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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.
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