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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Love, your friend in high places

P.S. Burn this letter!

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

Eric grunted and pointed at the pill.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What kinda pain?” asked Alan.

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

Still aching, he rolled over and went to sleep.

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Eric grunted.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Love,

Your Friend in High Places

P. S. Burn this letter as well!

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

Eric grunted.

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

“What?” asked Alan.

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

“What?” asked Rob.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Impress? Why?” He was lost.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

At last, she felt his weight on the bed behind her, and then his hard cock slid into place at the entrance to her eager asshole. Would it fit? She couldn’t see him now, but she would never forget the sight of his massive cock swinging between his legs. Taking such a monster...it wouldn’t be easy. But the rewards if she succeeded would be just as huge. It was time to grit her teeth and get to work.

Slowly, almost gently, the man began to ease his cock into her. She groaned; the feeling of being stretched, added to the pain of the ginger juice still inside her, added to the agony of her throbbing, bruised asscheeks...it was almost too much to bear. She found her nails digging into the skin of her palms, her breath coming in shallow, ragged gasps. Could she push through? Could she weather the storm?

As more of his cock pushed into Riley’s asshole, she found the pain growing, not lessening. It was especially intense when the tip of his cock was almost all the way in, and the widest part of his head was stretching her poor hole to its absolute limit. In that moment, she bit back a scream. But she needed to keep going. For her, but also for him; she wanted to serve him, to make him feel good, and she couldn’t do that if she had to surrender before the fun even began.

But then, at last, the pain began to lessen. The ginger’s power had grown as it had been stirred up, but now it faded again, and the thickest part of his huge rod was already inside of her. She began to breathe more evenly once again, and there were even a few faint stirrings of pleasure as he began to plumb her depths. She had made it. He was in. And now they could really go at it. She moaned, trying to signal him to go.

Luckily, Riley’s lover was a perceptive man, or perhaps he was just incredibly eager. As soon as his cock was fully inside of her, an achievement in and of itself, he began to thrust, sliding slowly out, letting her feel the full length of his cock slither through her insides. Now the pleasure really was coming; she hadn’t been sure what it would feel like, to get a cock stuffed into her ass, but...god, it was good. Pleasure from pumping her little penis had only ever been skin-deep, ephemeral, nice but less than life-changing. This...a deeper part of her being was being rocked by this man’s huge rod. It felt like a part of her nothing had ever touched was being stimulated at last, that within the depths of her body lay a secret she’d waited far too long to unlock. But no longer.

A gasp escaped her lips as he thrust in and out a second time, speeding up his rhythm a bit. “I think we have ourselves a convert,” he laughed. “You weren’t having a great time back there, but it all seems worth it now, huh?” He was right. Her nerve endings, frayed by the pain, were wide awake, buzzing with sensation, and now the pleasure that flowed through them instead seemed twice as powerful, twice as heart-poundingly intense. Not only was the sensation of anal sex unforgettably powerful, but the fact that it was multiplied by the pain...it all added up to promise an orgasm that she doubted she would ever forget. All she had to do was hurry up and get there.

Slowly, the man got up to a proper rhythm, crotch slapping Riley’s ass as he pounded away. She’d never been fucked, of course, but...the past was hazy now for some reason, but she couldn’t recall ever having fucked anyone either. With her little dick, it was no wonder why. How come she’d tried to be a man so long, when this - she yelped as the man drove especially deep inside of her - was so much better? It felt like coming home.

Now the pleasure was building. Usually, when she would jack off, pleasure would collect in her crotch before finally bursting out when she reached orgasm, but now it felt like pleasure was building in the pit of her stomach, in the exact center of her body. And the feelings were much stronger, more raw, as the pain from her abused ass met and melded with the sensations from the man’s cock, surely magnifying the intensity of the toe-curling climax she was sure to arrive at soon.

“Fuck, bitch, your ass is tight,” grunted the man, slapping her tender asscheek. She yelped at the stinging sensation, but inside she was pleased; if she was making him feel anywhere near as good as she was feeling...well, this had to be the best fuck of his life by far. Something inside her desperately wanted to please him, to be the perfect toy for him, to relieve his stress and leave him floating in a cloud of ecstasy. And not just him. She wanted to please every cock she came across, every cock in the world, to leave them all spunked-out and satisfied. Young men. Old men. Women, even, whenever she met someone like herself. She wanted their cum, and she realized that she wanted it more than she’d ever wanted anything in her life.

Now, though..the pleasure inside of her had reached its maximum intensity and was threatening to spill over. Her body was filling with heat as her fists clenched. She was breathing heavily, on the edge of ultimate release…

But her lover got there first. Growling, he filled her insides with heat, releasing his pressure with thrust after mighty thrust, pounding her little asshole harder than ever as he blasted cum into the condom. She had done it. She had made her first cock explode...but she knew it would only be the first of many.

That thought drove her over the edge as well. She screamed around the gag as pleasure exploded inside of her, ecstasy so terrifyingly intense that it was almost agony, shooting through her nerves like so many lightning bolts. Her insides buzzed with sensation. For a moment, just a moment, she forgot about everything, found herself floating in a blank void of nothing but this orgasm, this ecstasy. She couldn’t think, could barely breathe. This was something she’d never felt before...but would kill to feel again.

After a few seconds, she began to come down. Her breathing became shallow, low and ragged, as the man slid his cock out of her with a wet sucking sound. For a minute or so, they were still, trying to collect themselves. Then he began to undo the bindings holding her in position, first the arm shackles and the collar, then those wrapped around her torso and legs, and finally he took off her mask and gag, returning her powers of sight and speech...but, really, there was nothing to say. Not after that.

“Well,” he said at last, “that’s the best I’ve had in a long time. Trust me, my feedback will be nothing but positive.”

“Feedback?” Riley was confused.

“Don’t you worry about it,” he said. “Have a nice day.”

“Wait!” she said. She didn’t want him to go. Not just yet. But he left anyway, slamming the door behind him, leaving her alone with her thoughts. Mostly, those were on the subject of just how much she wanted another fuck like that. Sure, her ass was so reamed and abused that she’d have trouble sitting for a few days, but who cared? There were more important things in life than sitting on the couch. Not that the room she was in even had a couch.

Just then, the room roared to life. She yelled in surprise, but she wasn’t in any danger; the chains were retracting back into the walls, but nothing happened to the bed she was lying on. The TV on the wall flickered to life, revealing a gray, staticky screen, from which a voice called to her. “Riley!”

“W-what?” asked Riley, intimidated. Why were they scaring her? Why couldn’t they just send in another guy to fuck her?

“You’re approved for our program,” said the voice. “Expect official duties to start tomorrow. The TV is now operational. Just use the buttons on the back. And another meal is incoming.” Just then, a plate of fajitas slid out of a slot in the wall and plopped onto the floor. Luckily, none of the food went onto the carpet.

“Official duties?” asked Riley. “And...wait...are you the same guy that fucked me? Come in here again! I need you.” She couldn’t help but let her voice sink into a petulant whine, but...it was true. How could she make him listen?

“Listen, Riley, that doesn’t matter. You’ll get fucked again soon, I promise. God, I told them that this would be an issue! Anyway, your official duties...that’s what they are. Taking cock! Are you happy now? I wasn’t supposed to tell you that!”

Riley smiled. “Thanks, mister cock man. I appreciate it.”

“Cock man? I...whatever. Have fun in there.” The screen flickered and then switched to HGTV, which was showing an episode of House Hunters. Riley grabbed the plate of fajitas and sat down on the bed, watching Steve and Karen from Coral Gables, Florida try to find a condo in downtown Miami. She wasn’t super invested, though; she was thinking about the “official duties,” and just what they might entail. If the guys she’d be servicing were anything like her new friend...well, this was better than robbing convenience stores, that was for sure.

After she finished her meal, she walked over to the TV and switched it off. It had been a tiring...morning or something, and she was in the mood for a nap. Laying down on the bed, she closed her eyes and let sleep take her, dreams filled with juicy cocks and sweaty, writhing ecstasy.

* * *

The rest of the day and the following night (or at least that was what Riley assumed they were; there was no way to know) passed uneventfully, but she was awoken once again by her new friend the next morning. Instead of his birthday suit, he was wearing an official-looking uniform, a polo shirt and khaki pants with an ID clipped to his belt. “Come on!” he said, as the wall-door swung open. “You’re going to be late!”

Riley yawned. “Is this, like, the official duties you were talking about? Also, can I pleeeeaaaase suck your cock?”

“Yes and no,” said the man. “Yes, these are official duties, and no, you can’t suck my cock. You have work to do! Hurry up and get out of bed! You won’t be needing any clothes, so that’s not an issue.” She stumbled out of her nest of blankets and followed him out into a corridor. It wasn’t the fallout shelter from before; this was a hallway in an entirely different part of the facility. It was brightly lit, and the walls were painted a pale blue; that, and the cold draft, gave Riley the impression of a doctor’s office. Or maybe the cold draft was just due to the fact that she wasn’t wearing any clothes. Who could say, really?

She followed the man down a series of hallways lined with doors just like the one leading into her room. Were there other people staying in them? Maybe her friend didn’t want her to suck his cock because he also had to please all of them. That would be a lot of work, though. Every so often, there was a bank of monitors showing feeds of the various rooms, as well as data displays, graphs, and gauges. She had no idea what they were, but if they were monitoring her this closely, that meant she was in good hands, right?

The area wasn’t very crowded, but they did pass people here and there. Most of them were men, wearing the same uniform as her friend, but some of them were wearing white lab coats, and a few of those were women. No one gave Riley a second glance, so maybe the sight of naked people was pretty common.

What was the point of all this, really? Of course, if it made it easier for Riley to get fucked, she was fine with it, but...it seemed like a lot of effort to create a place like the facility she’d been living in. Was it because other people wanted to get fucked too? There had to be an easier way to do that, like Tinder or something. So maybe it was another reason...but thinking about that made her head hurt.

Finally, they reached a block of elevators. The man pressed the UP button, and one set of doors slid open. Once they were inside, he pressed a button marked 12, which was the highest on the panel, and they began to move. “So, like, where are you taking me?” asked Riley, more curious than afraid.

“You’ll see,” he said. “There’s a meeting you’re supposed to attend. I think you’ll enjoy it.” That got her very excited - there was only one thing her friend knew that she enjoyed -  but there was nothing to do but wait.

At last, the doors slid open, revealing a much fancier hallway with a dark red carpet and portraits of various men on the walls. There were doors leading off of it, large, dark, and intimidating, but they didn’t go into any of them. Instead, the man led her straight for a long way, until at last they reached a large set of double doors set into a wall clad in black marble. The atmosphere was very executive.

The man walked cautiously up to the doors and listened for a moment; then he knocked. Someone inside said something that was inaudible to Riley, and then the man grabbed her shoulder and steered her inside.

The room was filled with rich-looking men clustered around a vast meeting table. Large jugs of ice water, cigars, piles of paper, and a few pairs of executive feet covered the wooden surface. On the other side of the room, a scared-looking middle manager was giving a presentation of some kind, but he’d stopped talking at the sight of Riley. Everything had stopped at the sight of Riley. She felt like a star.

“I, uh, have the delivery right here,” said her friend. He sounded nervous.

“Great, great!” said a man sitting at the head of the table. “I appreciate it, peon. You can wait outside until we’re finished.” He was middle-aged, but he still looked like he had a few years to go before retirement. His bearing and demeanor (he was one of the ones with his feet on the table) suggested that he was very much the boss. Riley liked men who were the boss. The rest of the group was that old or younger, which was a relief for her; she didn’t want to suck too much old man cock.

“Yes, Mr. Marshall,” said her friend. He lowered his head and hurried out, leaving her alone with all the strange men.

“So,” said Mr. Marshall, “what’s your name? A pretty girl like you has to have a pretty name.”

“Riley,” said Riley. She felt a little self-conscious - there were a lot of men in the room - but not so self-conscious that she wasn’t still thinking about sucking their cocks.

“Riley. That’s a nice name. Hey Rick!” A sleepy-looking man on the other side of the table gave a start and looked up. “Make sure whoever was in charge of this one gets a raise. They did a very nice job.”

“You got it, Mr. Marshall,” said Rick, waiting until his boss looked away to let his head droop again.

“So, Riley, I’m sure you have some questions,” said Mr. Marshall, “or...maybe you don’t. I’m not sure exactly how thoroughly they fried your brain. You know what? I don’t really care if you have questions. This is really for the benefit of my friends here.” He pointed to the younger man giving the presentation. “You! Four-eyes! Get out of here. There’s more important work to do. Just come back in fifteen minutes!” Without a word, the middle manager scurried out of the room, and then all eyes turned back to Riley.

“Anyway,” said Mr. Marshall, “you all know some of the story I’m about to tell, but no one knows the whole thing. After all, that’s my management style. Jake! What’s my management style? The three F’s!”

Jake, the youngest man still at the table, looked like a deer in headlights. “Um...firing, fear, and fuckery, sir?”

“COR-rect!” said Mr. Marshall. “And firing you right here, on the spot - it would fulfill all three tenets, right?”

“Um...I believe so, sir.” Jake shrank back into his chair, trying to look as small as possible.

“Well, in that case,” said Mr. Marshall, “you’re...oh, I’m just fucking with you, Jake! Can’t you take a joke?” Jake had turned pale as a sheet and looked like he was on the point of a dead faint; his breath was passing his lips in shallow gasps, and his eyes were screwed shut. “Well, whatever. Anyway, as per the third F, none of you knows what exactly we’ve been working on for the past few years. Well, actually, those nerds at the Institute were working on it for a lot of that time...but it was our job to bring it up to production scale. So, naturally, we decided to make some improvements.

“They said it couldn’t be done!” he shouted, pounding the table. “Those Institute goons, and even some of my people! Brad, it was you who said we couldn’t do it, right? That would have been May 14th, 2016, at the 3:30 PM meeting. You said we should leave it to the Institute to figure this shit out!”

“Um…” said Brad, a gray-suited, depressed-looking man, “I...don’t remember. That might have happened. It was so long ago…”

“Are you saying I’m petty, Bradley?” asked Mr. Marshall. “Are you saying I’m petty because I remember that and you don’t? I don’t think that’s me being petty. I just think that’s you being an idiot!”

“Th-that’s right,” said Brad. “I’m an idiot, Mr. Marshall. Please continue.”

“‘Please continue?’ Don’t tell me what I can and can’t say! I’m this close to firing you right now!” Mr. Marshall pressed his index finger and thumb together so tightly that it was impossible to tell if there was actually any space between them. Brad shut his eyes and whimpered.

“That’s damn right!” said Mr. Marshall. “Whimper! Anyway, I said to Brad here, ‘shut up, asshole. Nobody tells Mike Marshall what to do, least of all an insect like you.’ And look, I was right again! Basically, the plan was that the Institute had invented this fun toy - the XX gas - that turns women into slobbering, cock-hungry bimbos. Nice, huh? But after that...well, they tried to do an XY gas, too. It would feminize men and basically do the same thing to them. Nice concept, but the execution was lacking; they didn’t really get it right. It actually ended up adding more muscle, and, well, long story short, we ended up using the formula for our line of sports drinks. It went into the Muscle-Ade Double Power Blend.” Someone at the other end of the table spat out his drink; he was holding a bottle of Muscle-Ade.

“Oh, grow up, Charles! It hasn’t killed you yet,” said Mr. Marshall. “I don’t think it even can. Look, I’m not a doctor, right? I’m just an exceptionally gifted manager. Anyway, we thought their program made a lot of sense, so we just took the formula for the original XX gas and tweaked it. After all, the effects were feminizing on women, right? It just feminized them more. So we thought, damn, that should work on guys too, right? That was your idea, right, Joe?”

“Um, yeah,” said one of the men, “but, um, I’m really sorry, I’ve been looking for an opportunity to tell you for years, but...my name’s not Joe, it’s actually Jim…” he trailed off under an iron glare from Mr. Marshall.

“Excuse you,” said the executive, “did I give you permission to yell at me? DID I, JOE?”

“N-no, I don’t...you definitely didn’t, Mr. Marshall.” Jim seemed to be trying to slide under the table.

“Great. That means we’re both on the same page,” said Mr. Marshall. “So you can shut up now, Joe.” Jim nodded vigorously.

“So anyway,” said Mr. Marshall, “we basically strengthened the XX gas formula. I believe the final method was reducing it on the stove, like you would do to make a balsamic glaze. And, whaddya know, that did it! Oooh, you shoulda seen the look on that Institute guy’s face - Rik Kalu, I think - when we told them. Of course, really, the XX-2 was only part of the equation, because there were also the super-top-secret feminizing pills that we had the CIA steal from China and send to that shitty subsidiary of ours. What was it? Oh yeah, Rigner-Morteze. That initiative came from higher up in the Roberts Organization, but hey, I can still take credit for it, because, hey, William, whose idea was it to combine the two into one course of treatment?”

“It was your idea,” said William, another timid-looking businessman.

“It was my idea what?”

“It was your idea, Mr. Marshall, boss, sir. I’m sorry, Mr. Marshall, sir.” William gritted his teeth and whimpered.

“You’re damn right it was. And get your feet off the table! You look like a bum. This isn’t some low-rate writer’s room at a TV station - this is big business!” William fell over himself to get into a normal sitting position, and a smile crossed Marshall’s lips as he adjusted the position of his own feet, which were high in the air. “Well, anyway, after that we had the winning treatment, and we just needed a test subject. Problem is, the pill has to be administered at least 48 hours before the XX-2 - the gerbils down in the lab learned that the hard way - so we had to find someone who was enough of a sucker to take it without any fuckery from us. And congratulations, Riley! It was you! Imagine, trying to steal our product. That was kind of stupid of you. But what was much, much dumber was trusting a fake contact, who I think you’ve met now, enough to pop an unidentified pill. But hey, congratulations! You’re our first product, our prototype, our showroom piece! Isn’t she beautiful?” Appreciative nods came from all around the table. Riley didn’t understand most of what was being said, but she sure did love compliments, so she smiled and giggled.

“And now,” said Marshall, “we’ve got a brand new line of business! Sure, the old XX shtick was nice and all, but there’s only so much market for it. At a million bucks a pop, that’s kind of the nature of the beast, but, well, there’s only so many rich guys that want to turn their wives into sex machines like that. XX-2, on the other hand, combined with this new pill...well, it takes some subterfuge to trick someone like we had to, but if you pull it off, a previously difficult man can become a pliant, friendly, and eager-to-please woman! Of course, the price will be even higher.” He chuckled. “So, anyway, that’s the story. I’m very pleased with how this came together. As a treat, I’ll be paying for the donuts at tomorrow’s meeting, and you all might even get a cost-of-living raise this year! But you’re probably wondering something.” His eyes scanned the faces of the men around the table. “You! Jake! What are you wondering?”

“Um, sir, I don’t know what…” he trailed off under a withering glare.

“Oh, shut up, Jake,” said Marshall. “You never play along right. Anyway, what you all are wondering is this: will we get a demonstration? And the answer is yes. Bitch! Under the table!!” He snapped his fingers at Riley, who perked up immediately. She had started to wonder if she would ever taste these men’s cocks, but now...now was her chance. She scrambled into position and began to rub Marshall’s considerable bulge.

“Did you know I was hired partly based on cock size?” asked Marshall, to the other men. “That and loudness. True story. It’s crude to talk about the size of your package, so I won’t go into it, but let me put it this way: It looks good next to a Pringles can. William! How big is yours? Is it bigger than that? I bet it’s not.”

“It’s...not, sir,” said William, but Riley wasn’t really listening; she was already undoing the zipper of Marshall’s pants, getting ready to reveal the surprise inside. He was wearing boxer shorts with dollar signs on them, but beneath that…

She gasped as she uncovered a true monster. The man’s cock from before had been big, too, but she was head over heels in love with this new delight: its length, its girth, everything was calculated to produce the ultimate challenge - and the ultimate reward - for her skills as a cocksucker. Behind it swung a pair of golf-ball-sized balls that were equally impressive, and which got Riley very excited for the massive cumshot she’d be receiving as a reward for her efforts.

Above the table, Marshall was still talking. “So, yeah, I’m just saying that, you know, you looked over at me at the urinal - nobody better do that, by the way - but if you were to do it, you’d be pretty impressed.” Just then, the middle manager from before poked his head into the room, looking for approval to enter. “Ah! Churl!” said Marshall. “You can continue your presentation now. And I know I’m getting sucked off by a hot girl right now, but you are under no circumstances allowed to look at my cock. Not even a peek!”

“Got it, Mr. Marshall, sir. No peeking,” said the man, hurrying back over to the screen and beginning his talk once again. Riley tuned him out as she traced a finger along the huge piece of man-meat. It had been amazing to get fucked, of course, but there was something in the act of sucking a man’s cock, some special element of abject submission, that got her incredibly excited to please Mr. Marshall.

She just had to taste it. Bending down, she ran her tongue lightly around the head of his cock. It was musky and strong and just so manly that she soon found herself licking more vigorously, swirling around his head, moving her tongue down his length and then back up. Marshall chuckled and placed his hand on the back of her head; the casual gesture of domination drove her wild, pushing her to even greater heights of desperation.

Still, though, it wasn’t good to go too fast. If she didn’t get herself under control, well...Mr. Marshall would cum right away, and then he wouldn’t feel as good. So, instead, Riley broadened her activities, taking Mr. Marshall’s heavy balls into her hands, massaging them oh-so-gently, just the way she always liked. Maybe this way the cum would come out more easily, and she always wanted that, right?

She got into a satisfying rhythm, massaging, licking, rubbing, never properly starting the blowjob but making her partner feel pretty good anyway. He was doing his best to hide it, but she could tell from his heavy breathing, his occasional grunts, that he was definitely into it. Considering that she’d never actually touched a man’s cock before (she’d touched her own, of course, but she was hardly much of a man), it was going well.

Then Marshall began to press onto the back of her head. She was swimming in a haze of arousal now, and it took little prompting to get her to take the head of his cock into her mouth. The sensation of having this new hole used for a man’s pleasure...she hadn’t been expecting it to feel this good. No, she wasn’t going to reach orgasm this way, but there were some feelings that were almost better, more satisfying, than orgasm (at least now, after the XX-2 treatment), and one of them was serving someone else sexually, submitting totally to a man’s sexual desires. And there was no more perfect way to do that than with a blowjob.

Slowly, she worked more and more of his thick rod into her mouth. There was no way she was going to be able to take the whole thing, not in her wildest dreams, but she could take enough to leave him with a good impression. As her lips traveled down the shaft, she savored the texture of the skin, the veins, everything that made Marshall’s cock uniquely his and unlike anyone else’s. Besides the size, of course.

As she went deeper, she began to suck, very gently; she knew that you weren’t supposed to clamp on like a vacuum, but just a little bit of force would give him so much more pleasure. And he was clearly into it. She could feel his heartbeat through his cock, very faintly; it was much higher than normal, pounding to match her own arousal.

Suddenly, he began to thrust his hips, sinking his cock into her mouth as deep as it could possibly go. She matched his movements, bobbing up and down to accentuate his pleasure, and soon they got into a wonderful, wordless rhythm, passionate and incredibly erotic. The feeling of his cock sliding in and out of her was driving Riley wild, and she wanted, needed this moment to go on forever.

They sped up, and soon Riley was aware only of the blowjob, which was, in a way, the most passionate form of kiss. She savored the anonymous-but-so-intimate connection she was forming with Mr. Marshall and subtly adjusted her technique to make him feel even better, falling into what approached a practiced rhythm. Even though she still wanted him to fuck her...well, this was pretty good too.

But then, at last, his endurance ran out. He grunted, and hot, sticky cum blasted down Riley’s throat, painting the inside of her mouth, leaving her choking and gasping. She didn’t even hesitate before starting to swallow, trying to gulp down as much of Mr. Marshall’s delicious gift as she could. She missed some, and it splashed onto her face, onto her chest, her breasts, but she didn’t care; cum was the mark of a good slut, after all. She would wear it with pride.

She carefully cleaned Marshall’s cock off, getting all of the semen, and then she felt his hand pushing her head to the side. She realized that he meant for her to go to the next man. It would be her job to do a full circuit of the table, pleasing each and every one of Mr. Marshall’s colleagues.

This was Riley’s life now, wasn’t it? An endless line of cocks, each needing to be pleasured, and she the only one who could do the job. Vague memories of robbing banks and eating fast food bounced around in her brain, but they didn’t matter to her anymore; this was her entire existence, her raison d’etre. Some people might look down on such work as demeaning, or below them; those people were idiots.

There wasn’t really time to dwell on that, though, was there? Her new purpose in life...it wasn’t to think, that much was certain. Crawling over to the next pair of executive legs, she eagerly unbuttoned the man’s pants and got to work.
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