the door behind him, wanting to ask the Agent what he was supposed to do, but it was locked. He was in here, whatever “here” was, for the duration.

There was a doorway opening into another room, and an arrow painted onto one of the walls pointed towards it; Micah could only assume that that was where he was meant to go, but the lack of direction was a bit mystifying. He set off across the cheap vinyl floor, hoping that this wasn’t all some kind of elaborate trap. Why had he agreed to do this again? He couldn’t quite remember what he had been thinking.

The next room was a bit more self-explanatory. Only one doorway led off of it, but this was closed; fastening it shut was what looked like an elaborate arrangement of chains held together with a strange, bulky lock.

Micah headed over to the lock to examine it more thoroughly. It was strange; while it seemed to have originally been a padlock, extensive additions had been welded onto it to the point where he wasn’t sure how it worked. One thing was clear, though; the operation of the whole contraption revolved around an orange prescription pill bottle that contained just a single pill. There was a bottle of water on the floor next to the door, suggesting that he was supposed to down the pill. But there was no way to tell what it would do to him.

Well, he did have a hint. There was another message written on the door: DON’T WORRY, IT WON’T KILL YOU. That was a relief, sort of. He was getting a feeling that Jim Friedland had something of an unusual sense of humor.

It looked like the lock would open if he opened the pill bottle; there was some kind of electronic sensor on the cap. Cautiously, he unscrewed it and took the pill out. The door stood silently before him, no different than before, and he worried he was on the wrong track.

Just then, a wooden placard swung down from the ceiling, scaring Micah half to death. It was painted white, and inscribed with words in familiar lettering: TAKE THE PILL, STUPID. Just as Micah was rereading it, making sure this was real and not some kind of hyper-realistic cartoon he was watching, the sign swung back up out of sight.

Well, there was only one thing for it. He couldn’t go back, couldn’t go on without taking the pill. Slowly, he lifted it to his lips and washed it down with a gulp of water from the bottle.

There was no immediate sensation, no immediate sign that anything had changed. Well, that was more or less to be expected. It would probably need to travel through his digestive system for the...effects to begin. He hoped that they wouldn’t be too weird. Maybe it was just a...painkiller or something. Maybe Friedland had been worried that the sign would hit him in the head. Not that likely, but hey.

Just then, the lock clicked open. The chains retracted, and Micah gave the door a gentle shove, finding that it now gave to his touch. Slowly, he pushed it open and stepped into the next room.

What he found confused him. There was a bedroll and a sleeping bag - both of which looked new - along with a microwave. A few cans of soup, a bowl, and a spoon were stacked on top. There was also a chemical toilet and a portable sink, which were less than appealing. It all looked like someone’s abandoned campsite. The only other items of interest in the area were...Micah had to look twice, but there were a variety of women’s fashion magazines scattered all over the floor. Why had Friedland done that? Maybe the workers he hired had brought their teenage daughters to install the light fixtures or something?

There was another door leading off this new room, but when Micah went over to try it, he found that it was locked up tight. There was a padlock attached that read 39:59:32, with the seconds counting down as he watched. So he just...had to wait for forty hours? What a pain.

He went back to check on the door he had originally used to enter the warehouse, but it was still locked. Returning to the campout room, he began to wonder, once again, why he had agreed to do this. He was beginning to realize that it was seriously unusual for him not to remember anything about that morning in Friedland’s house. Why had he gone? How had he gotten there? The day was like a slice of Swiss cheese, filled with holes, and it was beginning to worry him. Was something shady happening?

But now he was in the thick of it. He realized, with a pang of fear, that Friedland could keep him in the warehouse for as long as he wanted. He thought back to the naked mole rats. Maybe...maybe there was a parallel there.

Well, thinking about Friedland’s lies aside, there was little to do in the room except wait for the lock to open. And...there were the fashion magazines…

Micah opened up a copy of Teen Vogue and flipped through it. He felt...he felt the mysterious feeling flowing through him again, the same one that assaulted him every time he looked at SarahSprinkles’ YouTube channel. He was probably a creep for thinking it, or maybe just crazy, but...he felt some connection to the women in the magazine, like...no, he didn’t even want to think about it.

All the same, though, he couldn’t put the magazine down. He began to read it cover to cover, taking in every page, looking around every few minutes to make sure the Gender Police didn’t show up out of nowhere to arrest him. Soon, he was reveling in the experience; though he wasn’t sure exactly what was so attractive to him about the magazine, he felt like he was drawing energy from it. It was...exhilarating.

He began to lose track of time. After finishing the first magazine, he grabbed another one, reading about the best coats for Fall 2019, the best shoes to wear with jeans, the hottest smoky eye look...he couldn’t use almost any of the advice, but he didn’t care. It wasn’t the words on the pages that mattered; it was the sheer fact that he was allowed, by the laws of the universe, to read them.

A pile of magazines slowly rose next to him, and before he knew it, hours had gone by. Checking his watch, he found that it was already evening, and his stomach had been growling for quite some time. Heading over to the microwave, he grabbed the bowl, filled it with vegetable soup, and set the timer for a minute and a half. As the smell of hot soup filled the room, the wait began to grow unbearable - he was slowly realizing he was starving - but, at last, the microwave beeped and Micah grabbed his dinner. Hungrily, he set in, not caring about the cold spots or the fact that high fructose corn syrup was the first ingredient listed on the can - it was time to indulge.

After eating, he washed the bowl and was heading back to the bedroll to sit down when the lights suddenly switched off. Checking his watch, he found that it was exactly eight o’clock. Clearly, Friedland ran a tight ship, and liked his prisoners/lab rats to follow a tight schedule. There was no source of light in the room, nothing to do besides go to sleep, so Micah lay down and closed his eyes, quickly passing into dreamland.

* * *

That night, he had a dream about Fall Guys. He’d never been one to dream about video games - had always looked down on the kind of people who did - but this felt...significant, somehow. He was standing in the same area he always got to before losing, with the ramp and the spiraling incline, and an endless stream of gray, faceless players was hurrying up the former, jostling and pushing one another. There wasn’t an inch of extra room, and Micah knew that if he went that way, he’d be trampled or shoved off to his death.

But...the incline beckoned. He hurried towards it, pushing through the crowd until he was standing at the base. Slowly, he began to pick his way upwards, careful not to fall off.

Soon, he remembered what had thwarted him the time before: the jump to the slippery, slimy platform. It seemed nearly impossible, and almost more so in this dreamlike, immaterial version of the game. Still, there was nothing else for it. Though his failure was nearly certain, he had to try. Screwing up his eyes, he got ready to jump…

Just then, a mysterious force seized him, propelling him upwards. Platforms flew by as he sailed ever further into the air. It was terrifying, but, at the same time...he would never have seen any of the new world he was sailing past if he didn’t have this mysterious assistance. He felt like he was clearing obstacles that would have taken years to pass otherwise in a single great bound. Slowly, the fear turned into exhilaration as he watched the hazards, traps, and dangers of a long, arduous path simply become irrelevant in the face of his new power. This...this was something new.

He looked up, searching for the finish line, the gate he’d need to jump through to move to the next level, but that was still out of sight above. He wondered if he’d ever reach it; it almost didn’t matter, so wonderful was the journey. He relaxed, allowing the strange power to pull him ever further upwards.

* * *

Micah woke up with a start when the lights abruptly switched on with a hiss and a crackle of electricity. It was six a.m.; why did the universe want him to get up so early all of a sudden?

Well, there was nothing to be done about it. Now that he was awake, he might as well...do what, exactly? There were the fashion magazines, but there were only a dozen or so of those left; he didn’t want to run out of reading material. Soon, he found himself pacing through the warehouse, to the exit door and back to the bedroll. There was simply nothing else to do, and he wanted to move around, to use his muscles in some small way.

As he walked, he fell into a kind of daze. Was this how animals felt in zoos, penned up without space, without freedom? Even though he’d been feeling inexplicably friendly towards Friedland before, now he was growing to resent the man. Why on Earth would you do this to a person? What did he hope to gain?

He noticed that his muscles were feeling stiff and sore. When he’d awoken, it hadn’t been so bad, but now it was getting much worse. Hurrying back to the bedroll, he lay down and wondered what the pill had contained; had he taken poison? Groaning in pain, he could only clench his fists and wait for the pain to subside. Within, he was seething at Friedland. Not only was he trapped like one of the man’s rats, but now he was being tested on like one, too, Micah had never been one to contemplate revenge, but if Friedland wasn’t careful, that was what he might get.

After about half an hour passed, the pain and stiffness stopped getting worse. Micah had been worried that he would be totally unable to move, but he found himself able to at least crawl around. That was a relief; if things had gone too much further downhill, he’d struggle even to pick things up from the floor next to his bedroll. As it was, though, he could grab a magazine and fairly easily flip through its pages.

* * *

The day passed more or less unnoticed. Twice, Micah hauled himself over to the microwave to make soup; the second trip was notably easier than the first, which was a sure sign that he was improving. His supply of fashion magazines was nearly exhausted, but he’d gotten through the worst of whatever this disease was. He felt powerful, able to shrug off whatever the world threw at him.

After his second meal, lying in the post-eight-p.m. darkness, Micah found himself contemplating the fashion magazines, the revelation he’d felt himself having. What did it mean?

Well, on one hand, he could simply be attracted to the women in the pictures, but that didn’t feel right. He’d never been a particularly sexual person, and none of his relationships had been driven by desire; they’d all been about shared interests, followed by a friendship that slowly developed into something more. Now that he really thought about it, he wasn’t sure that he really had loved Phoebe, or any of his other crushes and love interests. It had been a...different feeling. He’d been drawn magnetically towards them, yes, but not by love, or sexual desire.

No, it had been...envy. He wanted something they had, wanted it deep in his soul, had always wanted it, always. He craved...femininity.

Micah wanted to be a woman.

The thought went crashing through his mind like a bolt of lightning, but he knew, instantly, that it was the truth. Nothing he had ever done had felt fully real to him, fully genuine, because he had been in the wrong body the whole time. His cravings for something he could never have had disrupted all his relationships, alienated his girlfriends, left him with few friends, and cast him away to rot in his small, sad house, condemned forever to a small, sad life. And this...this prison? It was rock bottom. Things would only keep getting worse for him as long as he pretended to be something he wasn’t, to lead a life he didn’t want to lead. It was heartbreaking, the realization that he’d wasted twenty-five years on a fool’s errand.

Heartbreaking, but also...also encouraging. For the first time since he’d been a small child, he felt genuinely excited to explore this new side of himself, to live life as it was meant to be lived. He could even...move somewhere else. Find a job that would let him interact with humans. Get out there and do new things. Wouldn’t that be crazy?

Crazy, yes. And also just a bit out of reach, considering his situation. Thrilled as he was to be discovering a new side of himself, he’d have to get out of the warehouse first - and that wasn’t going to be easy. Turning over, he felt himself drifting off to sleep at last; banishing the frenzied thoughts from his mind, he slowly passed into senselessness.

* * *

There were no dreams that night, except vague shadows, flashes and brief visions of things Micah didn’t understand and couldn’t describe, but he was awoken once again by the fluorescent lights overhead. Grunting, he got up and made himself a bowl of soup for breakfast. The pain and stiffness of the day before was entirely gone. That was a relief.

He couldn’t quite believe that the revelation of the night before had actually been real. It would be strange to go through life knowing something that had been hidden for so long. But even though there would be challenges along the way, Micah was glad he’d figured himself out.

Speaking of figuring things out, he remembered the time lock just as he was finishing his breakfast. Putting down the bowl and spoon, he hurried over to the door it had sealed shut and saw that it had reached zero at some point during the night. Pulling it open, he threw it to the side and pushed the door open.

What he saw confused him. There was a strange collection of objects in the small room he’d revealed; a VR headset sat atop a stack of white boxes. What could it all mean? There was a helpful note on the wall that told him to PUT THE HEADSET ON, but he wasn’t sure that that was a good idea...not after the pain the pill had brought him.

Still...did he have a choice? He was almost out of soup in the other room, and completely out of fashion magazines. He still had no way out of the warehouse. If he wasn’t cooperative, he could end up in danger of starving. Maybe...maybe it was better to just do as Friedland said, one more time.

Grabbing the headset, Micah turned it over, trying to figure out how he was supposed to wear it. VR was all the rage in certain circles, he knew, but as an unsuccessful YouTuber, he had never been anywhere near able to come up with the princely sums it took to get a decent headset. And, if he had, he would probably have used them for something else, like buying a car or getting some better appliances. Maybe the fact that he was thinking like that showed that he wasn’t the target audience for such an expensive toy.

At last, he got the headset over his head and got it resting perfectly on the bridge of his nose. Everything was black, and he began to wonder whether this was the setup for some kind of elaborate prank, whether the Agent was sneaking up behind him at that very moment to deliver the wedgie of his life. He wondered whether that man had ever given a wedgie; he didn’t seem like the type.

Then, all of a sudden, a swirl of color filled his field of vision, disorienting him, leaving him feeling like he was hanging in space. His feet, far on the ground below, seemed very far away as he soared through a fluorescent dreamworld in pinks, purples, and light blues. He could only gasp; was this what VR was like?

But then he heard a whisper at the edge of his hearing; sound was coming from the headset, too low to be easily audible. It was almost musical, and combined with the fever dream in front of his eyes, the sensation was impossible to describe. Real life, everything that was happening to him...in this moment, it all seemed so far away.

As the minutes went by, as Micah watched the show, experiencing something he’d never believed to be possible, he became aware that the sounds were becoming louder. They were almost like...almost like words, like the headset was saying something to him, telling him to do something, commanding him...but he couldn’t quite hear what he was being told to do.

Eventually, he felt himself slipping into a sort of trance. Something about the sounds, the way the colors swirled, made him feel sleepy and yet so, so hyperaware of what he was being presented with. Everything in the world around him was so exhausting, so overwhelming, and this...focusing on the colors, the words, whatever they were, that was so much easier than trying to do anything else. Soon, he lost track of time.

* * *

Consciousness and unconsciousness, waking and sleeping, life and death...they were all a bit closer together than they seemed, weren’t they? In a world of Technicolor stimulation, of endless wonder and grand, indescribable vastnesses opening on every side, of white-gold caverns, rivers turquoise as a tropical sea, feverish creatures on foot and wing, the division between reality and unreality was tenuous.

And that meant...it was so much easier to give in to what the sounds were saying, the words they were whispering, the words that were so hard to hear but so easy to understand. The best thing would be to do what they said, yes? And that would bring back a small part of this liberation, this beautiful, joyous freedom that had subsumed the whole world. To obey, to truly obey the voices that were telling her to be feminine, submissive, joyful, obliging...that was the only way back into this breathtaking alternate existence.

Even as Mandy realized it, she knew it was the truth. She couldn’t live without the world inside the headset, even if she had to return to reality, which she knew now that she was ready to do. She could only promise herself that she would return as often as she could.

Taking a deep breath, she lifted the headset off and was confronted by a room she didn’t recognize. She seemed to have vague memories of a warehouse, of imprisonment there, but that had been different, with white plywood walls and a high, dark ceiling above. This room...it looked like a luxurious guest room, with a shining hardwood floor and a large, beautiful antique bed. A door off to the side was ajar, revealing an immaculate bathroom beyond. Mandy herself was sitting in an armchair off in a corner. She wondered how long she’d been there for. Afternoon sunlight was still filtering in through the room’s windows, so maybe not too long.

Stretching, she got up. She was hungry - starving - and was delighted to find a lunch set out for her, a tasty sandwich and salad, which she demolished immediately. After that, she went to go set the plate down by the door and noticed a full-length mirror on the wall. When she saw her reflection, she did a double-take.

Mandy was a woman - there was no doubt in her mind about that - but she did remember a time when she’d been a man, and had expected that to be reflected in her figure. But that wasn’t the case. Peeling off the old clothes she’d been wearing for two days now, she found that her overall weight hadn’t changed, but that her thighs had gotten thicker, her ass bigger, and, grabbing her chest, she found swelling curves where none had existed before. She smiled; they were just right. Her face had changed too, in ways she couldn’t quite describe, but which just...fit. The woman staring back at her from the mirror was beautiful, and, in that moment, she’d never been happier.

She realized she wanted a bath. Her house didn’t have a tub, and it was always exciting to take one when she had the chance. Pushing open the bathroom door, she jumped into the tub and let the hot water run, relaxing in the warm steam.

When she emerged, feeling clean and refreshed, she was just unwrapping her towel to go look in the closet for something to wear when she heard a knock on the door. Flushing, she hurried to cover herself once again and then went to answer. On the other side of the door, she found the Agent. “Feeling all right?” he asked. If he was fazed at all by the sight of an attractive woman in nothing but a towel in front of him, he didn’t show it.

“Yeah, great!” she said. Even her voice was different.

“Excellent. I’m just stopping by to tell you that Mr. Friedland expects you for dinner at eight...and also that this is the end of my contract with him. It was an...atypical experience, but a nice break from my usual work.”

“What is your usual work?” Mandy was curious. She still knew so little about this man, despite having spent a bit of time with him.

“I could tell you,” he said, “but then I would have to kill you. You can believe that that was a joke, if you wish.”

She was taken aback. “Well, um...okay. Good luck with...whatever you do.”

“Good luck to you as well,” he said. “Though I doubt you’ll need it. I think you’ll find that you’re well provided for.” Raising a hand in goodbye, he turned and left, walking down the hallway out of her field of view. He was a strange one, that was for sure.

Heading back into her room, she found that there was a clock on the wall, showing that it was four-thirty. Perhaps it would be a good idea to get ready at around six-thirty or seven, then? Rifling through the various drawers and closets, she found a makeup collection and an arrangement of clothes and shoes. Though she was unfamiliar with how women got dressed, she knew that it could be time-consuming. There was a new stack of fashion magazines on the bedside table, though; they would come in handy. And wasn’t having to figure out how to get dressed like the gender she really was a good problem to have?

* * *

The afternoon and early evening flew by in a blur of preparation. By far the hardest part of her look to get right was the makeup, which seemed not to be designed for her naturally shaky hands, but after an hour or two she got something she could be happy with. Then she picked out a nice dress, a pale pink one with a neckline that plunged a bit lower than she felt she would usually have gone for (but then it was a special occasion), and then a nice pair of white heels, which she spent her extra time trying to figure out how to walk in.

Midway through the preparations, Mandy wondered why, exactly, she was doing all this for a man she didn’t really know. It wasn’t as if he probably expected a lot; she just had to beat out his naked mole rats, which probably wouldn’t be too difficult. She realized that she felt compelled, almost mysteriously, to prepare for him, to make herself more beautiful. It was unsettling, but...she wanted to impress him.

At the same time, though, the preparations were for her as well. Even if she was strangely drawn to the process for other reasons, spending this much time on herself was a beautiful way to assert her femininity. Glancing at herself in the mirror, she saw a glowing, confident woman who had truly found the way she wanted to live her life - and that was a sight she wouldn’t give up, not for anything in the world.

At last, though, eight o’clock drew near. With a few minutes to spare, Mandy headed over to the door, pulled it open, and stepped out into the hallway. She realized that she was in the guest bedroom on the lower floor of Friedland’s house, meaning that the dining room was down to the left. She clicked down the hallway, the sound of her heels echoing off of the elegant walls.

Stepping inside the dining room, she was immediately greeted by Friedland, who was seated at the other end of the large table. A dish of pasta and another of salad sat in the center, and glasses of wine were placed at each setting. “Mandy! So good to see you again. I trust you’re liking your room?”

“I am!” said Mandy. “Thanks for asking.” He was nicer than she’d remembered him being. Actually, did she have memories of him not being nice? Where had she gotten that idea? The past, in general, was foggy when it came to things like that.

Well, he was being nice now, at least. “Well, sit down, sit down,” he said, “and take some food. I have to say, you look gorgeous. Much better than before.”

“Thank you,” she said, loading up a plate - she was hungry again - “but what do you mean by ‘before?’”

“Oh, nothing,” he said, tucking into his own meal. “Don’t worry about it. But now that you’re here, I have a...well, I think you might recall that I had a business proposition for you before, the first time you were here, but our negotiations were...cut off.”

“Um, maybe?” Mandy couldn’t remember. She had to have been to the house before - that was how she had been able to remember the layout - but when?

“It’s okay,” said Friedland. “You don’t have to remember, Mandy. Just trust me, we did.” Mandy did trust him. She trusted him implicitly. “Anyway, my idea was to meet you here, now that we are all a little, mmm, calmer, and discuss the agreement.”

“I don’t know what you mean by that,” she said, “but this is a nice dinner, so I guess I’ll help you.”

“Good, good,” said Friedland. “My idea was this. In the past, you were a cooking YouTuber, yes? You told me so yourself.”

“Was I?” Mandy’s brow furrowed as she thought. Vague memories did come to her, of sweating over a pan and editing videos for hours at a time. “I think I might still be, in that case. It’s only been a few days.”

“Yes, yes,” said Friedland, sounding a bit impatient. “Well, that would change, if you accepted my offer. You see, I need...help.”

“Help?” asked Mandy. “Um...maybe you should call 911. If it’s important.”

“No,” he said, laughing. “Christ, not that kind of help! Oh, this is going to be fun. No, I need help around the house. Cooking, cleaning, things like that. I’m looking for a servant, essentially. You have to admit that it’s not natural that a busy man like me should have to cook his own dinner.”

“I...guess not,” she said. She didn’t really understand why he wouldn’t want to...but then, this was a big house, and if he really was very busy, he would certainly need help running it. And...well, she felt an urge, almost a compulsion, to serve Friedland. If other people felt that, then it would be a lucky person indeed who got to be there to work for him. Thinking about it, she was almost jealous.

“You don’t have to guess,” he said. “I’m telling you, it’s not. So I was thinking of taking you on as live-in help. What do you say?”

Mandy’s head swam with excitement. She felt like she’d just been offered a free trip to Hawaii or a lifetime pass to Disneyland. “I...I...I’d love to.”

“Excellent!” said Friedman. “Great! I’m so glad to hear that. You could start immediately - you’re already moved in, after all - and I’ll be lenient for the first week or so, while you learn the ropes. After that, though, you’ll need to do exactly as I say. I don’t have time to fix other people’s mistakes.”

“Yes, yes, of course!” said Mandy.

“Good,” said Friedman. “I’m happy we could come to an agreement so easily. There is one matter still to be discussed, but...well, we can go over it after dinner.” Mandy was curious to find out what it was, but her food needed attending to first. They chatted about this and that, and she had a few glasses of wine, feeling warm and lightheaded as the alcohol rushed through her system. Everything was great, and she was ready to conquer the world...or at least see to Friedman’s needs as he conquered it. That was almost what she preferred.

At last, the food had vanished, and, as a courtesy, Friedman cleared away the plates. Returning from the kitchen, he didn’t take a seat, but instead stood at the doorway of the room. “That last thing I mentioned? That we had to discuss? Well...I think it would be best not to go over it here.”

“Why not?” asked Mandy.

“I think you’ll find out,” he said. “Come, let’s go to your room.” Curious, Mandy got up and followed him out of the dining room and down the hallway. Before heading into her bedroom, Friedland stopped and pointed out an oil painting on the wall. “See that? That’s my favorite piece of art in the house.” It showed a snake in the midst of a pile of dusty rocks; hardly a breathtaking portrait, but it was interesting now that he was pointing it out. “It’s a Kenyan sand boa. They’re common to East Africa, as the name suggests.”

“It’s a nice picture,” she said, not sure what he wanted to hear. She knew nothing about African snakes or oil paintings.

“Yes, it is,” he said. “I had it commissioned from a local artist. They work for way less over there, but the quality’s just as good, most of the time. But the most interesting thing about it is the snake itself. Do you know why?”

“No,” she said. She wanted to know what he wanted to talk to her about in the bedroom; surely it wasn’t oil paintings. This conversation was wasting time.

“Because,” he said, “Kenyan sand boas prey on naked mole rats. Isn’t that fascinating?” Turning away from the painting, he led her into the bedroom and sat down on the bed, motioning for her to join him.

“So, um…” she said, trying not to sound too pushy, “what was the...last thing you mentioned? That we were going to talk about?”

“Yes, yes,” he said. “See...I have...needs that need to be attended to.”

“Needs?” she asked. “But I’ll already be cooking for you.”

He laughed. “Oh, I don’t think this will ever get old. No, Mandy, those aren’t the needs I’m talking about.”

“Well, then…” Mandy was getting more confused by the minute. He wouldn’t come out and say what he wanted.

“No, I’m talking about something different,” he continued. “See, my plan is to get married one day. I don’t see why I shouldn’t. I have money; women will throw themselves at me. And I can pass the Friedland legacy on to my children.”

Mandy’s eyes widened. “But...if you’re getting married to someone else…” She felt deep, burning jealousy, shockingly intense as it struck to her core.

“Oh, don’t worry!” Friedland laughed. “Not yet, not yet. Anyway, I’m not a believer in strict monogamy, if you understand what I’m saying. Some people insist on it, but they’re inevitably disappointed. Sex is something most everyone wants to enjoy all the time, but the way we do it right now, if you get divorced or break up, you’re out of luck. No, that’s not how I think it should be. Why shouldn’t people be allowed to have sex on the side of a committed relationship, as long as everyone agrees to do it? So that’s the proposal I’m going to make my future wife: That we can both have sex on the side, as long as we continue to make the marriage work. Do you understand me?”

“Um…” said Mandy. Friedland had some very strange ideas, that was for sure. “I guess? So far?”

“Good,” he said, “because this is where you come in. You see, even though I’m okay with affairs and one night stands, I don’t think there should be any kids coming out of an arrangement like that. If a relationship isn’t committed, it can be too unstable to raise a child in. Those children would end up unhappy, even though they were my future heirs. And I couldn’t have that.”

“I guess I agree,” she said. “You don’t want to be like the Kardashians.”

“Exactly right!” said Friedland. “I never thought of putting it that way, but you’ve illustrated perfectly what I meant. Maybe all those fashion magazines you’ve been reading have actually helped you with something. Anyway, if I don’t want to leave a trail of children everywhere I go - and, unlike some men, I don’t - I have to find a way to get sex without getting anyone pregnant. Condoms aren’t a guarantee that nothing will happen - and, besides, I have what might be called...unusual...taste in women. So I found you.”

“You...chose me?” Mandy was incredibly excited to hear it. He really had been thinking about her all along!

“Yes,” said Friedland. “If I could just, ah, shape you to match my vision, I knew that you would be the perfect fit. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“Yeah, you want me to…” she giggled, embarrassed, “you want me to fuck you after I’m done cooking and cleaning?”

“Exactly right,” said Friedland. “And...well, this might be a little forward, but I wanted to take you for a trial run. Right here, right now.” There was an edge of dominance in his voice that made her want, even more desperately, to do as he said, to please him.

“I...I want that too,” she gasped. “Take me, right now.” Even as she said it, he was leaning forwards, and their lips met in a passionate kiss. She melted into him, collapsing onto his firm chest, and his arms looped around her, locking her in a loving embrace even as he felt for the zipper of her dress. His tongue explored her mouth, pushing past her lips before it began to twist and turn within. She loved the feeling of being dominated, of submitting to a man who knew exactly what he wanted...but it was only going to get even better.

Her hands ran up and down his chest, feeling his hard muscles, his sculpted physique that would have made him worthy of almost any woman; that he had chosen her was a special feeling. Slowly, unhurriedly, she began to unbutton his shirt, feeling for the plastic disks even as his tongue shoved itself further into her mouth. This was...this was bliss, and they hadn’t even gotten started yet.

They broke off the kiss, each of them gasping for air, just as Friedland found the zipper of her dress and slid it down, freeing her new breasts. It was a funny feeling, to have them exposed for a man in this way...strange, but arousing all the same.

Then his hands began to explore her body. One came up and cupped her cheek as they went in for another kiss - romantic, she thought, though she knew that that was not going to be the main theme in their relationship - while the other traced down her front, sliding along her new curves, up the rise of her breasts and around her newly-sensitive nipples. He was toying with her, not yet trying to give her any serious pleasure, and yet she loved it all the same. She was putty in his hands, ready for whatever he wanted to try next.

At the same time, though, she had to give as well as receive, so she continued unbuttoning his shirt, traveling down now past his navel and the firm, chiseled abs that suggested a grueling exercise routine. It was always so hot when men had their lives together.

After Friedland broke off from their second - or maybe third, Mandy hadn’t been counting - kiss, his mouth moved away from hers and across her cheek, planting little kisses as he traveled, down her neck, down her chest. It was such a dirty way of moving the action along that she felt a moan escape her lips. This was a man who knew what he was doing.

Once his mouth reached her nipple, he latched on, sending an unexpected sensation through Mandy’s body. It seemed like her teats were more sensitive than before, and even the brush of his lips was enough to send a frisson of pleasure through her nerves. It was good, very good - but she wanted more.

Abruptly, Friedland released her nipple and moved up next to her ear. “I want to get you naked,” he whispered. The deep desire in his voice, his sexy, growling intonation - it drove her wild, made her want to - want to - well, she wasn’t sure what she wanted, exactly, but she knew that, with his masterful skill and his domineering approach, he would be able to give it to her. He lifted her to her feet and pulled off her dress, throwing it to the side and leaving her clad only in a pair of lace panties that could do little to restrain her small but by now rock-hard dick. “I see you’ve gotten excited,” he said, smiling.

“Can you blame me?” asked Mandy. She felt suddenly shy as his eyes raked her body, but proud at the same time; he clearly liked what he saw.

“I can’t,” he said. “Let’s take a look at this, why don’t we?” Reaching for the hem of her panties, he gently, gingerly slid them down, revealing her member in all its glory. It was smaller than it had been, back when...back when...Mandy couldn’t remember, but something had been different in the past, and that was when her dick had been bigger, around five or six inches. Now it was probably two or three when fully erect, perfect for tucking into a pair of panties. She loved it now more than she ever had before. “Well, that’s adorable,” he said, running a finger along her shaft, which seemed to have gotten more sensitive as it shrunk; she bit her lip as a flicker of pleasure swirled through her body.

“Do you like that?” he asked. She nodded, moaning softly, as he brought up a second finger, tracing a line up and down her member, jerking her off in the gentlest, tenderest way possible.

It felt good, but...but Mandy had to help Friedland feel good too. Pushing his shirt gently off his shoulders, she undid the button on his pants, sliding the zipper down, revealing his much larger bulge. She was a little bit embarrassed to realize that she was the cause, that it was her fault that he had gotten this hard, but the knowledge also filled her with a new resolve: She would release his tension and leave him groaning with pleasure. It was only fair that she should solve the problems she created.

He circled her mini-dick with two fingers, properly jerking her now, gently, slowly, as she pulled his boxers down and let his cock spring out. It was big, but not too big, not so big that she was afraid she wouldn’t be able to handle it. One thing was for sure: she was going to be able to get more than two fingers around it.

Gently, she took his member into her hand, wrapping her fingers around it, feeling him fill up her hand, grow even harder in her warm grasp. There was a feeling of power there, of control over him, that was utterly intoxicating. Even if he was always going to be the one in charge...well, she would have this little bit of control over him.

His gentle ministrations were beginning to bear fruit. There was a warm feeling behind her little member, a sort of pleasurable tension and tightness that promised to grow into something much greater. She was breathing more heavily and began to think of restraining herself; if she lost control early, she wouldn’t be able to please him as well as she wanted to. She tried to think of the most non-sexual things she could, grocery shopping, laundry, Fall Guys, but it all came back to the meaty rod in her hand, and the meaty hand wrapped around her own.

Slowly, she began to pump as well, feeling the texture of his cock, the veins, the slight curve to the left, everything that made the tool his. It was beautiful, and she couldn’t help but shudder in anticipation when she thought about the pleasure it could grant her. A particularly well-timed stroke of his hand elicited a visible shudder that traveled through her whole body, causing her to suck in air through her teeth.

Friedland smiled. “Ah, I see we’re enjoying ourselves. That’s awfully dirty of you, don’t you think? Taking this much pleasure in just a simple handjob?”

Mandy could only moan in response. He was bringing her closer to orgasm now, and she had to stay focused on not cumming, not giving up the game too early; speech was beyond her capabilities.

“That’s what I thought,” he said, smiling. “You’re a dirty, dirty girl, Mandy. And do you know what I do to dirty girls?”

“W-what?” she got out, clenching her teeth as he brought her almost to the edge, inches away from an abyss of pleasure.

His voice lowered to a sexually-charged growl. “I fuck their brains out.” It was almost too much. Mandy felt herself at the very razor edge of orgasm, gasping and groaning, but just then Friedland took his hand away, and she slid slowly back away from the precipice. “Getting close there, weren’t you?” he said. “Don’t worry, though. I have other plans for you. You’re not getting away that easily.”

She looked at his cock, throbbing in her hand, and couldn’t hold it back any longer. “F-fuck me, Mr. Friedland. Please. Fuck me...daddy.”

His face stayed frozen in the same measured, confident smile, but she saw his eyes light up with excitement. “I don’t know,” he said. “I know I just said I’d fuck you, but...I feel like I might not want to fuck you tonight. It might be better just to put you away wet, to make you that much more desperate for my thick rod.”

No! No, that couldn’t happen. She knew he was toying with her, but she wanted him so badly that the joke wasn’t really funny. “Please fuck me,” moaned Mandy. “I need you so bad. I need to feel you inside me. I need to feel you take me. I need you to own me and dominate me like I’ve never had before. Please, daddy.”

“I love it when they beg,” muttered Friedland, and then she felt his hands grabbing her, flipping her over onto her stomach, ripe for the taking. She was floating in a haze of excitement, oh-so-eager for the fucking she was about to recieve. Nowhere in her sea of hazy, indistinct memories could she find a recollection of a good anal dicking, but it was right that he should take her that way. He was in charge, and there was nothing she wanted more than for him to show it by holding her down and ravishing her like a wild animal.

“Still, though,” he said, from behind her, “I did say that you were a dirty girl. It seems wrong for me to give such a dirty girl what she wants so easily. What do you think?”

“No, daddy!” said Mandy. “I know I’ve been dirty, but I need you so bad, please! Please just fuck me.”

“Mmmm,” he said. “No. I think I should punish you first.” Just as she was wondering what that meant, a stinging slap landed on her ass, and she cried out in surprise and pain. The sensation was shockingly erotic - even though he had already taken control, was already promising to dominate her, to make her his bitch, to use her like a cheap toy, this was a new way for him to impose his will on her.

Before she was ready, a second slap followed, harder than the first. He was aiming for the same place, and the pain was amplified, jangling her already-frazzled nerve endings. She drank in the pain; it was another form of arousal, really, another signal that this was a man who she just had to fuck.

A half-dozen, then a dozen, more blows landed, each one stinging more than the last. Mandy grit her teeth, trying to keep from crying out; if she did, Friedland might worry that he was hurting her - which he was, but in a good way, and she wanted him to keep doing it. At last, though, she could hold it in no longer; the sound that escaped her lips was somewhere between a cry of pain and a long, low, moan, a pure distillation of base erotic desire. She heard her partner suck in breath; even though he was clearly enjoying playing his part, it was probably getting harder and harder by the second for him to resist going in for the kill. Soon...soon, he would have to make his move.

Another slap, a second, a third - Mandy’s ass was by now screaming for relief, for a rest - and Friedland could clearly stand it no more. “Get ready, bitch,” he said, accompanied by the sound of a condom being unwrapped. “I’m going in.”

Even though she had known it was going to happen, known all along that this had been his intention for her, she couldn’t fail to be excited by the tone in his voice, the edge of steel that told her he meant business. She forgot the pain in her ass for a moment and pushed herself backwards towards him, trying to look appealing, a juicy fruit ripe for the picking - not that it would really make a difference, judging by how the night had been going so far. He wanted her just as badly as she wanted him.

At last, she felt the grasp of his hands on her hips. “You might wanna exhale,” Friedland said, his manner almost friendly, friendly but firm. She obeyed, and she was glad she did; when his cock began to push into her, it stretched her asshole to the limit, leaving her gasping, trying to find ways to let more in. Slowly, agonizingly, the thick head pushed past her opening, and then it was relatively smooth sailing. The shaft was veiny, like a good dildo, but it was thinner than the head, and she could breathe more normally.

Once it was inside, though...Friedland’s cock seemed, by its mere presence, to be sending electrical pulses through Mandy. The sensation of being penetrated, stretched for the pleasure of this man she’d met - had it been just a few days before? - either way, it was utterly delicious. The low-level stinging pain his tool brought mixed and melded with the searing rawness of her asscheeks, creating a cocktail of agony that seemed to mysteriously amplify the pleasure from his assault on her little hole.

And pleasure there was. At first, she had felt nothing but pain, but quickly a new sensation began to emerge, a little thrill from the stretching of her asshole, maybe. It was nice, but she was just wondering if that was all when his cock hit something deeper inside of her. She wasn’t clear on the anatomy back there, but she didn’t need to know anything - it just felt good, good to have this new depth plumbed, this new source of pleasure leveraged. The sensation was mild at first, but far deeper and more satisfying than what she could feel through her penis. More than anything, she wanted him to hurry up and give her more.

“Fuck,” he grunted, fingernails digging into her hips. “You’re fucking tight. I love it.”

She wanted to say something sexy, something enticing, but his cock ramming into her made it impossible to form a complete thought, let alone be charming or witty. “Fuck...fuck yeah. Fuck me harder!”

Witty it might not have been, but it seemed to have gotten the job done anyway. Friedland’s cock got even stiffer, and his thrusts grew almost wild, uncontrolled - but the man knew how to keep a handle on himself, how to control his lust for the benefit of his lover. He never went overboard into the zone of mindless, unsatisfying jackhammering, and Mandy was infinitely grateful to him for it.

And his efforts were starting to take effect. She found herself moaning, crying out, trying to express the sheer, raw pleasure he was bringing her. Each thrust of his thick cock brushed the electric, pleasurable place deep inside of her, sending a crackling jolt of pure erotic sensation through her. His hips were slamming into her asscheeks now, and whenever they touched the raw, painful flesh, she felt a wave of stinging pain, uncomfortable on its own but seeming to somehow magnify the ecstasy that was building inside of her.

Soon, she found herself losing control, pushing back up against him, and he was going in as far as he could, trying to extract just that extra little bit of pleasure, that extra little piece of the sheer erotic bliss that they were creating together. She felt like an animal, all but the basest, most desperate instincts completely gone from her psyche as she gasped with each and every firm thrust of his hard cock. There was a sensation building inside of her, an overwhelming pressure that threatened to break her completely when it was released, and it was close, very close, to breaking free of her control. That sensation, that orgasm, would be a confirmation: A confirmation of her femininity, of her submission to Friedland, of her utter, wild joy over everything that had happened to her. To cum now...it would be to accept completely her new life, with all that entailed.

At last, the river of pleasure inside her burst its banks. She felt waves of sensation crashing over her, completely overwhelming any attempts she might have made to retain rational thought. She could only gasp, moan, scream as a torrent of ecstasy roared inside her body. Any orgasms she might have had before...she knew they had to have been pointless, tiny, insignificant compared to the mind-blowing roar of boundless bliss that was now shaking her very core. She was totally at the mercy of the pleasure in her abdomen, and, gasping, she could only wait for it to subside, hoping against hope that it never would.

Eventually, though, she found herself coming back to Earth. Friedland had evidently reached orgasm as well; he was still thrusting into her, but they were the last few rapid, shallow thrusts of a man who needed to finish blowing his load. As she lay there, trying to recover, he pulled out and fell down onto the bed.

For a few moments, the only sound in the room was of their combined gasping and panting as they tried desperately to recover their breath, to come to terms with reality once again. What could they say to each other, really, after that?

At length, Friedland made an effort. “I would...damn, you’re definitely hired. I mean, you already were, but…”

Mandy was pleased at how lost for words he seemed to be. “Enjoyed yourself, big boy?”

“You seemed to be having a pretty good time yourself,” he said, getting up and gathering his clothes. “Have my breakfast ready at eight o’clock tomorrow. I have a meeting to be fashionably late to. Cook me a slice of toast, crispy bacon, and two eggs over easy - all the ingredients are there.”

“Okay,” said Mandy. She already loved serving him and would happily get his breakfast, of course, but...now that he was leaving, she didn’t want him to go. She wanted him to stay the night so that she could bask in his presence, feel his body next to hers.

“Good,” said Friedland. “See you tomorrow. That was a great fuck.” He turned and left. The click of the door shutting seemed final. What he wanted had to be what she wanted - and he didn’t want to attach feelings to what they had.

Still, though...despite her disappointment, Mandy was realizing, more and more, that she was OK with that. To live with him, cook his food, take his cock...that would be enough. The warm, painful feeling in her ass, the confirmation that she’d been fucked hard, was a sign that she had found something that was very much worth keeping.

Sighing contentedly, she rolled over and began to drift off to sleep.


From Sam to Sophia

“Order up!” The shout rang through the diner, and Sam wiped the sweat from his forehead before running to go get the dish that the cook had just set out on the warming shelf. By this time of day - around twelve-thirty - the Capitol Grill had been mobbed for three hours, and it was Sunday, making the crowd even worse than it would have been otherwise. Every table was full, there had been a forty-five minute wait at the peak of the rush, orders were coming left and right, and everyone seemed to have brought their cranky, screaming children along as well. Being a waiter was never fun, but days like these made him want to pull his hair out in frustration. He sighed.

As he hurried over the linoleum floor, his foot hit the leg of a - thankfully empty - chair, and he nearly fell on his face, regaining his balance at the last possible second. A gasp rang out through the restaurant. Sam’s face burned as he straightened up and kept going; he hated people looking at him. It was so...embarrassing. It wasn’t as if he was particularly interesting to look at, just a waiter, so couldn’t they keep their eyes to themselves?

At least the brunch crowd was finally starting to thin out. Grabbing a plate of eggs, bacon and french toast, he hurried over to a table occupied by a lone man, which was unusual for a weekend; usually, people came in big groups. Probably ten or twenty years older than Sam (it was strangely hard to tell), he wore a dark suit and matching glasses, and your eyes seemed to skip over him as they scanned the room. It was impossible not to feel that he was somehow...significant.

Sam was so intent on staring at the strange customer that it was only after setting down the food that he realized his manager, Aaron, was sitting on the other side of the little table. The two had seemingly been deep in conversation, but they had broken off as Sam approached. Strange; Aaron was usually too busy to chat with customers. Usually, he would have been in the back, scrubbing down pans; there were always dozens of dirty dishes at the tail end of a rush, and they hadn’t had much luck finding a dishwasher who would actually show up to work consistently.

Well, whatever. The boss’ business was the boss’ business. Sam wasn’t paid to pry, nor was he interested in doing so. Maybe they were in debt to the mob or something; as long as he could keep his job, it wasn’t a big deal.

In the meantime, there were tables to turn over. Grabbing an armload of dirty plates, Sam started back for the kitchen, careful to avoid the chair he’d tripped over before.

* * *

It was funny; they closed up at three, but the last two hours of the shift felt like four. There weren’t enough customers to keep Sam fully occupied, and when he wasn’t waiting on someone, he was in the back, catching up on dishes. Aaron had left with the stranger at about one, which was a little irritating. There was work to be done, after all, and now the rest of them had more to deal with.

At last, though, it was quitting time. He grabbed his coat from the back, punched out at the register, and was about to leave when Aaron burst in through the front door, a wild look on his face. “Sam!” he said. “Can I talk to you? Privately?”

“Um, sure,” said Sam. He tried to think of what he’d done to get fired recently, but nothing came to mind. Maybe...Aaron wanted to talk about something else? But what?

They headed back to the storage room together; Aaron ushered Sam in, then closed the door. “So, well, this is a little awkward,” he whispered, “but I have to...ask you to do something.”

“What...kind of something?” This was getting weirder by the moment, but Sam tried not to let his discomfort slip into his voice.

“Well,” said Aaron, “I...listen, have you ever heard of the Roberts Organization?”

“Sure,” said Sam. “That’s the one run by the creepy movie director, right?”

“Yeah,” said Aaron, “but I’d keep that opinion to yourself. See, a couple of the big bosses at Roberts Studios on the RTV side of things - not Roberts himself, thankfully, because that would be an even bigger headache - have heard about our famous french toast tower, happen to be in Seattle for a conference, and want to stop by. They’re considering filming an episode of Ultimate Catfight here, which would come with a big payout for us. That’s great and all, but they had a...request.”

“Request?” asked Sam.

“Yeah,” said Aaron. “That guy I was talking to...he’s a personal assistant to the studio manager. And he specifically asked me to get you to drink this, and to have you wait on the group.” He pulled a small plastic bottle filled with pinkish liquid out of his pocket. “They’re coming in on Tuesday at around eleven. Just...try to impress them, okay? If they decide to film here, I’ll get you ten percent of the payment.”

“Um…” said Sam. “Fine, I guess. Was there anything else?” Privately, he wasn’t entirely sure about the situation, but he wasn’t about to contradict Aaron, who looked stressed. Besides, he could use the money.

“No, that’s all,” said Aaron. “Thanks for your hard work today, by the way. I’m sorry I had to leave. The guy said the diner was too loud.”

“Understandable,” said Sam, opening the door. “All right, see you Tuesday.”

“Yeah,” said Aaron. He was usually cheerier than he was now. Sam wondered what he and the dark-suited man had talked about.

Well, that was a work problem, and now he was off the clock. Hurrying to go catch the bus, he was already thinking about what he would do on his day off.

* * *

Sam’s apartment was utterly bare and lifeless. The plain white walls were unadorned by any decoration, and the furniture was Craigslist’s worst, purchased without any kind of eye for color or style. He had just never been interested in interior design. At least he wasn’t the kind of dude who had a million posters of naked women or whatever.

His sense of personal style, as represented by the contents of his closet, matched his taste in home décor. He had, some years previously, bought a 20-pack of medium gray t-shirts, which he paired with one of a 5-pack of slim-cut blue jeans. Together with some unassuming and similarly-cheap underwear, the items gave the impression of a man who simply did not care what he wore, which was, well, fair enough.

After he took off his coat and put away his work things, he found himself holding the strange bottle Aaron had given him. It was very small; there was probably only a tablespoon of liquid inside. Why had the mysterious stranger been so insistent on him drinking it?

Well...better to do it now than to put it off till later and forget. Pulling off the cap, he drained the bottle in one gulp. The fluid was sticky and viscous, like concentrated fruit juice, with a faint fruity taste. After the last of the liquid slid down his throat, he went to the sink to rinse the taste out of his mouth. He had always hated taking medicine.

After that, he sat down on the couch and turned on the TV. With few interests and no hobbies, Sam always found that, though he never wanted to work, not working wasn’t much fun either.

Oh, well. He changed the channel to RTV, where Ultimate Catfight was airing. He’d never seen the show, and, while it was the trashiest of trashy reality TV, he’d been up since five-thirty; he really wasn’t working with much brainpower. He fell into a stupor, letting the shouting and screaming from the TV lull him into a strange feeling of relaxation.

* * *

The rest of the day went by uneventfully, and he rolled into bed at eight, seeking solace in the senselessness of sleep. No dreams came that night, and he awoke the following morning at seven; by his standards, that was sleeping in.

There was a message on his phone from his mother. Though he loved his parents, they could be very intrusive, and, true to form, she had bombarded him with a battery of questions about how things were going and what he had been up to. She had even demanded pictures of the rooms of his apartment. It had never occurred to him before, but maybe that was why he left them bare, so that she would have nothing to criticize except the lack of things to criticize. Well, if that was what it took to keep his mother off his back, then so be it. He sent a perfunctory response and then went to go have breakfast.

The cereal box (Rice Chex) had seemed light the morning before, but Sam was surprised - and irritated - to find that what he’d heard shaking around in there had, in fact, been  only a tiny handful of flakes. There was only one thing to do, and that was to go to the corner store and get more. Grabbing his coat, Sam took the elevator down and hurried onto the street, still in his plain, boring pajamas.

The corner store was deserted so early in the morning. The graveyard shift cashier looked like he was on his last legs, the dark circles under his eyes making him look like some kind of underpaid corporate zombie. Sam grabbed a box of Rice Chex and plonked it down in front of the register. The cashier stared at it for a moment, regarding it as though it represented an affront to him, personally, before scanning it with the barcode reader. “Um...that’s gonna be $3.29.” For cereal? It was a ripoff, but then, this was a corner store. “Uh...are you gonna pay with cash or credit, miss?”

Wait just a fucking second. Miss? No one had ever mistaken Sam for a woman. How could you? He was clearly a guy. Maybe the cashier was on drugs or something? Well, whatever. He pulled out his credit card and gave it a swipe; thankfully, it didn’t decline, since payday had been just the week before.

Sam picked up the cereal and left the store without another word to the clerk. What was with him? He was so disconcerted that he thought about it all the way back to his apartment, where he finally filled his bowl and dug into his frugal breakfast.

After he finished eating, he went to go look in the mirror. He still hadn’t managed to get over the cashier’s comment, and he had to make sure that he was still the same Sam.

Standing in front of the sink, he had to look twice to make sure that what he was seeing was really accurate. He looked...completely different. His facial features were softer, his nose was a bit smaller, his hair had somehow gotten longer, and...well, grabbing his chest confirmed that something was different there as well. He didn’t look completely feminine, but...if he squinted, he had no trouble convincing himself that the person in the mirror was a woman.

How could this happen? The medicine he’d drunk - it had to have done this, but how? Was this some technological wizardry from a secret laboratory or something? Who had decided that he, of all people, should get the treatment?

And...why didn’t he hate it? He had expected to feel angry, betrayed by the mysterious man and possibly by Aaron as well, and to be revolted by his new body, but instead there was a strange...warm feeling. He couldn’t tear his eyes away from his reflection, which certainly wasn’t a problem he’d ever had before. He tried again and again to conjure up anger, but he just couldn’t manage it. Looking at the contours of his new face, the curves of his new body...it just made him feel...nice.

Feelings aside, what would he do? Surely he couldn’t come in to work like this. No one would even recognize him. Who would want him to be...a woman? Why was that necessary? Was this all for someone’s sick enjoyment?

Just as he was growing frantic with worry, the buzzer went off in the main room. Sighing, he hurried over and pressed the speaker button. “Who is it?”

“Package for you.” The voice was cool and even, unremarkable, and he didn’t recognize it. “You should come and pick it up.”

“Is this...are you the mail person?” Something in their tone...it was unsettling.

“Kind of. Just come and get the package. It’s sitting on top of the mail cubbies.” With a click, the speaker shut off. Well, even if the delivery was a little odd, a package was a package. Sam hurried out and took the elevator down, wondering what would be in it.

On the ground floor, he found no sign of whoever had buzzed him, but there was a decent-sized cardboard box on the cubbies, as promised. There was no shipping label on it, just his name scrawled in Sharpie, which added to his suspicion. Still, he grabbed it and headed back upstairs and into his apartment. He had a coldly comforting realization: Surely, whatever had already been done to him had been the goal of whatever this...operation was. The package was probably just a little something extra, a final step of the plan, but not something that would make him grow a second head. Probably.

Attacking the tape with scissors, he ripped the box open and found a confusingly wide array of items. The top layer was nothing but makeup; there was a primer, a foundation, concealer, and so on, everything that a girl would need to get ready for a big event. Sam would know; he often found himself spending time on fashion websites, reading articles about the subject. Was that normal?

Along with the makeup, there was some nail polish, and then...Sam’s brow furrowed as he looked at the next item. It was a Capitol Grill uniform, with a name embroidered onto the breast in the usual style. His current uniform said Sam, as would be expected, but this one said...Sophia.

Sophia. Sophia? He found himself running the name through his mind, testing it out. It was lovely, but...who had gotten this box together? If it had been someone from the Roberts Organization, how had they gotten the uniform?

Taking that out as well, he found, tucked into the very bottom of the box, a lacy bra and panty set. He blushed just looking at it, but...damn, the idea of wearing sexy underwear like that...it was fucking hot. He didn’t know why. Usually, he rarely, if ever, felt particularly turned-on or sexual, but the idea of slipping into a set of lace panties...it scratched an itch he’d never known needed to be scratched.

He understood now what was expected of him. The Roberts people wanted to transform him into a woman and then to have him wait on them. Maybe it was a kind of demonstration, a way to win points at the office for one of them. It was terrible of them, to use him, a person they didn’t know at all, as a guinea pig...but the more he thought about it, the more he felt that he was glad to do it anyway. This feeling of femininity...it was intoxicating.

Well, at least now he had something to do all day. Gathering up his new things, he headed to the bathroom to figure out how to do his makeup.

* * *

Hours later, Sam decided that he had a working look. It was much, much harder than he’d ever imagined to get his skin not to look flat, his eye shadow symmetrical, his lips evenly-colored without letting any lipstick bleed over the lip liner - and all without stabbing himself in the eye with an eyeliner pencil. How did some women do this every single day? He could only imagine.

Still, looking at his reflection in the mirror, he felt pretty, almost beautiful. Never before had he felt confident in his appearance, but now he wanted to reach through and give himself a high five. Instead, he had to be content with a wink and a smirk, but even this, with the mesmerizing motion of his painted eyelid, was stunning. He vaguely wondered if he’d ever been happier.

What did this all mean? He hadn’t had a lot of choice about the whole body-transformation thing, and, while he hadn’t been physically forced to figure out the makeup, it was sort of a natural next step. What he did have a choice about was whether or not to enjoy the process. And he had. He enjoyed being feminine, being viewed as a woman. This was a truth about himself that he felt like had been there for many, many years, undetected for all that time.

Was he...transgender? He was tempted to reject the possibility out of hand, but when he looked in the mirror...well, it wasn’t easy to do that. He felt like the whole world of everything he had always taken for granted was falling away piece by piece, and that nothing could ever be the same again. It was a terrifying feeling, but also oddly...oddly liberating.

Taking a deep breath, he decided he needed a break. Maybe Ultimate Catfight was on again. It actually wasn’t a terrible show. Heading out to the living room, he turned on the TV and settled into a hazy stupor.

* * *

The rest of the day flew by. Sam ordered a pizza for dinner in celebration of his new self, and the wad of hot, greasy cheese resting in his gut sent him straight to sleep once he went to bed.

His alarm went off at 5:00, rousing him unceremoniously out of his next of blankets and back into the world of consciousness. Groaning, he rolled out of bed and stumbled into the kitchen to make himself some cereal. He’d decided to get up earlier than usual to get his makeup right, but now he was regretting that decision. The world was so dark and cold and horrible before the sun came up.

After eating, he went into the bathroom to get started and noticed that he looked different once again. His hair was a bit longer again, reaching down to his shoulders, and his face had changed as well - although hopefully not so much that he’d have to use a different makeup technique. His boobs had grown again; hefting them, something occurred to him. He went to the box and pulled out the lacy bra. It took a minute to figure out how to put it on, but once he had, it fit perfectly. That was yet more confirmation that he’d been ensnared by someone’s plan; none of this was accidental.

Oh well. All he could really do was play his part - in fact, he was kind of excited to do so. Slipping on the matching panties, he got into the uniform and headed back into the bathroom.

* * *

An hour and a half later, Sam strode into the Capitol Grill. He couldn’t help but feel incredibly confident, with his new look, his new uniform, his new everything. Heads turned in the kitchen; no one greeted him, and he realized they all thought he was a new employee. Well, so be it! It was actually kind of funny. How would they respond when they found out what was really going on?

Their eyes widened as he began setting up the tables for service without needing to be told what to do. As he laid out the jam containers, the forks and napkins, he felt their gaze continue to follow him, but now...now he wasn’t so sure that it was out of surprise after all. He glanced over his shoulder and caught one of the line cooks staring at his ass. He was sure that that feeling would get old very quickly...but it hadn’t yet.

A few minutes later, Aaron came in through the main door, spotted Sam, and hurried over. “Um...are you Sam? I, uh...they didn’t tell me what that stuff would do to you until yesterday. I got a phone call telling me that you’d be...well, that you’d be like this. I’m...I’m so sorry.”

“Oh, I’m managing somehow,” said Sam, trying to sound distressed; honestly, he really couldn’t force himself to feel even a little bit sad about what had happened.

“Wow, you even sound like a woman. Um...okay,” said Aaron. “Now, uh, I can either tell the boys in the back that you’re a new employee, or explain to them about all the weird shit that’s happened over the past two days. I’m in favor of option A, because it’s a lot less of a hassle for both of us, so unless you have any objections, I’ll be referring to you as…” he checked Sam’s shirt, “Sophia. Okay, Sophia?”

“I’m good with that,” said Sam. Or, said Sophia? It was hard to decide on the best name, the best way to think about himself...or herself.

“Okay, cool,” said Aaron. “So...just do your section like usual. Shouldn’t be too busy. And when those suits come by, you need to give them five-star service. Got it?”

“Yeah,” said...oh, said Sophia. What the hell. She looked like a woman. Apparently she talked like a woman. So, for all intents and purposes, she was a woman. Why not? Nobody knew that her name had once been Sam, except Aaron, who was going to keep it quiet. And besides, she enjoyed being Sophia.

At seven, when they opened, the first customers started trickling in: graveyard shift employees looking for “dinner,” groggy high school students who looked like they were coming from crew practice, and a random assortment of the kinds of people who looked like they’d either stayed up all night or who just really didn’t handle mornings well. Not a glamorous clientele, but they weren’t usually jerks either, and today they were giving Sophia exactly what she wanted: a lot of slightly-creepy-but-also-validating attention - as well as much larger tips than she was used to receiving.

After eight or so, the service got really busy, and the morning flew by, so much so that she had completely forgotten about the Roberts people when she saw a limousine pulling up outside the diner. Not since her first day on the job had she felt nervous about serving a customer, but now there was suddenly a mass of worry in her stomach. What if...what if they hated her for some reason? What if they backed out on the filming deal? Then Aaron would be mad, and she’d probably be out of a job, in this economy.

Sophia waited with baited breath as they filed in. There were four men in all, each wearing a sharp suit and a watch at least two inches across. The group absolutely stank of extreme wealth, and that made them all the more intimidating. At last, they stopped in front of the host, who guided them over to an open table. Shaking her head, Sophia hurried over to another table and took that group’s order; it wasn’t good to let her fear of disappointing these men mess with her performance.

Still, she couldn’t keep herself from watching them as they settled in and opened their menus, practically counting down the two minutes she always waited before asking customers for drink orders. When the time was up, she walked over to them, trying to look confident, and pulled out her notepad. “Hey guys! Welcome to the Capitol Grill. Can I take your order?”

“You can take a lot more than that, sweetheart,” laughed the oldest, fattest man at the table. Sophia had to consciously keep from rolling her eyes. She’d known about the reputation of the Roberts Organization before, of course, but it was disappointing to see it for herself.

Oh well. Eyes on the prize. “I think I’m...good with just the drink orders for now, thanks.” It was weak, but the men laughed; she was off the hook for now.

“All right then,” said a different man, significantly younger, but with a shaved head that made him look almost the same age as the first one. “I’ll have coffee.”

“Yeah, me too,” said a third, a hipster-looking guy with a goatee.

“Me three,” said the fourth man, a silent, clean-shaven man with thick dark eyebrows and a voice that barely fluctuated out of a monotone.

“And I’ll have a scotch and soda!” bellowed the old man, laughing uproariously at his own joke. “No, no, I’ll have a black coffee also.” Sophia did her best to muster a polite chuckle, but it wasn’t easy. Why couldn’t he just let her do her job?

Oh well. Flashing a smile, she promised to have the drinks out in a jiffy, which wouldn’t be too difficult, considering that all she had to do was grab the coffee pot. Her section wasn’t full, which meant that she had time to devote special attention to the VIP table, so she planned to get their food orders in before doing anything else.

The fact that the men stared openly at her whenever she went over to their table was a little disconcerting. At the same time, though...even though she didn’t like the way in which they gave her attention, she noticed that she no longer minded the attention itself, just like when the line cook had been eyeing her earlier. She felt like she was happier now with the person people saw when they looked at her.

It was best to stay focused on the job, though. Returning to the table bearing the coffee pot, she was filling the mugs when the old man spoke up again. “I think we did a great job with her, wouldn’t you say, fellas?”

“You know, Mr. Toul, that’s not really...public information…” said the hipster, trailing off under the iron gaze of his manager. “Sorry, I just think - you know, what if there are spies from China or something?”

“You and your conspiracy theories, Jennings!” said Mr. Toul. “There’s nothing to worry about here. I’m sure our lovely waitress has seen to all the security, isn’t that right, darling?”

“Um…” said Sophia, feeling like a deer in headlights. “Well, I wouldn’t say that we met the CIA standard of security around here. If you have something sensitive to discuss, maybe you should…”

“Bah!” said Mr. Toul. “You’re all impossible. Fine, fine. We’ll have the french toast tower. That’s enough for four, isn’t it?”

“Sure is!” said Sophia. Enough for four? More like eight. Writing down the order, she tucked her notepad away. “Anything else?”

“Maybe,” said Mr. Toul. “Bring out the french toast, let us have brunch, and then we’ll talk.”

“Okay, sounds good!” Sophia said, trying to sound bright despite the fact that she had no idea what could possibly be meant by “we’ll talk.” Were they...finally going to tell her what had happened to her? Maybe that was wishful thinking.

Best to focus on the order. Eyes on the prize, she reminded herself. There was no time to worry about anything else. Tearing the sheet out and slapping it on the order wheel, she shouted loudly to get the attention of the kitchen. “Rush!”

“Got it!” said the short-order cook, grabbing the prepped french toast. Everyone had been waiting on tenterhooks for the group to finally come in; they wouldn’t mess it up. Even the new dishwasher, a dim-looking young man wearing a Sicko t-shirt, suddenly stood at attention, working faster to clear out the rack so that no one would miss a tool they needed to get the order out ASAP.

Nothing to do now but wait. Taking deep breaths to calm herself, Sophia hurried around to the other tables in her section, doing the best she could to make up for the time she’d lost giving extra attention to the VIP group. For the first time ever, she found herself enjoying her job; the raised stakes and feeling of working as a team left her feeling alert, confident, completely in the zone. It didn’t hurt that she got to do it all as a woman; slowly, she was realizing that that was a feeling she’d been missing all her life.

At last, the kitchen put out the order; an entire loaf of bread, cooked and stacked, with banana slices between the layers and everything drenched in whipped cream and (at a premium price) real maple syrup. Carefully, she picked up the plate and felt the eyes of the whole restaurant on her as she slowly carried it over to the VIP table, gingerly setting it down in the center before rushing back to get share plates. “Damn,” said the shaven-headed man, eyes glued to the food, as she turned away, “this is a sight I won’t soon forget. I didn’t know brunch could be so...beautiful.”

“Oh, Kurland. You need to develop an appreciation for the finer things in life! It would be beautiful whatever we ended up eating,” laughed Mr. Toul, nudging him. Sophia blushed, hiding her face so that they wouldn’t see. They weren’t smooth, exactly, but these guys were...certainly memorable.

The next forty-five minutes flew by in a blur. She checked in on the VIP table twice during that time, but mostly had to attend to the rest of her section, which was filling up with the brunch crowd. She realized she had been running on adrenaline for quite a while, and now she was starting to come down, energy seeping out of her as she tried to recover.

Eventually, the men pushed their chairs back one by one, falling into a food-induced coma. The french toast tower had certainly fallen; they’d finished almost all of it, which was very impressive for just four men. It was always awkward to figure out just when a table was done, but at last she decided that they had definitely thrown in the towel and headed over. “How was everything?”

“That was...unforgettable,” groaned the hipster. “I can die happy.”

“Don’t die just yet,” said Mr. Toul. “Remember, you still have a job to do here!” He laughed. “It was great. You can clear our plates. And then bring the check stat. We have something to discuss with you.”

“Glad to hear you liked it!” Sophia put on her bubbly tone again, eager to please, but deep down she was still apprehensive about this conversation, which he’d mentioned twice now. Whatever Mr. Toul had in mind...well, she wasn’t sure she was interested. Gathering up the plates and silverware, she headed to the kitchen and put them in the dish bin before getting the receipt from the register. Sliding it onto a tray, she carried it back over to the table.

“Excellent! That was quick!” said Mr. Toul, signing the receipt, scribbling something else down, and then handing it back, along with his card. On the way back to the register, Sophia glanced at what he’d written; her eyes popped as she noticed a five hundred dollar tip, along with a short message:

Meet us outside at the limo. Your boss knows you’ll be leaving for the day.

What to do? On the one hand, getting into a car with four strange men was a terrible idea. On the other hand, they’d just tipped her a week’s pay, and...she still wanted answers about what had happened to her. She had no complaints, just...questions.

Taking the card back to the table, she came to a decision, probably a bad one. Her life had been so incredibly empty before this transformation that she felt like she owed these men something, at least her time. And besides, she’d never taken a risk in her life. Yes, this was a big risk, but it could well lead somewhere great. Maybe even to another $500.

“Thank you,” said Mr. Toul, taking his card back. “So, whaddya say? We have to get going - can’t stay here all day, much as I’d like to.”

“I’ll...I’ll come,” said Sophia, hoping against hope that she was making the right decision.

“Great! Now, if you’ll just follow us,” he said, getting up as the other three men followed suit. They left the diner and got into the limo; it was luxuriously appointed, but Sophia somehow found herself seated in the center, all four of the men staring at her as the driver pulled away from the curb.

For a few minutes, they sat in silence as Mr. Toul pulled out a notebook and leafed through it. One by one, the other men realized they were staring at Sophia and looked away, giving her an opportunity to get a good look at them. The silent one, with the thick eyebrows, intrigued her. Even though he’d barely said anything, that only made him seem more mysterious, more...alluring. His chiseled jaw and muscular arms peeking out from under the sleeves of his suit jacket only added to the impression.

“So, like, how was it?” asked Kurland, finally breaking the silence.

“How was what?” asked Sophia.

“The whole...transformation thingy. Did it hurt?” He was looking at her with intense interest.

“Um...no,” she said, hesitantly. “No, it was mostly just weird. I’ve been meaning to ask about what exactly...happened. And why.”

“Can’t give you too many details, I’m afraid,” broke in Mr. Toul. “Highly secret information over at Roberts Industries. I’m with Jennings on this one - it would be bad if information leaked. Not that we don’t trust you, of course.”

“Is there anything you can tell me?” she asked. They owed her a little information, at the very least.

“This much,” said Mr. Toul. “The liquid you drank is a project over at the Roberts Institute. You know by now what it does. We wanted to meet you so that we could figure out what effects it’s had, and you’ve been enormously helpful.”

“Effects?” said Sophia. “I don’t know. I mean, you can see for yourself, can’t you?”

Mr. Toul laughed. “Oh, you’re great! Yes, we can see the physical changes, but we were more curious about the...mental aspect. How have you been...feeling? Besides, ah, sassy.”

She shrugged. “Pretty good, I guess. Now that I think about it, it seems like I should maybe be more...worried about the whole sudden-transformation thing?”

“Interesting,” he said, scribbling furiously in the notebook. “Well, I suppose it would be the polite thing to do to reveal my cards, so to speak. We have the executive suite at the Westin downtown - what do you say to a few drinks there? I’m sorry that we had to be so secretive - it’s just that, you know, word could leak out otherwise.”

“I guess,” said Sophia. She’d already gotten into the limo. Why not make another potentially unwise choice? Besides, these men seemed all right. A little strange, sure, but not that creepy or anything.

She looked out of the window and noticed that they were driving between tall buildings, already almost at their destination. It occurred to her that it might be good to ask why she hadn’t been told, to challenge the assumption that was seemingly being made that she was somehow untrustworthy. Besides, weren’t you kind of supposed to ask permission from subjects before you tested these kinds of things? Shouldn’t there have been a clinical trial or whatever? She turned back to Mr. Toul and was about to open her mouth when she suddenly thought better of it. Wasn’t it rude to question people like that? Should she really insult their hospitality by asking an aggressive question like that? The strength of the internal backlash was so surprising that she found herself startled back into silence.

A few moments later, they pulled up into the hotel’s driveway and piled out of the car. “If you’ll just follow us,” said Mr. Toul, motioning to the ornate glass doorway. Sophia allowed herself to be led into an elevator, which took them straight to the top floor. Mr. Toul unlocked the single door that they were met with upon leaving the elevator, and then they were in a breathtaking space with a gorgeous view of Puget Sound. Couches and tables were arranged around the main living area, and doors led off to what Sophia assumed were bedrooms. Even if the situation felt a little suspicious, she couldn’t complain about the accommodations.

“Well,” said Mr. Toul, “I hate to be unsociable, but I’m wiped out from the massive brunch I just ate. I’m afraid I’ll have to take a quick nap.”

“Yeah,” said Kurland, “so will I. I don’t know what they put in that.”

“If you two are, um, down for the count,” said Jennings, “then I should go get the drinks. I’ll head to the bar downstairs. Shouldn’t, uh, charge the company account more than we have to.”

“Oh, Jennings, you’re such a wet blanket!” laughed Mr. Toul. Strangely, though, he really didn’t seem as miffed as Sophia would have expected. It was kind of a breach of etiquette not to order room service in a situation like this, wasn’t it?

The three departed, leaving her alone with the handsome, silent man. They sat down on opposite sides of one of the coffee tables, and then, for a few moments, they just stared at each other. She felt strangely nervous, unsure of herself, like it was the first day of high school again. What did she say to a person she found so oddly alluring? Would he finally say something, anything, to her, or would she have to take a risk and try to get the conversation going?

Luckily, it was he who broke the silence, his low, even voice briefly filling the room. “Nice diner you work at.”

“Thanks,” she said. “It’s not much, but...hey, in this economy, better than nothing, right? By the way, I’m not sure I got your name. I’m Sophia.”

“Sure thing,” he said, not taking his eyes off of her. “I’m Ryan.” Even though they were having the most mundane possible conversation, Sophia was getting a strong feeling of tension, of...of something she couldn’t quite describe.

“Yeah,” she said. “So, um...how’s Roberts Studios?”

“I don’t work there, actually,” he said. “The other three do. I’m a junior technician at the Roberts Institute. It’s my job to report back to them about you.”

Even though Sophia still felt a weird mental block around interrogating these men, she had to know. Screwing up her nerves, she managed to get the words out. “Mr. Toul wouldn’t say anything about, like, um...why I...wouldn’t you need to, like, do a clinical trial and not just, um, get a stranger to drink your weird...liquid?” It was out. It had been an incoherent mess, but it was out. She felt strangely exhausted.

“Yeah, I was against that,” he said, surprising her. “I’ll give you the low-down. There’s some really...weird shit happening at the Institute. Weird products being developed. Weird stuff going on in the labs. I’m not supposed to be telling you any of this, but...I think there are people trapped, like imprisoned, in the lower levels. Like, that we’ve been keeping for years. I thought the place was legit, but...well, I’m kinda starting to hate my job.”

Sophia was stunned into silence. How...how could that be possible? Why was he telling her this? How had it been kept a secret for so long? Did the other three men know too? “That’s...crazy.”

“It’s crazier than you can imagine,” he said. “What’s worse, there started to be a...rivalry a few years ago with Roberts Industries down in L.A. We’re part of the same organization, technically, so it’s kind of surprising. They were supposed to be making mass-market products, and we were supposed to be doing specialty stuff, but...they have an R&D department too, and there started to be an arms race to develop the sickest shit. You were...a victim of that, I guess. I’m so, so sorry.”

“It’s...it’s okay,” she said. “To tell you a secret, I honestly think...I honestly think I’m transgender.” She didn’t know why she was telling him that or where the thought had come from, but in that moment it felt so good, so right, that nothing could convince her that it wasn’t the absolute truth. “So...um...well, it kinda worked out.”

“In that case,” said Ryan, “I’m happy for you.” Even though he was speaking in his same monotone, his voice softened slightly and he even smiled a little; she could believe that he really was, that he, alone of all of these people, was telling the truth. “But, well, I’m sure this wasn’t how you wanted to transition.”

“No, it wasn’t what I had in mind,” said Sophia. “But wow, I’m still trying to get over the whole...the whole Roberts Organization thing. Do the Roberts Studios guys know too?” She was disoriented, trying to process what he was telling her, but the strange mental block seemed to have weakened for some reason, maybe because he had implicitly given her permission to ask more questions. Still, though...it was unsettling, not to have complete control of her mind.

“I don’t think so,” he said. “The whole inter-divisional rivalry thing extends to divisions that aren’t actually involved in research, too. It’s all about whoever can please the big boss most. He’s kinda easy to manipulate, from what I hear - anybody that tells him what he wants to hear can usually expect a big reward.”

“That’s...wild,” she said.

“Yeah. And I don’t really know what to do about any of it,” said Ryan. “Besides, well, telling you.” He paused for a moment. “Hasn’t it been, like, ten minutes since Jennings went to go get drinks? What’s taking him so long?”

“Maybe there was a run on the bar,” said Sophia. “At...one in the afternoon.”

“I doubt that,” he said. “There’s wine in the kitchenette  - want to have a glass while we wait for him? I always need a drink after dealing with Mr. Toul.”

Sophia laughed. “I can definitely see that. Some wine would be great.”

“He’s another part of the job I’m not so hot on,” he said, getting up and heading over to the bar. After digging around in the cupboard for a moment, he found a few different bottles of red. “California’s finest, or...ooh, this one is actually from Europe. Imagine that. Let’s try it.” Bringing the bottle over, along with a couple of glasses, he sat down again - but this time, on the couch next to Sophia. Was he...was he coming on to her? If so, he was being admirably smooth.

Popping the cork, Ryan poured a little into a glass and handed it to Sophia to taste. “It’s polite to have the guest taste, right?”

“I think so, but I’m not really a big wine drinker. If it’s red and it doesn’t make me cough, I’m okay,” she said, laughing. A sip of the wine revealed a nice fruity body and a smooth finish; it was eminently drinkable, if perhaps lost on someone like her. “This is actually pretty good!”

“Good to hear,” he said, pouring her a proper glass, and another for himself. “Do you serve wine at the diner?”

She laughed again. “No, but I think we do have grape juice.”

“You need to class it up, then,” said Ryan, sipping at his wine. “I hear it’s profitable for restaurants to attract couples on dates...and how could you do that, if you don’t have wine?”

“Good point,” said Sophia, “but I’m not sure that we even have an alcohol license. You’re right about the dates thing, though. Apparently the owner’s been considering extending the hours on weekend nights to get that business. Still...who would go on a date to a diner? It seems like it’s not very impressive.”

“Sure, sure,” he said, smiling. “But if it’s a date with the right woman...well, any restaurant could work.” Out of the corner of her eye, she thought she saw him wink, but when she looked properly he had stopped. The man was surprisingly clever and charming for someone who was usually so silent.

For a while, they chatted about this and that. Ryan was very animated, laughing and smiling, but also looking deep into Sophia’s eyes whenever he was making a point; whenever he did, she felt a shiver run down her spine. Jennings seemed to have disappeared, and there was no sound whatsoever from Mr. Toul’s or Kurland’s rooms. They had the suite all to themselves.

Maybe it was the wine, but...she found herself more and more attracted, almost by the minute, to Ryan. He was just hypnotizing. He had ensnared her in some kind of trap, and she wanted nothing more than to fall in deeper, to see where the rabbit hole led. Never, not once, had she felt this way when she’d been a man - no, when she’d been pretending to be a man. He was showing her a part of herself that she’d never known to exist, and she was so grateful that he was.

“Hey,” he said, as they started on the last glasses of wine. “Want to watch a movie? There’s a TV in my room.”

“I’d...love to,” said Sophia. “I think I probably shouldn’t...shouldn’t have any more wine.” She giggled.

“Yeah, neither should I,” he said, taking another sip. “Except maybe this one glass.”

“Your, um, wine-picking skills are good,” she said as they got up. She had a vague urge to flirt with him, but also an equally vague feeling that maybe she was too drunk to do it very well.

Luckily, he wasn’t exactly sober either. Laughing, he punched her lightly on the arm. “Judging by how fast you finished it, you weren’t exactly savoring the complex flavors.”

“Same goes for you, buddy,” said Sophia, following Ryan into the bedroom. She wasn’t drunk - not really - but the floor did seem to be moving a little more than it had been before. Was it sloped or something? “Anyway, I told you I wasn’t a so - som - soma - wine-taster-person. I don’t know about complex flavors. I just know that the gross grape juice makes me l-loopy.” As if to prove her point, she lost her balance when getting onto the bed and ended up falling face-first onto the mattress.

“Oh geez,” he said, “are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” she said, lifting herself up. “T-thanks for asking. But let’s...let’s watch a long movie so that I can sober up a little.”

“I think that would...that would be a good idea,” he said, settling in next to her. He was reaching for the remote before her hand darted over and snatched it. “Hey!”

“Sorry, you gotta be faster than that if you want to beat me,” she said. “I just - I just remembered that Hallmark movies are on now. It’s November.”

“Really?” he said. “A Hallmark movie?”

“Damn straight,” she said, flipping through the TV channels. Hallmark movies had, for her, always been a guilty pleasure, the one thing she’d ever gotten excited about before...whatever had happened over the past few days. They spoke to a part of her that otherwise was silenced, hidden, forced down. She now realized it was the female part, and she was determined to indulge it, simply because she could.

Soon, she found the Hallmark channel; luckily, a movie had just started. A misanthropic writer (played by a washed-up Broadway actor who she only knew from other Hallmark movies) refused to engage with the outside world and was always especially miserable around Christmas, and her strangely-attractive, soft-spoken Canadian mailman had to show her the joys of the season in the only way he knew how: cheesy rom-com antics. This was Sophia’s happy place. She knew exactly how the movie would end five minutes after it began. She knew exactly what each character would say in each scene, just based on the tropes of the genre. She knew all these things, but that only made it better; familiarity is, after all, the heart of comfort.

As they watched (or rather, in Sophia’s case, half-watched, with constant stolen glances at Ryan), they slowly drew closer together. It was a little bit cold in the room, after all; one of them could have gone over and turned up the thermostat, but where was the fun in that?

Suddenly, during a particularly forgettable scene where the hot Canadian mailman wasn’t even on screen at all, Sophia felt Ryan’s fingers lace through hers. The feeling was like an electric shock, a current passing through her. It was confirmation that he felt the same way that she did, that...that this could really go somewhere. For the first time in her life, Sophia might...well, she didn’t want to get too excited. Best just to let things play out, right?

For now, all she wanted was to let him know that she was very much on board with whatever he had in mind. Catching his eye, she winked and gave his hand a squeeze, inviting him to go further if he felt like it. He winked back, but didn’t make any immediate moves; restraint was, after all, important as well.

The movie was getting close to its romantic denouement. There had been the mandatory fight between the two, but now it was Christmas Eve, and each was longing for the other. It was cheesy, of course, but also a little sad, and Sophia used the interval to scoot closer to Ryan, practically pressing herself up against him. He said nothing, but a moment later he separated his hand from hers and, instead, wrapped it around her shoulders. That feeling of protection, security, warmth...it was like nothing she had ever experienced.

In the movie, the Canadian mailman had just gotten an emergency call. There was a package that needed to be rush-delivered - directly to his jilted lover’s door. Sophia sucked in breath; this was the part of these stories that she always loved the most. The dramatic buildup, the tension and conflict, all leading to the big finish...it was incredibly exciting, and even more so now that she had a very attractive man’s arm around her while she watched. She felt her heart beating faster and faster, prodded on by the action onscreen, but mostly by Ryan’s presence next to her. It was all so...so perfect.

And then, at last, came the grand finale. The mailman fought through the Canadian snowstorm to deliver a package to his love, but she moved to turn him away. He pleaded for her to open it, and at last she gave in...only to find a ring. In that moment, she realized that they were meant to be, and the music swelled as they collapsed into each other’s arms. Sophia sighed; it was exactly the kind of corny, saccharine performance that she loved so, so much.

As the credits rolled, Ryan reached for the remote and switched the TV off. The tension was thick in the air, and each breath, each heartbeat, felt significant, earth-shaking. For a moment, they gazed into each other’s eyes, each wondering what to say. At last, he made an attempt. “Good...good movie, huh?”

“Yeah,” she said, captivated by his gaze. There were no words that fit with this moment, no way to make it logical or rational; there was no way to say what they really wanted to say to each other.

At last, he sighed. “I can’t...I don’t know what to say here. I can’t put words to you.”

“Why try?” asked Sophia. She found herself leaning forward, unconsciously, almost magnetically drawn to him. Before she knew what was happening, he was doing the same, and within moments their lips met in a heart-melting kiss. Passion, excitement, happiness - all these feelings swirled within her, but more than anything she felt confirmation. Before, as a man, as Sam, she could never have loved anyone, never have made this kind of connection. But now, as Sophia? Well, all bets were off.

She realized that she had no idea how to kiss someone, never having done it before. Choosing to follow Ryan’s lead, she opened her mouth slightly, tasting wine on his breath, melting completely into him. For what seemed like a blissful eternity, they held there, locked in a warm embrace, coming up for air every so often before locking lips once again. It was so beautiful, so wonderfully romantic, that Sophia never wanted the moment to end.

At last, they broke apart, breathing heavily. “This...this wasn’t what I expected from my Tuesday,” murmured Ryan. “But damn, I’m glad it’s what happened.”

“‘Happened?’” asked Sophia. She hadn’t quite admitted it to herself yet...but she very much wanted to go further, to experience more of what Ryan could offer her. “You want to stop here?” She was being playful, but an expression of dismay briefly crossed his face before he seemed to realize the joke.

“I...well, I mean, I’m not sure when Jennings is gonna get back, or when, you know, Mr. Toul and Kurland are gonna wake up…”

“Listen,” she said. “Fuck them. I...to tell you the truth, I’ve never wanted to do...anything before, with anyone. I feel a connection with you, the kind of connection that I...that I’ve never found anywhere else. So…”

“Do you wanna do it?” he asked, a gleam in his eye.

“I absolutely wanna do it,” she said. “I...I want you, I need you, more than I’ve ever needed anything in my life. Even if it’s just for today.”

“Shit, that’s all you had to say,” said Ryan. Leaning in once more, he planted a kiss below her ear, sending a frisson of pleasure down her spine. Lifting his head a bit, he moved down slightly and kissed her again; the sensation was even stronger, and she found herself moaning quietly, overcome by desire. If someone had told her that her neck was an erogenous zone, she might have laughed, but now he was teaching her how wrong she would have been. The whole region tingled with pleasure that was oh-so-ready to roar to the surface.

He began to unbutton her uniform shirt, revealing the lacy bra. “Oho,” he said, pleased. “Had plans for today?”

“If I had,” she said, “I wouldn’t have worn these frumpy pants. No, this was the only one I had.”

“It suits you,” he said, “like a ribbon tying up a Christmas present.”

“Oh, Ryan,” she laughed. “Just...stop messing around and hurry up and fuck me. There’ll be time for jokes afterwards.”

“Roger that,” he said, reaching around under her shirt and undoing her bra. Her breasts had grown quite a bit over the two days, from flat to almost a small C-cup. Before, when they’d been unimpressive and small, she’d never felt anything when she brushed the nipples, but now...when Ryan grabbed one of her pert buds, tweaked it sharply, she gasped in surprise and pleasure. The sensation was wonderfully intense, enough to leave her breathing in shallow gasps, more turned on than she’d ever been.

Still, it wouldn’t do to leave her lover out of the fun. He’d been having his way with her, but sex was a game for two, wasn’t it? Reaching down, she found the bulge in his pants and began to massage it, letting his stiffening shaft roll between her fingers. He grunted at the sudden stimulation, and she felt the thrill of control sweeping over her. She could control how good he felt, and when he got pleasure.

Of course, it went both ways, as Ryan reminded her when he abruptly bent down and locked his mouth onto her nipple. It felt even better than his fingers; the warm, wet inside of his mouth promised to squeeze out all the pleasure, all the sensation that her nipples could possibly produce. She gasped, trying to regain control of herself, but the sensations were just so powerful that, for the time being, he had her in the palm of his hand.

Signs pointed to him trying to keep it that way. He unbuttoned her shirt further and she cooperated as he slid it off her shoulders, leaving her upper body entirely naked, ready for his attack. Sophia felt a bit self-conscious, with her new body bared in front of her lover. She’d barely had a chance to see it, and now it was on display for him. Was it good enough? She had a vague but very real fear that once he got a look at it, he would stop liking her, turn her away and be done. She had hated her body for her whole life; it had changed now, sure, but...could she really believe it was something she could love?

Ryan quickly allayed her fears. “God damn,” he whispered, eyes glued to her new curves, “I...I fucking need you so bad.”

Sophia felt so much hornier, so much more turned-on, with the knowledge that he really did find her attractive. “Take me, baby,” she moaned. “Take me and...and...make me yours.”

“Your wish is my command,” he murmured, snaking a hand down into her jeans and finding her bulge. Her dick had never been an impressive instrument, but now, as she felt it roll between his fingers, she wondered if it had gotten smaller over the preceding days. No big loss, either way; the sensation of having it teased, toyed with, was so much better than it would have been if she’d tried to have sex as a man.

She wanted to do something for him, to let him share in the pleasure he’d been giving her. That did mean taking a risk, doing something she’d never done before...but, well, that description fit every aspect of the situation she’d found herself in, and she couldn’t find anything to complain about.

First, though, his shirt would have to go. Taking her hand off his bulge, tossed away his tie, and undid each of the shirt buttons in turn; it wasn’t easy, as he toyed with her little package, to stay focused on the task at hand, but she did her best to do so, and soon she’d undone the last one and was pulling his shirt down off his shoulders.

The view she’d gotten earlier, of his arms under the suit jacket, had actually only been the beginning. This man worked out. His biceps and his pecs made for a magnificent upper torso, and his toned abs, while not quite a cleanly-defined six-pack, would have turned heads at any gym. She felt her mouth watering. How had she landed such a catch in only her first day of full womanhood?

It wasn’t good to get distracted, though; there was more to do. She shifted around on the bed so that she was between his legs, facing up at him. As he watched, bemused, she unbuttoned his pants, undid the zipper, and slid them down. His bulge was much more pronounced when it was covered only by his thin briefs, and she was more and more excited for the moment, rapidly approaching, when she would come face-to-face with his tool, much larger than her own.

Trembling with anticipation, she worked the briefs down his thighs, revealing, inch by inch, what she could only describe as the perfect cock. Thick (but not too thick), veiny, and long enough to make a splash without being a complete monster - she found herself salivating at the very sight of it. It was completely erect, pointing directly at her, an accusing finger pointing her out as the one responsible for his arousal.

“Well?” he asked, a hint of amusement in his voice. “What are you gonna do now?”

“I…” she found it hard to put words together when faced with this magnificent view. “I’m going to suck it. Unless...you have any issue with that.”

“By all means,” he said, gesturing grandly to his crotch. Ryan’s sense of humor was hard to extinguish, even in a situation like this one that most people would have taken quite seriously.

Still...how did one go about sucking a cock? As a virgin, Sophia had little knowledge of how you were supposed to do it. She’d even skipped the blowjob scenes in the porn videos she’d watched over the years, preferring to get right to the money shot. She eyed Ryan’s tool, a feeling of apprehension filling her.

Then she realized something: she had a powerful advantage when it came to cocksucking. Even if she had no experience sexually pleasing another person...well, she did have quite a bit of experience sexually pleasing herself. She knew what she wanted from a blowjob. Ryan probably wanted something similar. It was something to go on, at least.

Sophia thought about it for a moment. Her dream blowjob probably started with...well, there would be a warmup, right? Reaching forward, she traced a finger up and down his thick shaft, feeling the nooks, crannies, ridges, and valleys that she already knew would make whatever else they did so, so pleasurable. Though he was no longer rubbing her dick, she felt a bead of precum forming at the tip; her arousal was becoming harder and harder to manage, and it was getting more and more difficult to repress the urge to simply throw herself onto his thick tool.

She did have some restraint left, though. She wrapped two fingers around his shaft and began to massage it, ever-so-gently fanning his lust to new heights, getting him more and more ready for whatever she decided to do next.

What was she going to do next? There was an old joke on the Internet - something about “don’t forget to cup the balls.” When, on occasion, she’d played with her own balls, it had felt pretty good, so why not? Reaching down with her other hand to his well-filled sack, she began to massage his family jewels, eliciting a pleasure-filled groan from her lover. More and more, she was getting the impression that men were easy to please in bed - she certainly had been, and now Ryan seemed to be the same way.

Well, easy-to-please he might well be, but that would all be for nothing if she didn’t actually please him, and the ballsack was, she knew, not the way to a man’s heart, even if it was an important trick to learn. Bending down, she stuck out her tongue and gingerly, cautiously licked his tip, gauging both how he would react and also whether she would actually like sucking him off. It was a success on both counts; he stiffened as her tongue touched his skin, and she immediately felt herself battling a powerful urge to simply take him all the way right then and there. But that wouldn’t do; restraint was still important.

Sophia began tracing circles around the head of his cock, first small ones around his very tip, and then in a slowly-widening spiral down towards the end of his glans. He shuddered, and she began to grow intoxicated with power. She’d found a way to pleasure this man, to give him an unforgettable experience, despite how little she knew about sex. Now he was in the palm of her hand, able to react only with moans and sighs to her skillful ministrations. She understood now how people got addicted to this feeling.

Maybe it was time now to give him what he’d signed up for, to deliver the coup de grace. If it had been her getting the blowjob, she’d have viewed the licking, the massaging, as a welcome beginning, but now she would be wondering about the main event. Bending over a bit further, she took the head of his cock fully into her mouth and began to suck gently, not hard like a vacuum but just enough to deliver him an unforgettable sensation. Her tongue continued to slide around his cock, delivering a one-two punch of pleasure that made him gasp. At the rate things were going...well, it almost looked like she was a natural at this.

She took more of his cock into her mouth, lips slowly creeping towards his pelvis, already past the head and now sliding down his veiny, slightly-curved shaft. The sensation was delicious, and it was harder and harder to restrain herself from simply going straight to full throttle, but she reminded herself that it would feel better for both of them if she held back and drew things out.

Eventually, though, she hit rock bottom; his cock hit the beginning of her throat. She knew that it was possible to swallow it, to give him the deepthroating of his life, but judging by his rapid, shallow breathing and pounding heartbeat, she really didn’t need to go that far. Instead, she simply began to bob up and down, sliding her lips and tongue along his cock, letting him fuck her mouth-pussy. The sensation was so incredibly hot that she wanted to gasp with arousal, but that was obviously impossible. Still, she moaned around his cock; he would want to know that she was having a good time too.

For a minute or two, they continued like that, the arousal beginning to burn within her as she picked up speed slightly. Then, finally, she felt a hand on her forehead, pushing her off. “Shit! Shit, I’m gonna - gonna cum if you don’t…” Ryan gasped as he tried to hold in his orgasm, and she obediently lifted her mouth off his cock.

“Did you like it?” Sophia asked, innocently.

He was still trying to regain control of himself. “Fuck! I mean, what do you think? How are you so good?”

“Natural talent,” she said, “and, you know, when you have a dick, you tend to know your way around them.”

“Fair enough,” he said, taking a deep breath. “The question is, though…”

“The question is...what?” she asked.

Reaching into his pants pocket, he pulled out a bottle of lube and a condom. “Are you ready for round two?” He caught her eye and smiled wickedly.

“I’ve never been more ready for anything,” she breathed, rolling over onto her back as he got up and began to get ready. “The question is, will you be able to handle me?”

“I survived the blowjob,” he said, slipping the condom on and tossing the wrapper to the side. “I’ll be fine. But you should really be worrying about yourself. I don’t think you know what you signed up for.”

“That’s big talk,” she said, as he lubed up. “I’m not sure you can back it up, though.”

“Oh, but I am,” he said. He was ready now; placing his hands on her hips, he leaned over her and whispered into her ear. “I’m going to fuck your brains out, you dirty slut.”

His dirty talk drove Sophia to a new height of arousal. “Oh God, stick it in. Stick it in before I drive myself crazy.”

“As you wish,” he said, lining up his cock with her eager asshole. Slowly, gently, he began to slide it into her. At first, there was pain, now mild and manageable, now sharp and stinging. Nothing the size of Ryan’s cock had ever been past the opening of Sophia’s little hole, and she exhaled, trying to relax further, to admit him inside more easily. Beads of sweat formed on her forehead as she tried to ride it out.

It was like the beginning of the blowjob, only painful. She kept reminding herself that, once his head was inside, things would improve - and, at last, the rim of her asshole slid over the ridge beneath his glans, and she breathed out as the pain lessened considerably. There was even a twinge of pleasure from his shaft sliding into her hole; not a lot just yet, but enough to make her eagerly await what was coming next.

The sensation as he slid inside her was unlike anything she’d ever experienced. It felt like there was an organ within her, deeply buried, that radiated pure, deep pleasure when touched, and which had never, not once, been stimulated before. She felt a rumbling of something huge building up, an orgasm the likes of which she’d never experienced, but which was yet a long ways off. There was time to lie back and enjoy the ride.

After what seemed like minutes on end but was probably just a few seconds, Ryan’s cock had bottomed out within her, his pelvis flush with her newly-enlarged backside. She gasped; the feeling of having something this deep inside her tight asspussy was completely unprecedented; it felt like echoes of buzzing pleasure were echoing through her, bouncing off her abdominal walls, ricocheting through her very core. She gasped and moaned, wondering how the feelings could possibly get more intense, but at the same time knowing that, with Ryan’s help, that was just what they would do.

Slowly, gently at first but then faster and faster, he began to pound her tight asshole, cock sliding in and out, gripped tightly by her virgin sphincter. If simply having him deep within her had felt good, well...this felt so, so much better. If, before, the core of her being had been like a still pond with perhaps a pebble or two thrown into it, now it was a roiling ocean in a hailstorm. The magnitude of the disturbance only made the pleasure more intense, more incomprehensibly, heart-stoppingly powerful.

“Oh - oh f-fuck,” Sophia moaned. “Fuck me harder. D-do me like a dirty bitch!” She didn’t know where the words came from; the stream of profanity burst out of her mouth out of nowhere, and yet it felt perfect, completely fitting for what she was experiencing.

She felt his hands clench reflexively on her hips, a low growl confirming that he was just as turned-on as she was. To form any kind of coherent thought in such a situation was nearly impossible. “Fuck!” he groaned. “You’re so - you’re so fucking tight. I’m getting close to - I’m almost ready to cum!”

“Oh fuck,” said Sophia. “Oh fuck, baby, me too. Oh god…” It was true. Not only were the sensations within her shooting through every nerve in her body, but they were reverberating, building in intensity as they rippled, again and again, through the center of her body. She didn’t know what it would feel like when she came...but she did know that it was going to be absolutely impossible to forget.

“Shit! I’m almost there,” said Ryan. His pace had sped up, his thick tool slamming into her as hard as he could push it, and the pleasure for both of them was becoming impossible to repress. Sophia felt herself on the edge of a chasm, soon to plunge into its depths, each thrust bringing her closer to the overwhelming, eye-crossing pleasure that surely awaited. Just a few more, just a few more and then she would be there -

And then, with an echoing moan of complete abandon, her lover lost total control. His cock twitched as he slammed it inside of her, ever harder, ever faster, even as he had already reached the peak of pleasure. The knowledge that she had overcome his defenses, that she had taken him to a place some people never reached in their entire lives, proved to be too much for her as well. A long, ragged scream escaped her lips as she plummeted over the edge, into a sea of pleasure.

The orgasm was totally unlike what she’d experienced as a man, when she’d tugged at her dick and imagined herself having sex with some Hollywood hottie (usually women, but, at her moments of greatest internal vulnerability, always Chris Evans). That pleasure had been good, of course, but...this was different. The orgasms she’d had with her penis had always been skin-deep, and even though they left her short of breath and sweaty, they had never felt like she had thought an orgasm should. This one...it did. For a moment, she almost lost consciousness, so overwhelmed was she by the surge of utter, indescribable ecstasy. Her limbs trembled and her heart tried to beat its way out of her chest as she rode a terrifyingly enormous wave of sensation, so intense it was almost painful. It was...it was beyond anything she’d ever imagined.

For a few moments, Sophia rode successive waves of pleasure, each smaller than the last but still so, so much better than she had believed possible. Gradually, she came back into the world, gasping for breath and clutching the bedsheets. Ryan was just as overcome as she was; he was winded and sweaty, his gaze unfocused as he slowly began to pull out of her. How did some people go through life without ever having an experience like this? She had no idea.

There was really nothing to say after an experience like that. They stared at each other for a minute, as he finished pulling out, threw away the condom, and pulled towels out of the closet for them to wipe off with, but neither of them could summon words that felt appropriate to the situation.

At last, he made an effort. “Did I ever get your number?”

She laughed. “I think I’m gonna want yours, too. Let me get cleaned up a little.” They pulled on their clothes and then exchanged numbers. Sophia wondered if she would really ever see him again; wasn’t the Roberts Institute in Colorado or something? But then, they hadn’t defined the relationship. Maybe he could just stop by whenever he was in town. And...if this was the end, she would be sad, of course, but he’d already given her the greatest gift he could: confidence in her own gender. By loving her as though she’d been a woman all her life, he’d done more to validate her than anyone else ever had. She felt like she could never repay him.

Eventually, they were standing out in the main area of the suite. None of the other men had yet reappeared. “So, um,” said Ryan, “it might be better if you…”

She knew what he had in mind. “Go home?”

“Um, I mean, yeah,” he said. “I know it seems rude and shitty of me, but, um...well, it could get awkward if you’re still here when they show up again. I’d really like for you to stay and I feel terrible asking you to leave, but I think we’d both have a lot of explaining to do.”

Even though normally it would be kind of rude to be so up-front, Sophia understood, given the circumstances, why he was worried. “No, I understand.”

“Cool. I’m sorry, but even though I hate my job, I have to keep it. The limo is still down there - the driver will take you back to your apartment.” Together, hand in hand, they left the room and rode the elevator down to the lobby. As Sophia was getting into the limo, she turned and looked back at Ryan; he seemed worried, guilty, scared. Not feelings one usually associated with a one-afternoon-stand, but then theirs hadn’t been a typical tryst. “Listen,” she said, stopping for a moment, “everything will be all right. Give me a call whenever.”

“I...I will,” he said, sighing. “I think I have some tough decisions to make. But...hey, as afternoons go, that one was pretty legendary. I’ll...see you sometime soon, hopefully.”

“Yeah, see you,” said Sophia. On a silly impulse, she blew him a kiss as she closed the door; despite everything, he broke out laughing. The connection they had formed wouldn’t be broken so easily.

As the limo pulled away from the curb, she watched Ryan as he waved before turning and heading back into the hotel. She had a lot to process, a lot to think about, and more than a few new worries. What would she tell her mother? Still, though...she was a woman now. She’d made love to a wonderful, wonderful man. And she’d come out of it a whole new person. Not bad for a Tuesday afternoon.

Laying back and closing her eyes, she let the car ride pass in a haze of daydreaming.

* * *

“How was she?” asked Mr. Toul, the moment Ryan returned to the suite. His three coworkers were gathered around the same coffee table where he had just romanced a beautiful woman. Not nearly as good a view, he reflected bitterly. A bottle of whiskey was open in front of them; the thought of more alcohol made him feel a little ill, but that was how things were at the Roberts Organization.

“She was great,” he said, nodding. “The pleasure enhancement, the performance boost - it all seemed to be working. Obviously, we didn’t get the ‘before’ picture, so to speak, but I think there’s promise here.” He had always been genuinely interested in the Roberts projects, even as they disgusted him, but now the interest was fading away; he’d seen the effects they’d had on a human life, and even if it had worked out, in some kind of happy accident, that the transformation hadn’t been unwelcome...well, that wouldn’t always be the case if they continued testing. He had to get out, and soon.

“Great!” said Mr. Toul. “Well, you Roberts Institute people can work out the kinks, if there were any - I’m just glad we don’t need any more of those commie Chinese pills! And, of course, this is going to help us develop a stable of pliant actresses with no paper trail as their new gender - perfect for cutting payouts. Ultimate Catfight season seven is going to be the cheapest major-network reality show ever made! Aren’t you excited? You seem down!”

“Of course,” said Ryan. “I’m just kinda wiped, is all.”

Mr. Toul laughed. “Of course! I remember when I was a young man, having sex with hotties left and right. It was exhausting! Why don’t you sit down and have a little whiskey?”

Ryan sat down in a free chair and lay back as the other three talked about other things. His glass of whiskey sat in front of him, untouched. He really was tired; whatever Sophia had done to him was going to take a day or two to recover from.

Looking out the window, he watched the sun begin to go down over the Seattle skyline. Though he had never seen the city before, he felt a strange new sense of duty to it, and to every city like it, all over the world, where innocent people would be pulled into lives of what amounted to slavery by Roberts products, unless, unless…

Unless he did something. He wasn’t a brave person, or a smart person, or even a very kind person, but he knew what was right. He didn’t have a lot of power, but he did have the contact information for the Associated Press - he’d had it saved in his phone for months now - and he knew what he had to do.

Soon, the world would know. And then...then everything would change for the better. Wouldn’t it?
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