

Chapter 1

Michael stared at the glowing screen, his fingers clattMichelleg away on the keyboard as he maneuvered his character through a dungeon. Another late night in the basement. The walls were lined with old posters of long-forgotten sci-fi shows and video game memorabilia. To anyone else, it might have seemed like a cave, but to Michael, it was paradise. His parents barely bothered him down here, and he could lose himself in his games without interruption. At twenty years old, living in his parents' basement wasn’t exactly what he’d dreamed of, but it was comfortable. He had everything he needed: snacks, a decent Wi-Fi connection, and his online friends.

“Michael! When are you going to get out of that basement and do something with your life?” his mom yelled from upstairs.

“Yeah, yeah!” Michael called back, rolling his eyes. He knew the drill. His mom had been on his case ever since he turned eighteen. Get a job, go to college, make something of yourself. The typical parent stuff. But Michael, at five-foot-five and barely ninety pounds soaking wet, didn’t exactly feel like someone cut out for the real world. He didn’t fit in there, and he knew it.

He grabbed a handful of chips and shoved them into his mouth as his character leveled up. "Worth it," he mumbled to himself through a mouthful of crumbs. He had no idea that his life was about to take a sharp turn.

Just as he settled back into his chair, the doorbell rang.

"Michael, get the door!" his mom shouted.

"Ugh, fine," he groaned, pausing his game. He trudged up the stairs, wondMichelleg who could possibly be visiting at this hour. Probably some door-to-door salesman or one of his mom's nosy friends.

As he opened the door, he was greeted by the sight of two sharply dressed men in suits, looking like they’d just stepped off a movie set. One of them, a tall, broad-shouldered man with a stoic expression and a jawline that could cut glass, stared down at him. The other was shorter, with a clipboard, scribbling something briskly.

"Michael Thompson?" the tall man asked in a voice that sounded like it belonged in a military courtroom.

“Uh, yeah?” Michael blinked, feeling a sudden surge of anxiety. Had he forgotten to pay for something? Was this a weird FBI scam? His mind raced through all the possible reasons why two incredibly serious men in suits could be standing at his doorstep asking for him.

“Michael Thompson, you’ve been selected for a highly classified government mission,” the man said, his face impossibly poker-faced.

Michael laughed.

A full, honest laugh that echoed into the night.

“Oh man, that’s a good one,” Michael said, wiping a tear from his eye. “You guys really went all out with the suits, huh? What is this, some kind of viral prank? Am I going to be on YouTube later?”

The tall man’s expression didn’t change. Not even a flicker.

“Mr. Thompson, this is not a joke. I’m Special Agent Darren McCallister with the Central Intelligence Agency. We need your help.”

The words hit Michael like a slap to the face.

“Wait, what?” Michael blinked. “The CIA? You’re serious?”

The shorter man, who had been scribbling the whole time, looked up and nodded. “Deadly serious. You match the physical profile for a mission we’re working on.”

Michael’s brain struggled to process what was happening. He glanced over his shoulder, half-expecting someone to jump out from behind a bush with a camera and yell “pranked!” But no one did.

“Physical profile?” Michael asked, confused. “What do you mean?”

Darren crossed his arms over his massive chest. “You’re small, Mr. Thompson. Petite, even. You’re five-foot-five and weigh barely ninety pounds. You have a lean build, no body hair to speak of, and no connections to any known agencies. In short, you’re perfect for the job.”

Michael blinked again, trying to make sense of the situation. “Perfect for what? A government-sponsored makeover show?”

The shorter man stifled a chuckle, but Darren remained stone-faced.

“We need you to go undercover,” Darren continued, his voice low and serious. “To infiltrate the organization of Johnny Grimm.”

Michael’s mind whirled. He had no idea who Johnny Grimm was. He was about to ask, but Darren continued before he could get a word in.

“Johnny Grimm is the most dangerous drug lord in Chicago. He’s paranoid, violent, and trusts no one. But he has one weakness—beautiful women. Specifically, beautiful women who fit a certain... profile.”

Michael snorted. “Okay, hold up. You’re telling me I fit the profile of a beautiful woman?”

Darren didn’t blink. “With a few surgeries and the right training, you will.”

Michael stood in stunned silence, his brain working overtime to process the absurdity of what he was hearing. “Wait, wait, wait. You want to turn me into a woman? Like, a full-on woman?” He gestured to his own body, still in disbelief that this conversation was even happening.

“Exactly,” Darren said. “You’ll undergo a series of surgical procedures to enhance your feminine features, and you’ll be trained to act, walk, and speak like a woman. You’ll become ‘Michelle,’ a mysterious woman with a fabricated past that aligns with Johnny Grimm’s interests. You’ll get close to him, gain his trust, and help us bring him down.”

Michael stared at Darren for a long moment, the absurdity of it all finally catching up with him. “This is insane,” he muttered, shaking his head. “You’re crazy. I’m not... I’m not cut out for this kind of thing. I’m just some guy who plays video games in his basement! You’ve got the wrong person.”

Darren unfolded his arms and leaned in slightly, his eyes narrowing. “No, Mr. Thompson. We have the right person. You’re invisible. No one knows you, and no one would suspect you. That’s exactly why we need you.”

Michael opened his mouth to protest again, but he couldn’t think of anything to say. He felt like he was trapped in some kind of bizarre dream.

“Look,” Darren said, his tone softening just a little. “I know it sounds crazy. But we’ve done our research. You’re the only one who fits the profile. We need someone who can slip into this role seamlessly. And with the right training, you can.”

Michael crossed his arms, trying to wrap his head around everything. "And what if I say no? What if I’m not... into this whole gender-bending spy thing?"

Darren’s jaw tightened. “That’s not really an option.”

Michael’s eyes widened. “Not an option? You can’t just—”

“We’re not forcing you,” Darren interrupted, though his tone implied otherwise. “But think about it. You’d be part of something bigger than yourself. You’d be helping take down one of the most dangerous men in the country.”

Michael felt a knot forming in his stomach. This was all too much. “I can’t just... become someone else. Especially not a woman. I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

Darren nodded. “We will train you. You’ll have the best instructors. We’ll cover everything—speech, posture, makeup, wardrobe. With time, you’ll be able to pass as Michelle without anyone ever suspecting a thing.”

Michael’s head was spinning. He started pacing the hallway, running his hands through his messy hair. “This is insane. You’re insane.”

“Maybe,” Darren said, a small smirk finally cracking his stoic demeanor. “But you’re exactly what we need.”

Michael stopped pacing and stared at Darren. “Why me? Out of all the people in the world, why me?”

Darren’s smirk faded, and his expression grew serious again. “Because, Mr. Thompson, you’re invisible. You have no connections, no government ties, and you live a life that makes you completely unremarkable. That’s exactly what we need. Someone who can slip under the radar.”

Michael stood there, his mind racing with a thousand different thoughts. This couldn’t be real. He wasn’t spy material. He wasn’t even life material. He was just Michael—the guy who lived in his parents’ basement and couldn’t even hold a job.

But there was something about Darren’s words that gnawed at him. The idea of being part of something bigger. Of doing something important. Of becoming someone else.

Michael finally slumped against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest. “Alright,” he muttered. “Let’s say I agree to this... What happens to me after? Do I just... go back to being Michael?”

Darren’s eyes darkened. “That depends on how the mission goes.”

Michael swallowed hard. There was something ominous in Darren’s tone that made his skin crawl.

“So, what do you say?” Darren asked, his voice low and intense. “Are you in?”

Michael sighed, glancing back down the stairs toward his basement. He thought about the life he’d been living. Stuck, going nowhere, hiding from the world. Maybe... maybe this was his chance to do something more. Something important.

He took a deep breath and looked Darren in the eye.

“I’m in.”

Darren nodded, his expression unreadable. “Good. We’ll begin immediately.”

Michael stared at him, still half-expecting someone to shout “cut” and tell him this was all just some elaborate prank. But no one did.

And just like that, his life—the life of Michael Thompson—was over.

And the life of Michelle was about to begin.


Chapter 2

Michael sat awkwardly in the backseat of the black SUV as it tore down the highway at breakneck speed. The plush leather seats were a little too comfortable, and the tinted windows made him feel cut off from the world. He fiddled with the hem of his oversized hoodie, trying to keep his hands busy, though his mind was anything but calm.

This was insane. Absolutely insane. One minute, he was in his basement minding his own business, the next, he was apparently being recruited by the CIA for some undercover operation that involved turning him into a woman. A woman. It was like something out of a ridiculous spy movie, except the only thing he had in common with James Bond was that they both liked to play poker. And even then, Michael was more of the "Texas Hold'em in an online app" type, not the "high-stakes casino while wearing a tuxedo" type.

“Are you sure you guys have the right person?” Michael asked for the hundredth time, glancing nervously at Darren, who sat in the passenger seat ahead, scrolling through something on his phone. The driver, another agent who hadn’t said a word since picking them up, kept his eyes on the road, as if this kind of situation was just another Tuesday for him.

“Yes, Michael,” Darren replied without looking up. “We’ve been over this.”

“Yeah, but...” Michael shifted in his seat. “I mean, look at me. I don’t exactly scream ‘super spy.’ I scream ‘lost at Comic-Con’ or ‘Can’t reach the top shelf at the grocery store.’”

Darren’s eyes flicked to the rearview mirror, catching Michael’s gaze. “That’s exactly why you’re perfect for this.”

Michael huffed, crossing his arms over his chest. “Right, perfect. Because I'm tiny and invisible. Thanks for the ego boost.”

Darren didn’t respond. He rarely did when Michael tried to inject humor into the situation. In fact, Michael had noticed that Darren had exactly two modes: stone-cold serious and mildly irritated. It was probably because he hadn’t smiled since the Reagan administration.

The SUV took a sharp turn off the main road and headed down a narrow, tree-lined path that twisted and turned for what felt like miles. Michael wanted to ask where they were going, but he figured it wouldn’t matter. They could’ve been driving straight into a trap, and he wouldn’t know the difference. In fact, the whole thing still felt like some elaborate prank, and any second now, someone was going to pop out with a camera and tell him he’d been punked.

Finally, the vehicle came to a halt in front of a nondescript building nestled in the woods. It looked like an old cabin or lodge, the kind of place you'd take a weekend off to hunt or fish—except for the high-tech surveillance cameras dotting every corner and the steel-reinforced door that didn't quite scream "rustic getaway."

Darren stepped out first, motioning for Michael to follow. “We’re here.”

Michael hesitated. “And where exactly is ‘here’?”

“A safe house,” Darren replied curtly, shutting the car door behind him. “Temporary base of operations until we get you prepped.”

“Prepped? For what exactly—oh, right, the whole ‘turning me into a woman’ thing.” Michael’s voice cracked a little. He was still struggling to wrap his head around that particular detail. “Are we sure there isn’t a Plan B that maybe involves less... surgery?”

Darren gave him a look that said, Do I look like someone who has time for Plan Bs?

Michael sighed and followed Darren inside, his sneakers squeaking slightly on the polished wooden floors. The interior was surprisingly modern, with sleek furniture, a large conference table, and a bank of monitors lining one wall. It was like a high-tech command center disguised as a cozy mountain retreat.

“Sit,” Darren instructed, pointing to one of the chairs at the table.

Michael complied, sinking into one of the chairs that felt way too nice for him. Darren took a seat across from him, sliding a thick manila folder across the table.

“What’s this?” Michael asked, eyeing the folder like it might jump up and bite him.

“Your mission,” Darren said, leaning back in his chair. “Everything you need to know is in there. Johnny Grimm. His organization. His weaknesses. And the most important part—your cover.”

Michael gingerly opened the folder, his eyes scanning the first page. The name "Johnny Grimm" was bolded at the top, followed by a grainy black-and-white photo of a man who looked like he'd stepped straight out of a mobster movie. Slicked-back hair, a scar along his jawline, and dead, calculating eyes. He looked like the kind of guy who wouldn’t think twice about breaking someone's kneecaps for looking at him the wrong way.

“So, this is the guy?” Michael asked, flipping through the pages. “He doesn’t exactly look like the type to be charmed by... well, anyone.”

Darren nodded. “He’s paranoid. Dangerous. But he does have one weakness.”

Michael raised an eyebrow. “Let me guess—beautiful women?”

“Exactly,” Darren said. “Grimm has a type. He’s known for surrounding himself with a certain kind of woman—tall, slender, mysterious. They come and go quickly, none lasting long enough to get too close to him. But that’s where you come in.”

Michael felt his stomach drop. “You’re not serious.”

“Oh, I’m completely serious,” Darren said, his expression as unreadable as ever. “With the right transformation, you’ll be able to slip into his world. No one will suspect a thing.”

Michael laughed nervously, running a hand through his messy hair. “Okay, but... I mean, I can’t even talk to women, and now I’m supposed to be one? What if I—oh, I don’t know—completely blow it?”

Darren leaned forward, his gaze intense. “That’s not an option.”

Michael gulped. “Right. No pressure.”

Darren pulled a smaller packet from the folder and slid it in front of Michael. "This is your cover. Michelle Black. Twenty-four years old, born in New Orleans, raised in Las Vegas. You’ve been involved in various underground circles—gambling, arms dealing, you name it. You’ve worked with some of the biggest criminal players, but no one really knows your full story. You’re a ghost. And that’s why Grimm will be interested in you."

Michael blinked at the packet, trying to process everything. “Wait, wait, wait. So, not only do I have to become a woman, but I also have to become some kind of... femme fatale, criminal mastermind?”

Darren simply nodded.

Michael groaned, rubbing his temples. “This is a nightmare.”

“You’ll have time to memorize everything,” Darren said, ignoring Michael’s dramatic response. “Your backstory, your habits, your preferences—everything down to your favorite drink at a bar.”

Michael flipped through the next few pages, skimming over the details. Michelle Black’s favorite drink was a whiskey sour. “Of course it is,” he muttered. “Why couldn’t it be something simple, like a Coke?”

Darren raised an eyebrow. “Michelle Black doesn’t drink Coke.”

Michael shot him a look. “Yeah, well, Michael Thompson does. And Michael Thompson is freaking out right now.”

Darren sighed, clearly trying to suppress whatever patience he had left. “Look, I know this is a lot to take in—”

“A lot to take in?” Michael interrupted. “You’re asking me to change my entire identity, get surgery, and infiltrate the life of a drug lord who could probably snap me in half with his pinky finger. That’s not ‘a lot to take in.’ That’s, like, a... a life crisis!”

Darren leaned back in his chair, his face softening just slightly. “I get it. This isn’t what you signed up for.”

Michael let out a bitter laugh. “I didn’t sign up for any of this.”

Darren didn’t argue. “That’s true. But the fact remains—you’re the best shot we have at getting close to Grimm. You’re invisible, Michael. No connections, no strings. And with the right training, you’ll be able to pull this off.”

Michael stared down at the packet in front of him, his mind racing. This was beyond anything he could’ve ever imagined. He wasn’t a spy, or a soldier, or—hell—he wasn’t even brave. He was just... Michael. A guy who spent his days in his parents' basement, playing video games and avoiding real life.

“I don’t think I can do this,” he said quietly, more to himself than to Darren.

“You can,” Darren said firmly. “And you will.”

Michael looked up, meeting Darren’s gaze. The intensity in the agent’s eyes was unnerving, but there was something else there, too—something that almost resembled belief. Belief that Michael, of all people, could actually pull this off.

Michael swallowed hard. “So... Michelle Black, huh?”

Darren nodded. “That’s right. You’re going to have to memorize every detail of her life. Where she grew up, who she’s worked with, her habits, her likes and dislikes. It has to be second nature.”

Michael flipped through the pages again, taking in the details. Michelle had a criminal record that spanned multiple states, though nothing major enough to land her in prison. She was known for being elusive, always slipping through the cracks. The more Michael read, the more he realized how different this person was from him. Michelle Black was confident, dangerous, and seductive. Michael Thompson was... well, none of those things.

“This is going to be a disaster,” Michael muttered.

Darren stood up, walking around the table to stand beside him. “It won’t be. We’re going to make sure you’re prepared. You’ll have the best trainers, the best surgeons. By the time we’re done, no one will be able to tell the difference.”

Michael looked up at him, feeling a wave of doubt wash over him. “And what if I screw up? What if I forget something, or... or I don’t act the right way?”

Darren’s expression hardened. “Then you won’t make it out.”

Michael’s stomach twisted. “Right. Cool. No pressure.”

Darren placed a hand on the back of Michael’s chair, his voice lowMichelleg. “This is serious, Michael. Grimm is dangerous. If you make a mistake, it’s not just your life on the line—it’s the lives of everyone involved in this operation. You need to be perfect.”

Michael let out a shaky breath, the weight of the situation finally sinking in. This wasn’t just some crazy scheme. This was life or death. And somehow—somehow—he was the one they were relying on.

He closed the folder and looked up at Darren. “Okay,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “I’ll do it.”

Darren nodded once, his expression unreadable. “Good. We start training tomorrow.”

As Darren turned to leave, Michael slumped back in his chair, staring up at the ceiling. “Great,” he muttered to himself. “I can’t even remember my own Netflix password half the time, and now I have to memorize the life of a femme fatale.”

He sighed, flipping the folder back open and staring at the picture of Johnny Grimm.

This was going to be a disaster.


Chapter 3

Michael sat on the hospital bed, legs dangling off the edge like a kid waiting for a flu shot. Except this wasn’t a flu shot. This wasn’t a quick jab in the arm followed by a lollipop and a pat on the back. This was… everything. Everything he was about to be was about to change. The sterile smell of antiseptic clung to the air, stinging his nostrils and making his stomach churn. The bright overhead light glared down at him like an interrogation lamp, forcing him to squint as sweat began to bead on his forehead.

Darren leaned against the wall, arms crossed over his chest, his no-nonsense expression fixed on Michael. He was dressed in his usual uniform—crisp, dark slacks, a tailored button-down shirt, and an aura that screamed don’t mess with me. Darren always looked like he belonged in a boardroom or a spy movie, not standing around in a hospital room with someone like Michael.

“So,” Michael started, his voice cracking as he tried to fill the silence. “This is it, huh? Chop me up, flip me inside out, and voilà—instant bombshell?”

Darren raised an unimpressed eyebrow, his lips pressing into a thin line. “It’s a little more complicated than that.”

“Yeah, I figured.” Michael forced a chuckle, but it sounded hollow even to him. He glanced down at his hands, resting limply on his lap. They looked so small, so delicate already. Were they going to make them even daintier? He wiggled his fingers absentmindedly, as if testing their durability. “Do I at least get a punch card or something? Like, ten surgeries and the eleventh one’s free?”

Darren sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Michael—”

“Michelle,” Michael corrected quickly, his cheeks flushing. He wasn’t used to hearing the name out loud, let alone saying it himself. It felt foreign, like trying to wear someone else’s shoes. “I mean, Michelle. Sorry. Still getting used to it.”

“You’re about to get very used to it,” Darren said, pushing off the wall and walking toward him. His boots echoed on the tile floor, each step measured and deliberate. He stopped just short of Michael, his sharp eyes locking onto him. “This isn’t a joke. What you’re about to go through is extreme. Painful. There’s no going back.”

Michael swallowed hard, his throat feeling dry. He tried to ignore the way his heart was hammMichelleg in his chest. “You really know how to sell it, huh?”

Darren ignored the comment. “This isn’t about selling you anything. This is the most thorough transformation the agency has ever done. We’ve spared no expense, but it’s going to take a toll on you—physically and mentally. You’re not just going to look like Michelle. You’re going to be Michelle.”

Michael’s gaze flickered to the mirror on the far wall. His reflection stared back at him: a skinny, pale twenty-year-old with big brown eyes and a mop of unkempt hair that looked like it hadn’t seen a comb in weeks. He looked like someone who still ordered chicken nuggets off the kids’ menu. Michelle, on the other hand, was supposed to be a goddess—a blonde, buxom femme fatale who could make even the most hardened criminal forget his last name. The kind of woman who could walk into a room and have everyone stop mid-conversation just to look at her.

“Right. Be Michelle,” he murmured, his voice barely above a whisper. His stomach twisted as he finally asked the question that had been eating away at him. “What if I don’t recognize myself after all this?”

“That’s the point,” Darren said flatly, his tone leaving no room for argument. He held out a clipboard with several pages of consent forms. “Sign these.”

Michael hesitated, his eyes scanning the dense text. The sheer number of surgeries listed made his head spin. His lips moved silently as he read them out loud to himself. “Facial reconstruction, vocal cord shaving, breast implants, liposuction, rib removal, collarbone shortening... pelvis reconstruction?” His voice shot up an octave at the last one. He looked up at Darren, his face pale. “Are you sure I’ll survive this?”

“Statistically, yes,” Darren replied without missing a beat.

“Statistically?!” Michael’s voice cracked, his grip tightening on the clipboard.

Darren didn’t flinch. He simply gave Michael a long, measured look, as if daring him to back out. “Do you want to back out now? Because if you do, I’ll find someone else.”

The words hit Michael like a bucket of cold water. Back out? No. He couldn’t back out. The thought of going back to his parents’ basement—back to his dead-end life of microwaved dinners, cheap video games, and endless disappointment—made his chest tighten. No. This was his chance. His one shot at being something more than a nobody.

He took a deep breath, his hands trembling slightly as he grabbed the pen. With one final glance at Darren, he pressed the pen to the paper and signed his name at the bottom of the forms.

“Let’s do this,” he said, forcing a grin that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Turn me into Barbie.”

Darren’s lips quirked into the faintest smirk. “You’re going to wish you were Barbie by the time this is over.”

The First Surgery: Facial Reconstruction

The operating room was cold. Too cold. Michael couldn’t stop shivMichelleg as the nurses prepped him, their faces hidden behind surgical masks. He tried to make a joke—something about him looking like a popsicle—but his voice came out shaky and uncertain. One of the nurses patted his arm reassuringly as the anesthesiologist approached.

“All right, Mr. Monroe,” the anesthesiologist said, his voice calm and professional. “Count backward from ten for me.”

“Ten… nine… eigh—” Darkness.

When Michael woke up, his face felt like it had been hit by a truck. No, not a truck—a fleet of trucks. His head throbbed, his jaw ached, and his entire face felt… wrong. Heavy. Swollen. He groaned, barely able to pry his eyes open.

“How do you feel?” Darren’s voice cut through the haze, sharp and unrelenting as always.

“Like someone rearranged my face with a sledgehammer,” Michael croaked. His throat was dry, and every word felt like sandpaper. He blinked up at Darren, who was standing at the foot of the bed with a clipboard in hand. “Did they at least leave me my good side?”

Darren ignored the attempt at humor. “You’ll be swollen for a while. The facial reconstruction was extensive. They softened your jawline, refined your nose, lifted your cheekbones, and reshaped your chin. Once the swelling goes down, you’ll look completely different.”

“Great,” Michael muttered, his voice muffled by the bandages wrapped tightly around his head. “Can’t wait to not recognize myself in the mirror.”

The Rib Removal and Collarbone Shortening

The next round of surgeries left Michael feeling like he’d been hit by a wrecking ball. His ribs ached constantly, each shallow breath sending sharp, stabbing pain through his chest. He could barely move without wincing.

“They removed sections of your lower ribs,” Darren explained matter-of-factly, standing at the edge of the bed as Michael groaned in pain. “It’ll make your torso appear smaller and more feminine.”

“My ribs?” Michael croaked. “What did my ribs ever do to you?”

“They were in the way,” Darren said simply. “And your collarbones—those have been shortened as well. Your shoulders are narrower now.”

Michael tried to sit up but collapsed back against the pillows with a groan. “I feel like Humpty Dumpty after the fall.”

“You’ll heal,” Darren said, clearly unimpressed by the theatrics. “Stop whining.”

Pelvis Reconstruction

The next surgery was perhaps the most extreme, and Michael didn’t realize how much it would cost him—physically and mentally—until he woke up.

When consciousness returned, a searing, relentless pain radiated from his lower body, unlike anything he had ever felt before. Every breath, every slight twitch sent shockwaves through his pelvis. His first instinct was to move, to try to sit up, but the agony made him freeze in place.

“What… what did they do to me?” he gasped, his voice hoarse.

Darren stood at the edge of the bed, his clipboard tucked under one arm. He looked calm, detached, as if the sight of Michael writhing in pain didn’t faze him in the slightest. “They broke and widened your pelvis.”

Michael blinked up at him, his face pale, sweat pouring down his temples. “They… what?”

“Broke it. Reset it,” Darren said matter-of-factly. “Your pelvis is now shaped to match that of a biological woman. It’ll heal, but it’s going to hurt like hell for a while.”

“Hurt like hell?” Michael hissed, his voice trembling. “Darren, it feels like someone took a jackhammer to my hips!”

“Well,” Darren said, unfazed, “that’s not far from the truth.”

Michael stared at him, his breaths coming in short, shallow gasps. “Why didn’t you warn me it would feel like this?”

“I did,” Darren replied flatly. “You just didn’t want to hear it.”

Michael shut his eyes, tears escaping down his cheeks as his body throbbed with every beat of his heart. “I can’t… I don’t know if I can do this.”

“You’ll survive,” Darren said, his tone leaving no room for doubt. “And when you’re healed, you’ll have the proportions you need to complete the transformation.”

The Final Procedure: Gender Reassignment

The last surgery was the most invasive. Michael’s male reproductive organs were removed and replaced with a fully functional set of female anatomy. When he woke up, the pain was overwhelming, but so was the sense of finality. There was no going back now. He wasn’t Michael anymore.

As he lay in the hospital bed, his body aching from head to toe, a nurse handed him a mirror. “Ready to see the new you?” she asked gently.

Michael hesitated. Did he really want to see? Slowly, he took the mirror and held it up. The face staring back at him was unrecognizable. Swollen and bruised, yes, but undeniably feminine. High cheekbones, a delicate jawline, full lips. He looked… beautiful.

“Well?” Darren asked.

Michael lowered the mirror, his hands trembling. “I look like I got hit by a bus.”

Darren smirked. “Give it time.”

When the nurse handed him a mirror, his hands trembled as he took it.

The face staring back at him was bruised and swollen, but undeniably feminine. High cheekbones. A delicate jawline. Full lips. He looked… beautiful. Alien, but beautiful.

“Well?” Darren asked from the doorway.

Michael lowered the mirror, his chest tightening. “I look like I got hit by a bus.”

Darren smirked faintly. “Give it time.”

Psychological Strain

As the swelling subsided over the weeks, Michael began to see the full extent of his transformation. His reflection was no longer his own. The person in the mirror wasn’t Michael. It was Michelle. Completely, utterly Michelle. He looked at her and felt equal parts awe and terror.

One afternoon, as he struggled to adjust his hospital gown over his new chest, Darren appeared in the doorway, arms crossed.

“What?” Michael snapped.

“Just wondMichelleg how long it’ll take you to stop complaining,” Darren said, smirking.

“Probably never,” Michael shot back. He looked down at his body, then back at Darren. “So… do I look like a supermodel yet?”

Darren chuckled. “Not quite. You’ve got a long way to go.”

Michael groaned, flopping back onto the bed. “This better be worth it.”

“It will be,” Darren said, his tone serious. “But you need to start thinking of yourself as Michelle now. Michael’s gone.”

Michael stared at the ceiling, his chest tightening. Darren was right. Michael was gone. And Michelle… Michelle was just beginning.


Chapter 4

Michael stared at his reflection in the full-length mirror, his jaw slack as he tried to reconcile what he was seeing. The person staring back at him wasn’t Michael Thompson, the socially awkward basement-dweller who lived off energy drinks and microwave burritos. No, this was someone else entirely. Michelle Black. Or at least, the beginning stages of her.

His face was still slightly swollen from the surgeries, but the changes were undeniable. His jawline, once angular and sharp, was now soft and rounded. His cheekbones had been subtly lifted, giving him a delicate, model-like contour. His nose was smaller, more refined, and his lips—plumper, fuller—looked like they belonged on the cover of a fashion magazine. His voice, thanks to a surgery on his vocal cords, now had a higher, softer pitch, though it still cracked awkwardly when he wasn’t careful.

And that was just his face.

His body was an entirely different story. He was now sporting a pair of modest but noticeable breasts, the implants still tender to the touch. His waist was impossibly narrow, thanks to a combination of liposuction and, to his horror, rib removal. His shoulders had been narrowed, his collarbones shortened, and even his pelvis had been reshaped to give him wider hips. He was still wearing loose sweatpants and a hoodie, but the changes were obvious. His figure was undeniably feminine.

He blinked at his reflection. “Well,” he muttered under his breath, “at least I finally have cheekbones. That’s something.”

Behind him, Darren stood with his usual arms-crossed, stone-faced demeanor. “You’re progressing well,” he said, though he didn’t sound particularly impressed. “But looking the part is only half the job. Now, you have to act the part.”

Michael turned to face him, wincing slightly as the movement pulled at his still-healing ribs. “Right. Because that’s going to be so easy,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “I can barely walk without tripping over my own feet, and now I have to walk in heels?”

Darren raised an eyebrow. “You’ll learn.”

“Sure,” Michael shot back. “And maybe while I’m at it, I’ll learn how to dunk a basketball, too.”

Darren’s expression didn’t change, but Michael swore he saw the faintest twitch of amusement in the corner of his mouth. “Follow me,” Darren said, turning on his heel and heading toward the training room. “Your first session starts now.”

The training room looked like a bizarre cross between a modeling studio and a boot camp. There was a long runway-style platform in the center of the room, surrounded by mirrors on all sides. Tables were lined with makeup supplies, wigs, and accessories, and in the corner, a rack of clothing held everything from slinky cocktail dresses to casual jeans and blouses. It was overwhelming, to say the least.

Standing in the middle of the room was someone Michael hadn’t met yet—a tall, flamboyant figure with a shock of platinum blonde hair, a glittMichelleg sequined blazer, and heels that had to be at least six inches high. The person turned to face him, and Michael was immediately hit with the kind of energy that could only be described as larger than life.

“Well, well, well!” the figure said, clapping their hands together. “You must be Michael. Or should I say... Michelle?”

Michael blinked. “Uh, yeah. That’s me. Michael. Or... Michelle. I guess.” He scratched the back of his neck awkwardly. “You are...?”

“Lola, darling,” the figure said, strutting forward and extending a perfectly manicured hand. “Your fairy godmother for this transformation. And by the time I’m done with you, you’ll be the belle of the ball—or, in this case, the most stunning femme fatale Johnny Grimm has ever laid eyes on.”

Michael shook Lola’s hand, feeling slightly intimidated by their presence. “Right. Cool. So, uh... how do we start?”

Lola grinned, a mischievous gleam in their eyes. “With the basics, of course. Walking, talking, sitting, standing—everything. You’re going to learn how to move like a woman, speak like a woman, be a woman. And trust me, honey, it’s going to be fabulous.”

Michael glanced at Darren, who was leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. “This is really happening, huh?” he muttered.

Darren nodded. “Every second we waste is a second closer to failure. Pay attention.”

The first lesson was walking.

Lola handed Michael a pair of black high heels—simple, elegant, and terrifyingly tall. Michael stared at them like they were a pair of venomous snakes. “You want me to put these on?” he asked incredulously.

Lola rolled their eyes. “No, I want you to admire them. Of course I want you to put them on! Chop-chop!”

Michael sighed and reluctantly slipped the heels onto his feet. The moment he stood up, he wobbled dangerously, his arms flailing as he tried to regain his balance. “Oh, yeah, this feels totally natural,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

“Relax,” Lola said, placing a hand on his arm to steady him. “It’s all about balance. Shoulders back, chin up. Pretend there’s a string pulling you up from the top of your head.”

Michael tried to follow Lola’s instructions, but the moment he took a step, his ankles buckled, and he toppled forward. He grabbed for the nearest thing to steady himself—which happened to be one of the makeup artists standing nearby. They both went down in a heap.

“Oof!” Michael groaned, lying flat on his back. “Nailed it.”

Lola burst out laughing, clapping their hands. “Oh, honey, this is going to be fun.”

The next few hours were a blur of awkward stumbles, bruised shins, and Lola’s exasperated but good-natured instructions. By the end of the session, Michael was able to walk a few steps without falling, though he still felt like a baby giraffe trying to figure out how legs worked.

“Progress!” Lola declared, clapping their hands. “Slow, painful progress, but progress nonetheless.”

Michael collapsed onto a nearby chair, kicking off the heels with a groan. “I don’t know how women do this. It’s like torture devices for your feet.”

“You’ll get used to it,” Lola said with a wink. “And trust me, it’ll be worth it when you’re turning heads left and right.”

Michael wasn’t so sure about that, but he didn’t have much time to dwell on it. The next lesson was makeup.

Sitting in front of a vanity mirror, Michael watched as one of the makeup artists demonstrated how to apply foundation, contour, and eyeshadow. It looked easy enough, but when it was his turn to try, the results were... less than glamorous.

“Okay, no,” Lola said, grabbing a makeup wipe and scrubbing off Michael’s attempt at eyeliner. “You’re not auditioning for The Joker. Let’s try that again.”

Michael sighed, picking up the eyeliner pencil and carefully attempting to draw a line along his eyelid. It wasn’t perfect, but it was better than his first attempt.

“Not bad,” Lola said, inspecting his work. “You’re getting there. Slowly. Painfully. But getting there.”

Michael smirked. “That’s the nicest thing anyone’s said to me all day.”

By the end of the day, Michael was exhausted. His feet ached, his face felt caked in makeup, and his brain was fried from trying to remember all the little details Lola had drilled into him. But despite the frustration, he couldn’t deny that he was starting to see the beginnings of Michelle.

As he looked at his reflection in the mirror, dressed in a simple blouse and jeans that accentuated his new figure, he felt a strange mix of emotions. Pride, discomfort, curiosity—it was all there, swirling in his mind.

“Not bad, huh?” Lola said, standing behind him and resting a hand on his shoulder. “You’re starting to see it, aren’t you? The woman underneath.”

Michael didn’t know how to respond to that. He just nodded, staring at his reflection.

“You’re going to be amazing, darling,” Lola said with a wink. “Trust me.”

Michael wasn’t sure if he trusted anyone right now, least of all himself. But as he turned away from the mirror and headed for the door, he couldn’t help but feel that maybe—just maybe—he could pull this off.

Maybe.


Chapter 5

The conference room was cold, sterile, and filled with a silence so heavy that Michael could hear the faint hum of the overhead fluorescent lights. He sat slouched in a chair, a thick binder labeled "Operation Michelle: Cover Story" sitting on the table in front of him. Its sheer size made it look more like a college textbook than a briefing document, and for the third time that morning, Michael wondered if he was about to fail Spy School 101.

Darren sat across from him, as unyielding as ever. His arms were crossed, his jaw set, and his expression was unreadable. On the table between them was a single sheet of paper with the words “Michelle Black: Classified Dossier” printed at the top. Darren hadn’t said much since they entered the room, which only added to Michael’s mounting anxiety.

“So,” Michael finally said, breaking the silence. “This is it, huh? The part where I become a femme fatale master criminal?” He gestured to the binder. “What is this thing, my autobiography?”

Darren didn’t so much as twitch. “This is your life now,” he said evenly. “Every detail, every nuance, every lie. If Johnny Grimm so much as suspects that something doesn’t add up, you’re dead.”

Michael swallowed hard. “Cool, cool. No pressure or anything.”

“Read it,” Darren ordered, motioning toward the binder.

Michael flipped it open to the first page, which featured a photo of “Michelle Black.” It was a digitally enhanced version of his new face, but the woman staring back at him looked nothing like the awkward guy who used to avoid eye contact with cashiers. Michelle Black had smoldMichelleg eyes, perfectly arched brows, and a subtle but deadly confidence. She looked like the kind of woman who could waltz into any room, take control, and leave a trail of broken hearts and burned bridges in her wake.

“Wow,” Michael muttered. “I look like I’d rob a bank and then seduce the FBI agent sent to catch me.”

“That’s the idea,” Darren replied without a trace of humor. “Now, pay attention. Michelle Black is twenty-four years old. She was born in New Orleans but spent most of her life in Las Vegas.”

“Vegas, huh?” Michael said, flipping to the next page. “So, the mysterious woman with a shady past thing. Classic.”

“She’s worked with several criminal organizations,” Darren continued, ignoring Michael’s commentary. “Smuggling, arms deals, high-stakes gambling. She’s smart, resourceful, and dangerous. But no one knows the full extent of her past, which is what makes her so intriguing.”

Michael scanned the page, trying to absorb the details. “Okay, so... born in New Orleans, raised in Vegas, worked as a professional badass. Got it. Anything else?”

Darren leaned forward, tapping a finger on the page. “She doesn’t trust anyone. She’s been burned before—betrayed by former partners, left to fend for herself. That’s why she’s a lone wolf. It’s also why Grimm will be drawn to her. He sees himself in people who’ve survived betrayal.”

Michael raised an eyebrow. “So, my entire backstory is basically ‘I’m damaged goods.’ That’s comforting.”

“It makes you believable,” Darren said sharply. “Grimm doesn’t trust perfection. He trusts scars.”

Michael nodded slowly, though his mind was already spinning. “Okay, so... what else? Do I have a favorite food? A favorite color? Like, what’s Michelle’s deal?”

Darren sighed, pulling a smaller packet from the binder. “Yes, you need to know all of that. Michelle’s favorite drink is a whiskey sour. She prefers jazz music, but she’s also partial to classic rock. She’s allergic to cats, not dogs. Her favorite color is red—”

“Hold up, hold up,” Michael interrupted, holding up a hand. “Why am I allergic to cats but not dogs? What does that even matter?”

“It matters because Grimm has a Persian cat named Cleopatra,” Darren replied without missing a beat. “If he invites you to his home and you suddenly start sneezing and breaking out in hives, he’ll know something’s off.”

Michael blinked. “Okay, fair point. But let me just say, this level of detail is insane.”

“It’s necessary,” Darren said firmly. “Grimm is paranoid. He’s meticulous. He’ll test you—ask questions about your past, your preferences, your habits. And he’ll know if you’re lying.”

Michael leaned back in his chair with a groan. “Great. So, not only do I have to become a completely different person, but I also have to memorize every little thing about her life. What happens if I forget something? Do I just... improvise?”

“No,” Darren said flatly. “You don’t improvise. You don’t guess. You don’t make up anything that isn’t in the dossier. If Grimm catches even the faintest whiff of inconsistency, you’re not walking out of there alive.”

Michael sat up a little straighter, the weight of Darren’s words pressing down on him. “Got it. No freestyling.”

“Exactly.” Darren pushed the binder toward him. “Start at the beginning. Read it. Memorize it. Every detail.”

Michael sighed, flipping back to the first page. For the next hour, he poured over Michelle’s fabricated life story, trying to commit everything to memory. Her favorite cocktail. The time she supposedly double-crossed a cartel in Mexico. The scar on her left shoulder from a knife fight (which, thankfully, he didn’t actually have). It was like cramming for the world’s most stressful history exam.

“Okay,” Darren said after an hour of silence. “Pop quiz.”

Michael groaned, rubbing his temples. “Already?”

“Yes. What’s Michelle’s favorite drink?”

“Whiskey sour,” Michael replied automatically.

“Favorite color?”

“Red.”

“Where was she born?”

“New Orleans.”

“Where did she grow up?”

“Vegas.”

“Why does she hate cats?”

Michael frowned. “Because she’s... allergic to them?”

Darren nodded. “Good. Now, what’s the name of the arms dealer she worked with in Istanbul?”

Michael froze, panic flashing across his face. “Uh... um...”

“Think,” Darren said, his voice sharp. “It’s in the dossier.”

“Right, right!” Michael flipped through the binder, scanning the pages frantically. “Uh... Marco! Marco something... Marco De Luca!”

“Correct,” Darren said, though his tone made it clear that Michael’s hesitation wouldn’t cut it in the field. “And what year did she supposedly work with him?”

Michael stared blankly at Darren. “Uh... 2018?”

“2017,” Darren corrected, his expression hardening. “If Grimm asks you about Istanbul, and you give him the wrong year, he’ll know you’re lying.”

“Okay, okay!” Michael said, throwing up his hands. “I get it! No wrong answers, or I die horribly. Crystal clear.”

By the time they finished, Michael’s head was spinning. He felt like he’d just crammed an entire encyclopedia into his brain, and he wasn’t even sure half of it had stuck.

“Darren,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “Be honest with me. Do you really think I can pull this off?”

Darren’s gaze softened—just a fraction. “You don’t have a choice. You’re the only one who can.”

Michael sighed, running a hand through his hair. “No pressure, right?”

Darren stood, gathMichelleg the binder and papers. “The pressure is what will keep you alive. Remember that.”

As Darren left the room, Michael slumped in his chair, staring up at the ceiling.

“Whiskey sour,” he muttered to himself. “Favorite color: red. Born in New Orleans, raised in Vegas. Worked with Marco De Luca in 2017... or was it 2018? No, 2017. Damn it.”

He groaned, rubbing his temples. He’d never been great under pressure, and now his life depended on his ability to remember the finer details of a completely made-up life. He wasn’t just becoming Michelle Black—he was Michelle Black.

And if he couldn’t sell the lie, he’d be dead before he even got his first whiskey sour.


Chapter 6

The bass from the nightclub’s sound system pulsed through Michelle’s entire body as she stepped through the entrance, her stiletto heels clicking against the polished floor. The room was dimly lit, with splashes of neon-pink and blue casting a surreal glow over the crowd. The air smelled like expensive cologne, sweat, and the faint tang of spilled alcohol. This wasn’t Michael Thompson’s world. This was Michelle Black’s.

And Michael—deep down—was losing his mind.

Alright, Michael. Cool. Calm. Collected. You’ve got this. You’re a mysterious, dangerous femme fatale. You’ve double-crossed criminals, smuggled God knows what across borders, and probably left a trail of broken hearts in your wake. You’re not some guy who once got nervous asking for extra sauce at Taco Bell. Nope. Totally different person now.

His internal pep talk wasn’t doing much to stop his palms from sweating. He clutched the small clutch purse Darren had given him like it was a lifeline, taking a deep breath as he scanned the room. Somewhere in this sea of humanity was Johnny Grimm—Chicago’s most paranoid and dangerous drug lord. The man with a reputation for sniffing out lies so quickly that even seasoned spies steered clear of him. The man who could probably spot a nervous twitch from a hundred yards away.

The man who was currently sitting at a VIP table, surrounded by bodyguards and a handful of women who looked like they’d stepped out of a fashion magazine.

Michael spotted him immediately. Johnny Grimm was hard to miss. He was dressed to perfection in a tailored black suit with a blood-red tie, his slicked-back hair gleaming under the flashing lights. His face was sharp and angular, his eyes cold and calculating. He looked like the kind of guy who could smile at you while deciding whether or not to have you killed.

Oh, great, Michael thought, swallowing hard. He’s scary and stylish. Perfect.

Darren’s words echoed in his mind: “Grimm trusts scars, not perfection. You need to intrigue him. Make him want to know more. But don’t overplay it. If he smells something off, you’re done.”

Easier said than done when every cell in his body was screaming RUN AWAY.

Michael—no, Michelle—took a deep breath and started toward the VIP area. The heels felt steadier now, thanks to hours of brutal training with Lola, but every step still felt like walking a tightrope. The dress he was wearing—a sleek black number that clung to his new curves—felt too tight, too revealing, like everyone in the room was staring at him. Which, to be fair, they probably were.

As he approached the velvet rope that separated the VIP section from the rest of the club, one of Grimm’s bodyguards stepped forward, blocking his path. The man was huge—built like a linebacker—and his expression was about as inviting as a brick wall.

“Invitation only,” the guard said, his voice a low rumble.

Michael tilted his head slightly, channeling every ounce of Michelle’s supposed confidence. “I don’t need an invitation,” he said, his voice soft but laced with just enough edge to sound convincing. “Johnny’s expecting me.”

The guard raised an eyebrow, clearly unimpressed. For a brief, stomach-churning moment, Michael thought he was about to get tossed out on his ass. But then, a voice called out from behind the guard.

“Let her through.”

It was Johnny. His voice was smooth but commanding, cutting through the noise of the club like a knife. The bodyguard stepped aside, and Michael stepped forward, his heart pounding in his chest.

Alright, Michael. Showtime.

Johnny’s eyes were on him the moment he stepped into the VIP area. Michael could feel the weight of his gaze, and it took everything he had not to fidget or look away. Johnny was lounging on a plush leather couch, one arm draped lazily over the backrest as he watched Michelle approach. The women around him shifted slightly, clearly annoyed that their moment in the spotlight was being interrupted.

Michael stopped in front of him, offMichelleg a small, enigmatic smile. “Johnny Grimm,” he said, letting his voice linger on his name. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

Johnny’s lips curved into a faint smile, but his eyes remained sharp, studying Michelle with the intensity of a predator sizing up its prey. “And you are?”

Michael tilted his head, letting his hair fall slightly over one shoulder. “Michelle Black.”

Johnny gestured to the empty seat beside him. “Well, Michelle Black, why don’t you join me?”

Michael slid into the seat, crossing his legs in what he hoped was a graceful and confident manner. Inside, he was screaming. Oh God, oh God, oh God. Don’t trip. Don’t stutter. Don’t screw this up.

Johnny leaned in slightly, his piercing gaze locking onto Michelle’s. “You don’t look like the kind of woman who just stumbles into a place like this. What brings you here?”

Michael’s mind raced. He had rehearsed this conversation a hundred times with Darren, but now that he was face-to-face with Johnny, every word felt like a potential landmine. Stick to the story. Stick to the story.

“I heard this was the place to be,” Michelle replied, keeping her tone light but with just enough mystery to pique his interest. “And I have a thing for powerful men.”

Johnny chuckled softly, his smile widening. “Flattery will get you everywhere, Michelle.”

Michael allowed himself a small laugh, though his nerves were still screaming in the background. Alright, not bad. Keep it going.

“So,” Johnny said, leaning back slightly. “What’s your story? You don’t strike me as the average party girl.”

Michael’s stomach twisted. Here we go. Don’t screw it up.

“I’m not,” Michelle said, her voice steady. “I’ve been around. Done a little bit of everything. Some things I’m proud of, some things I’m not.”

Johnny raised an eyebrow. “Sounds vague.”

“Vague works for me,” Michelle replied, meeting his gaze with a hint of defiance. “Keeps people guessing.”

Johnny studied her for a moment, his expression unreadable. The tension in the air was almost unbearable, and Michael could feel sweat starting to bead at the back of his neck.

Then, to his immense relief, Johnny smiled. “I like that.”

Michael allowed himself a small, inward sigh of relief. Okay, first hurdle cleared. Now don’t blow it.

The rest of the conversation was a blur of careful flirting and strategic vagueness. Johnny asked questions—probing, subtle questions designed to trip her up—but Michelle stuck to the story, weaving just enough truth into the lies to make them believable. She sipped her whiskey sour, laughed at Johnny’s dry jokes, and maintained a confident demeanor, even as her heart threatened to beat out of her chest.

But Johnny’s paranoia was always there, lurking beneath the surface. Every now and then, his smile would falter, and his eyes would narrow slightly, as if he was trying to peel back the layers of Michelle’s carefully constructed persona. It was a reminder that this wasn’t just a casual conversation. It was a test. And the stakes couldn’t have been higher.

By the end of the night, Michelle had managed to secure a second meeting with Johnny—a private dinner at one of his favorite restaurants. As she left the club, her heels clicking against the pavement, she allowed herself a small smile of triumph.

But inside, Michael was still panicking.

I can’t believe I pulled that off. I can’t believe I’m still alive. Holy crap, this is insane.

He climbed into the waiting car, where Darren was sitting in the driver’s seat. Darren didn’t say anything as Michelle buckled her seatbelt, but there was a faint hint of approval in his expression.

“How’d it go?” Darren asked finally.

Michael let out a long breath. “Well, I didn’t die. So I’m calling it a win.”

Darren smirked. “Not bad. But this is just the beginning.”

Michael groaned, leaning back against the seat. “Great. Can’t wait.”

As the car pulled away from the club, Michael stared out the window, the weight of what he’d just done sinking in. He had stepped into Johnny Grimm’s world—and survived. For now.

But he knew this was only the beginning.

And the hardest part was yet to come.


Chapter 7

The morning sunlight filtered through the blinds of Michael’s temporary apartment, highlighting the chaos that had become his life. Clothes were strewn across the bed—dresses, skirts, blouses—none of which he had chosen, and definitely none of which he particularly liked. A pair of black stilettos sat on the floor, mocking him with their impossible arches, while a makeup kit the size of a small toolbox took over the vanity.

Michael, or rather Michelle, stared at herself in the mirror, a mix of disbelief and resignation on her face. She was wearing a fitted red dress that clung to her newly acquired curves, the neckline plunging just enough to make her blush. Her makeup was flawless—thanks to hours of practice—and her hair fell in soft waves around her shoulders. She looked stunning. She looked like Michelle Black.

But inside, Michael was still... well, Michael.

“This is insane,” he muttered, adjusting the neckline of the dress for the third time. I look like I belong on the cover of Vogue, but deep down, I’m still the guy who ate an entire family-sized bag of Doritos in one sitting last week.

He sighed, picking up the heels and glaring at them. “Why do these things exist? Who decided, ‘Hey, let’s make shoes that are both painful and impractical’? Probably some sadist.”

The door opened behind him, and Darren walked in, his usual stoic expression firmly in place. He took one look at Michelle—at the dress, the hair, the shoes in her hand—and raised an eyebrow.

“Are you talking to the shoes again?” Darren asked dryly.

Michael scowled at him through the mirror. “They deserve it.”

“They’re shoes.”

“They’re torture devices.”

Darren ignored the comment, stepping further into the room and dropping a file onto the vanity. “You have a meeting with Johnny in an hour. He wants you to sit in on a discussion with one of his associates. It’s a test.”

Michael groaned, slipping on the heels and wobbling slightly as he stood up. “Of course it’s a test. Everything with Johnny is a test. One wrong move, and it’s game over.”

“That’s why you need to stay sharp,” Darren said, his tone serious. “He’s starting to trust you, but that doesn’t mean he won’t turn on you in an instant if he senses something’s off.”

“Great pep talk, Darren. Really boosting my confidence here,” Michael said, rolling his eyes as he practiced walking across the room. The heels still felt like walking on stilts, but at least he wasn’t toppling over like he had in the beginning.

Darren’s gaze softened—just a little. “You’re doing fine. Better than I expected, honestly.”

Michael paused, turning to face him. “Was that... a compliment? Did you just compliment me?”

“Don’t get used to it,” Darren replied, though there was a hint of a smirk on his face. “Now, focus. Johnny Grimm doesn’t give second chances.”

The ride to the meeting felt like an eternity. Michael sat in the back of the sleek black car, staring out the window as the city blurred past. His mind raced with every possible scenario. What if Johnny asked a question he didn’t know the answer to? What if one of his associates recognized him from his past life? What if he tripped in these stupid heels and face-planted in front of everyone?

Relax, he told himself. You’re Michelle Black. You’re confident. You’re dangerous. You’re not a guy who once accidentally sent a “love you” text to his plumber.

The car pulled up to an upscale restaurant, the kind of place where the waiters wore suits and the wine list was longer than the menu. Michael took a deep breath, stepping out of the car with as much grace as he could muster. The heels wobbled slightly on the cobblestone walkway, but he managed to stay upright.

Inside, the restaurant was dimly lit, with chandeliers casting a warm glow over the polished wood and leather booths. Johnny was seated at a table in the back, his usual entourage of bodyguards flanking him. He looked up as Michelle approached, a faint smile playing on his lips.

“Michelle,” he said, standing and pulling out a chair for her. “Right on time.”

Michael smiled, sliding into the chair and crossing his legs with practiced ease. “Wouldn’t want to keep you waiting.”

Johnny chuckled, sitting back down and gesturing for the waiter to bring over a bottle of wine. “You’re already making a name for yourself, you know. My associates can’t stop talking about you.”

Michael raised an eyebrow, trying to maintain Michelle’s cool demeanor. “Good things, I hope.”

“Mostly,” Johnny replied, his tone teasing. “But you know how this business is. People like to speculate.”

Michael took the glass of wine the waiter handed him, swirling it slightly before taking a sip. It tasted expensive, though he couldn’t tell the difference between this and the cheap boxed wine he used to buy. “Let them speculate,” he said, setting the glass down. “I like to keep people guessing.”

Johnny’s smile widened, but his eyes remained sharp, studying Michelle like a puzzle he couldn’t quite solve. “I like that about you. You’re... intriguing.”

Michael felt a blush creeping up his neck but quickly pushed it down. Stay focused. He’s testing you. “And you’re... persistent,” Michelle said, matching Johnny’s smile. “You don’t strike me as the type to let things go easily.”

Johnny laughed, the sound low and smooth. “You’ve got me figured out already.”

The meeting itself was intense. Johnny’s associate, a wiry man with a scar running down his cheek, was discussing a shipment of... something. Michael wasn’t entirely sure what, but it sounded illegal enough to make him sweat. He nodded along, occasionally chiming in with vague but confident comments that he hoped sounded intelligent.

The entire time, Johnny watched him, his gaze flicking between Michelle and the associate. It was unnerving, like being under a microscope, but Michael managed to keep his cool.

By the end of the meeting, Johnny seemed satisfied. He stood, gesturing for Michelle to follow him to the bar at the front of the restaurant. As they sat down, Johnny leaned closer, his voice low.

“You handled yourself well in there,” he said. “Better than I expected.”

Michael’s heart skipped a beat. Was that another test? Was the whole meeting just to see if I could keep up? “I told you, Johnny,” Michelle replied, keeping her voice steady. “I’m not just a pretty face.”

Johnny’s smile widened. “No, you’re not.”

By the time Michael got back to the apartment, he was exhausted. He kicked off the heels the moment he walked in the door, collapsing onto the couch with a groan. Darren was already there, sitting at the kitchen counter with a cup of coffee.

“How’d it go?” Darren asked, not looking up from his laptop.

“I didn’t die,” Michael replied, throwing an arm over his eyes. “So, I’m calling it a win.”

Darren smirked. “You’re getting the hang of this.”

Michael peeked out from under his arm. “That’s the second compliment you’ve given me today. Are you feeling okay?”

“Don’t push it,” Darren said, but his tone was lighter than usual.

Michael sighed, staring up at the ceiling. He was starting to get the hang of being Michelle Black. The makeup, the heels, the flirting—it was all becoming second nature. But the more he settled into the role, the more he felt... conflicted.

Because sometimes, when he looked in the mirror, he didn’t see Michael anymore.

He saw Michelle.

And that scared him more than Johnny Grimm ever could.


Chapter 8

Michael Thompson had always thought he knew who he was. A regular guy, a little awkward, not particularly remarkable, but dependable. The kind of person who blended into the background and was perfectly fine with it. But as he stood in front of the mirror in his apartment, adjusting the strap of a sleek emerald-green dress that hugged his body in all the right places, he wasn’t so sure anymore.

Michelle Black stared back at him.

Her makeup was flawless, her lips painted a bold red that matched the confidence she exuded. Her hair fell in soft waves over her shoulders, shiny and perfect. Her figure, curvy and commanding, practically oozed power. But beneath all of that, somewhere deep down, Michael was still there. Or at least he thought he was.

He turned slightly, examining his reflection from another angle. “I mean... damn,” he muttered under his breath. “I look good.”

And that was the problem. He wasn’t supposed to like this. He wasn’t supposed to feel... comfortable. Yet, as the days went on, as Michelle became more entrenched in Johnny Grimm’s world, Michael couldn’t deny the strange sense of satisfaction growing inside him. The way people looked at Michelle—with admiration, fear, even desire—was something he’d never experienced as Michael. And he liked it.

He liked it a lot.

The knock at the door startled him out of his thoughts. Darren walked in without waiting for permission, as he always did, carrying a tablet and a cup of coffee. He took one look at Michael standing in front of the mirror and smirked.

“Admiring yourself again?” Darren asked, setting the coffee down on the counter.

Michael rolled his eyes, grabbing a pair of earrings from the vanity and clipping them on. “I’m just... making sure everything looks right. You know, for the mission.”

Darren leaned against the counter, crossing his arms. “Uh-huh. Sure. That’s why you’ve been standing there for ten minutes.”

“Shut up,” Michael muttered, slipping into the pair of towMichelleg black heels that had become a staple of Michelle’s wardrobe. He wobbled slightly before finding his balance, cursing under his breath. “Why does everything about being a woman have to be so complicated? Dresses, heels, makeup... It’s like an obstacle course.”

“ConsidMichelleg you used to trip over your own sneakers, I’d say you’re doing pretty well,” Darren said with a shrug. “Anyway, you’ve got a busy day. Johnny wants you to meet with one of his lieutenants this afternoon. Apparently, he’s been singing your praises.”

Michael froze mid-step. “Wait, really? Singing my praises? Are we sure we’re talking about the same Johnny Grimm? Paranoid Johnny? Trusts-no-one Johnny?”

“The very same. You’re climbing the ranks faster than we expected,” Darren replied, his tone neutral. “That’s good. But it also means the stakes are higher. One slip-up, and—”

“Yeah, yeah,” Michael interrupted, waving a hand. “One slip-up, and I’m toast. I got it.”

Darren raised an eyebrow but didn’t push. “Good. Now go get ready. And try not to fall on your face this time.”

The meeting with Johnny’s lieutenant went smoothly—almost too smoothly. Michael (as Michelle) had quickly learned that confidence was half the battle. If you acted like you belonged, like you were in control, people believed it. And Michelle Black exuded confidence.

But as the day wore on, Michael couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that he was starting to lose himself in the role. He found himself smiling and laughing more easily, slipping into Michelle’s mannerisms without even thinking about it. The way she walked, the way she tilted her head when she flirted, the way she commanded attention—it all felt natural now. Too natural.

By the time the meeting was over, and Johnny had given his usual approving nod, Michael felt both exhilarated and uneasy. He was winning Johnny’s trust, which was the entire point of the mission. But at what cost?

Later that evening, Michael decided to take a detour on the way back to his apartment. He needed a break from the constant tension, the endless act of being Michelle Black. So, he stopped at a quiet little café he used to frequent before this whole undercover operation turned his life upside down. It was the kind of place where no one asked questions, where he could just be... himself.

Or so he thought.

He had barely taken a sip of his coffee when someone slid into the seat across from him. Michael looked up, his heart skipping a beat. It was Dave Miller, an old coworker from his office job. The same office job he had abruptly “quit” when he was recruited for this mission.

“Michelle?” Dave asked, tilting his head. “Is that you?”

Michael’s stomach dropped. Oh, no. Oh, no, no, no. He plastered on a smile, trying to keep his voice steady. “Uh, yeah. Hi, Dave. Long time no see.”

Dave frowned, leaning in slightly. “Wow, you look... different. I mean, I didn’t even recognize you at first. Did you... do something with your hair?”

Michael laughed nervously, waving a hand. “Oh, just, you know, a little makeover. New me, new look.”

Dave nodded slowly, his brow furrowed. “Huh. And your voice... it sounds different too. Are you sick or something?”

“Uh, yeah,” Michael said quickly. “Just a little cold. Nothing serious.”

Dave seemed to accept this, leaning back in his chair. “Well, you look great. I mean, really great. Didn’t know you had it in you.”

Michael forced another laugh, his mind racing. Oh God, how do I get out of this? “Thanks, Dave. That’s sweet of you.”

Before Dave could ask any more awkward questions, Michael’s phone buzzed. He pulled it out of his clutch, pretending to read a text. “Sorry, gotta run. Meeting someone. But it was great seeing you!”

Dave looked disappointed but nodded. “Yeah, you too. Don’t be a stranger, okay?”

Michael smiled tightly, grabbing his coffee and practically sprinting out of the café. The second he was outside, he let out a long breath, his heart pounding. That was too close.

Back at the apartment, Michael collapsed onto the couch, kicking off his heels and rubbing his temples. Darren walked in a few minutes later, glancing at him with a raised eyebrow.

“What happened to you?”

“I ran into someone I used to know,” Michael groaned. “Dave Miller. From accounting.”

Darren frowned. “Did he recognize you?”

“Not exactly,” Michael said, sitting up. “He thought I was Michelle. Didn’t even realize it was me.”

Darren’s expression didn’t change, but there was a hint of something in his eyes—concern, maybe. “That’s a good thing, isn’t it? Means the transformation is working.”

“Yeah,” Michael muttered, running a hand through his hair. “But it didn’t feel good. It felt... weird. Like I was lying to him.”

“You are lying to him,” Darren pointed out. “That’s the whole point.”

Michael sighed, leaning back against the couch. “I know. But it’s not just Dave. It’s... everything. Sometimes I feel like I’m not even Michael anymore. Like Michelle’s taking over.”

Darren didn’t say anything for a long moment. Then, finally, he spoke. “That’s the cost of going undercover. You become the role. It’s messy, and it’s complicated, but it’s what you signed up for.”

Michael nodded slowly, but the unease didn’t go away. As much as he wanted to believe Darren, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was losing himself. That the line between Michael and Michelle was starting to blur.

And he wasn’t sure which side he wanted to be on.


Chapter 9

The text came late in the evening, just as Michael—no, Michelle—was about to collapse onto the couch after another long day of navigating Johnny Grimm’s web of power and paranoia. She had managed to survive another meeting with his associates, successfully dodging their probing questions while wearing heels that felt like medieval torture devices. It had been exhausting. All she wanted now was to kick off the shoes, order a pizza, and zone out in front of some terrible reality TV.

But then her phone buzzed.

Johnny: Dinner at my place. Tomorrow night. Just us.

Michael stared at the screen for a long moment, her pulse quickening. She read it again, then a third time, as if the words might rearrange themselves into something less... intimate. Just us. That wasn’t a business meeting. That wasn’t a strategy session. That was personal.

“Uh-oh,” she muttered, sinking onto the couch.

Darren, who had been typing away on his laptop at the kitchen counter, glanced up. “What’s ‘uh-oh’?”

Michael hesitated, then held up the phone. “Johnny. He wants me to have dinner with him. Alone. At his place.”

Darren raised an eyebrow. “That’s good. It means he trusts you.”

“Or it means he’s planning to poison me,” Michael shot back, though she knew that wasn’t true. Johnny Grimm didn’t play games like that. If he thought she was a threat, she’d already be at the bottom of the Chicago River. No, this wasn’t about suspicion. This was something else. Something far more complicated.

Darren smirked faintly. “I’m guessing the idea of dinner isn’t what’s freaking you out.”

Michael huffed, tossing the phone onto the coffee table. “Of course it’s freaking me out! What if I say the wrong thing? What if I do the wrong thing? What if—” She paused, running a hand through her hair. “What if he actually likes me?”

Darren leaned back in his chair, studying her. “Isn’t that the point? Getting close to Johnny is the whole reason you’re doing this.”

“Yeah, but...” Michael trailed off, biting her lip. “What if I’m starting to like him too?”

That made Darren pause. He set his laptop aside, his expression turning serious. “Michael—”

“Michelle,” she corrected automatically, then winced. “God, I don’t even know why I said that.”

Darren sighed. “Look, I get it. Johnny’s got that whole... dark, brooding thing going on. And sure, he’s charming in a ‘might-kill-you-if-you-look-at-him-wrong’ kind of way. But don’t forget who he is. He’s a criminal. A dangerous one.”

“I know that,” Michael said quickly. “Believe me, I know that. But he’s also... I don’t know. He’s not what I expected. He’s smart. And funny. And when he looks at me...” She trailed off again, shaking her head. “It’s just... confusing, okay?”

Darren didn’t respond immediately. When he finally spoke, his voice was softer than usual. “Just remember why you’re here. Don’t lose sight of that.”

Michael nodded, but the knot in her stomach didn’t loosen.

The next evening, Michael found herself standing in front of Johnny’s penthouse door, clutching a bottle of wine so tightly she was surprised it hadn’t shattered. She was wearing a dark blue dress that Darren had insisted made her look “sophisticated but approachable,” though she couldn’t shake the feeling that it made her look like she was trying too hard. Her heels—mercifully lower than usual—clicked softly against the marble floor as she shifted nervously.

You can do this, she told herself. It’s just dinner. With a criminal mastermind who could probably kill you with a spoon. No big deal.

The door opened before she could knock. Johnny stood there, dressed casually in a black button-down shirt and dark jeans, his sleeves rolled up to reveal strong forearms. His hair was slightly tousled, as if he hadn’t bothered to fully style it, and there was a faint shadow of stubble on his jaw.

He smiled—a genuine, disarming smile that made her heart skip a beat. “Michelle. Come in.”

She stepped inside, trying to keep her composure. The penthouse was stunning, all sleek modern lines and floor-to-ceiling windows that offered a breathtaking view of the city skyline. Soft jazz played in the background, and the warm glow of the lighting made the space feel surprisingly cozy.

“Nice place,” she said, handing him the wine.

“Thanks,” Johnny replied, taking the bottle and examining the label. “Good choice. You’ve got taste.”

Michael smiled faintly. “I had help.”

Johnny chuckled, setting the wine on the counter. “Let me guess. Darren?”

“Maybe,” she admitted, relaxing slightly. “He’s more of a wine snob than I am.”

Johnny poured them each a glass, handing one to her before gesturing toward the kitchen. “I hope you’re hungry. I thought we’d cook together.”

Michael blinked. “Cook? As in... us? Together?”

Johnny smirked, leaning against the counter. “What, you think I can’t cook?”

“No,” she said quickly. “I just... wasn’t expecting it.”

“Well, I figured it’d be more fun than just sitting at the table,” Johnny said, his tone light. “Besides, I want to see what you’re like when you’re not in business mode.”

Great. Cooking. Because that’s not a recipe for disaster, Michael thought, smiling nervously. “Sure. Sounds fun.”

It turned out that cooking with Johnny was both a disaster and a revelation. Michael, who had never been much of a chef, managed to burn the garlic within five minutes, setting off the smoke alarm. Johnny laughed as she frantically waved a dish towel at the ceiling, his rare, genuine amusement making her feel more at ease.

“You’re dangerous with a knife,” he teased, taking over chopping duties. “And not in the good way.”

“I’m better at eating than cooking,” she admitted, watching as he effortlessly sliced vegetables with the precision of a professional chef. “What about you? Where’d you learn to cook?”

Johnny shrugged, his expression softening. “My mom. She always said that if you could feed yourself, you’d never depend on anyone else.”

There was a quiet sadness in his voice that caught her off guard. “She sounds like a smart woman,” Michael said gently.

“She was,” Johnny replied, his gaze distant for a moment. Then he smiled faintly, handing her a bowl of chopped vegetables. “Here. Try not to set these on fire.”

“Ha ha,” she said, rolling her eyes but taking the bowl.

By the time dinner was ready, the initial awkwardness had faded. They sat at the dining table, the city lights twinkling behind them, and Johnny poured them another glass of wine.

“This is nice,” he said, his tone unusually soft. “I don’t usually get to do this. Just... relax. Be normal.”

Michael raised an eyebrow. “You? Normal?”

Johnny laughed, shaking his head. “Okay, maybe not normal. But... something close to it.”

She smiled, taking a sip of her wine. “I get it. Sometimes it’s nice to take a break from the chaos.”

Johnny leaned back in his chair, studying her. “You’re different, Michelle. Most people I meet, they’re either trying to impress me or manipulate me. But you... you’re real.”

Michael’s stomach twisted. He didn’t know how wrong he was. But the sincerity in his voice made her chest ache. “Maybe I just like keeping you on your toes,” she said lightly, trying to deflect.

Johnny smiled, but his gaze remained steady. “Whatever it is, I’m glad you’re here.”

And just like that, the line between Michelle Black and Michael Thompson blurred a little more.

After dinner, they moved to the living room, sinking into the plush leather couch. The flickMichelleg light of the fireplace cast dancing shadows across their faces as Johnny picked up the remote and flicked through Netflix's vast library.

"Any preferences?" he asked.

Emma shrugged, nestling deeper into the cushions. "Surprise me."

Johnny hummed thoughtfully, scrolling past a few options before settling on something foreign with subtitles. He hit play and settled back against the couch, legs extended out in front of him.

The opening credits rolled over a serene Japanese garden scene, the soft plucking of strings filling the silence between them. Emma sneaked a glance at Johnny's profile, his features illuminated by the warm glow of the television. His long lashes cast shadows across high cheekbones and a strong jawline, the lines of his face carved from stone.

She swallowed hard, trying to ignore the butterflies in her stomach. The sexual tension had been building all night - every brush of skin, every shared glance, every lingMichelleg look. It was palpable now, crackling through the air like lightning before a storm. Emma felt like she could reach out and touch it.

The movie played on, but neither seemed to pay attention, too caught up in their own thoughts. Or maybe not thoughts - more like feelings. Unspoken desires simmMichelleg beneath the surface.

Then suddenly, without warning, Johnny turned his head towards her. His gaze was intense, searching, as if he could see straight through all her lies and into the heart of her soul. Emma froze, breath caught in her lungs.

"Michelle," he whispered hoarsely, reaching out to tuck an errant hair behind her ear. "I can't focus with you so close."

Her lips parted silently, no words coming out. All she could manage was a weak nod.

He leaned in slowly, giving her ample time to pull away if she wanted to. But she didn't want to - she needed this. Needed him. Needed the escape from the constant lies that had taken over her life.

So when their lips finally met, it felt like homecoming. Like relief after a long absence. Johnny's mouth was warm and soft as he kissed her back eagerly, hands tugging at her waist to pull her closer until she was practically in his lap.

She moaned against him, sinking into the firmness of his chest, letting herself get lost in sensation. His lips trailed down her neck, teeth grazing over sensitive skin. Her head fell back with a low groan as sparks ignited along every nerve ending.

His hands roamed her curves possessively, kneading at soft flesh through thin cotton fabric. She gasped when he cupped her breasts, thumbs flicking over hardening nipples until she was writhing beneath him.

"Johnny," she whimpered breathlessly, "Please..."

He growled low in his throat, crushing their mouths together again before releasing an open-mouthed kiss along collarbone and sternum. She cried out sharply as he suckled at the valley between her breasts, tongue lapping over feverish skin.

With a low curse, he flipped them so she was straddling his hips, hands gripping handfuls of ass to grind against his rapidly hardening bulge. The friction made stars explode behind closed eyelids and she canted her hips wantonly, seeking more pressure, more friction.

They moved in sync then, bodies swaying rhythmically as clothes fell forgotten onto the floor around them. There was no thought beyond sensation - just skin against skin, heat meeting heat until there was nothing else left except this primal dance of need and desire.

It felt like coming home...and also like falling off a cliff with no safety net to catch her. Because she knew once they crossed this line, there would be no turning back. No pretending anymore that it meant nothing more than physical release.

But did she care? At this point, all reason had fled long ago, leaving only instinct and animal hunger in its wake...


Chapter 10

Michael—no, Michelle—had always known this day might come. She’d rehearsed countless scenarios with Darren, built her cover story layer by layer, and conditioned herself to keep every detail airtight. But no amount of preparation could account for the one thing she couldn’t control: herself.

It started innocently enough. A quiet dinner with Johnny at one of his favorite upscale restaurants. The kind of place where the waiters wore white gloves and the napkins were folded into origami swans. The kind of place where Michelle Black was supposed to feel right at home.

The conversation had been casual at first—Johnny was unusually relaxed. They talked about wine (Michelle knew nothing), music (Michael’s knowledge of Taylor Swift was surprisingly useful), and travel (Michelle had “been to Paris”—a lie Darren had drilled into her cover story). She was doing fine. Better than fine. Johnny was smiling, leaning in closer, his usual guarded demeanor softening.

But then he asked the question.

“So, what part of Paris did you stay in?”

The fork froze halfway to her mouth. Her mind raced. Oh no. Oh no, no, no. We didn’t go over this. Why didn’t we go over this?

“Oh, uh...” she stammered, scrambling for an answer. “The, um... you know... the artsy part.”

Johnny’s smile faltered, just slightly. “The artsy part?”

“Yeah!” she said quickly, forcing a laugh. “You know, lots of cafés, street painters, accordion music... very French.”

Johnny’s eyes narrowed, his expression unreadable. “You mean Montmartre?”

Michael felt her stomach drop. “Yes! That’s the one,” she said, trying to sound confident. But it was too late. She could see the flicker of doubt in his eyes. The seed had been planted.

The rest of the dinner passed without incident, but Michael could feel the shift. Johnny was quieter, his gaze sharper, as if he were seeing her for the first time. Every word she spoke felt like walking a tightrope. By the time dessert arrived, she was practically sweating.

When the waiter brought the check, Johnny leaned back in his chair, studying her. “You’re full of surprises, Michelle.”

She forced a smile. “I like to keep things interesting.”

Johnny nodded, but there was an edge to his smile now. “You certainly do.”

Back at her apartment, Michael kicked off her heels and collapsed onto the couch, her nerves still frayed. Darren was sitting at the dining table, scrolling through something on his tablet. He looked up when she walked in.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Darren said.

“I think I just screwed up,” she admitted, running a hand through her hair. “Johnny asked me about Paris. I panicked and said I stayed in ‘the artsy part.’”

Darren blinked at her. “The artsy part?”

“Shut up,” she snapped, pacing the room. “He said Montmartre, and I just went with it. But I could tell he didn’t believe me. He’s suspicious now. I can feel it.”

Darren set the tablet down, standing up. “Okay, calm down. One little slip-up isn’t the end of the world.”

“You don’t understand,” Michael said, her voice rising. “Johnny doesn’t trust people. Ever. If he starts digging, I’m done.”

Darren frowned, his usual stoic demeanor cracking slightly. “Then don’t give him a reason to dig. Stick to the story. Be Michelle Black. You’ve convinced him this far. You can get through this.”

Michael nodded, trying to steady her breathing. Darren was right. She just had to stay calm. Stay focused. Michelle Black didn’t panic. She didn’t make mistakes.

But Michael Thompson? He was a different story.

The next day, Johnny invited her to his office—a sleek, minimalist space on the top floor of a downtown high-rise. Michelle walked in, her heels clicking against the polished floor, her face a mask of confidence. But inside, her stomach churned.

Johnny was sitting behind his massive oak desk, flipping through a file. He looked up as she entered, gesturing for her to sit. “Michelle,” he said, his tone warm but guarded. “Thanks for coming.”

“Of course,” she said, sitting gracefully in the chair across from him. “What’s on your mind?”

He leaned back in his chair, studying her. “I’ve been thinking about our conversation last night.”

Oh no. Here it comes. She kept her expression neutral. “Oh?”

“Yeah,” Johnny said, tapping the desk lightly. “You mentioned Montmartre. I’ve been there a few times. Beautiful place.”

Her mind raced. Was this a test? Was he trying to catch her in another lie? “It really is,” she said smoothly. “The architecture, the atmosphere... it’s like stepping into a painting.”

Johnny nodded slowly, his gaze never leaving hers. “What was the name of the café you liked? The one with the street painters?”

Michael froze. Café? What café? She forced a laugh, waving a hand dismissively. “Oh, I don’t remember the name. My French is terrible. But they had the best croissants I’ve ever had.”

Johnny didn’t smile. “Interesting.”

The silence stretched, heavy and uncomfortable. Michael felt like she was drowning. Change the subject. Now.

“You know,” she said suddenly, leaning forward, “speaking of France, I’ve always wanted to own a pet iguana.”

Johnny blinked. “A pet iguana.”

“Yes,” she said, nodding earnestly. “They’re so... exotic. And I hear they’re very low-maintenance. Plus, they’d look great in selfies.”

Johnny stared at her, and for a moment, she thought she’d gone too far. But then, to her relief, he chuckled. “A pet iguana. That’s a new one.”

“What can I say?” she said, smiling. “I’m full of surprises.”

Johnny shook his head, still smiling, but there was a glint of something in his eyes—something calculating. The iguana story had distracted him, but it hadn’t erased his doubts.

Later that evening, Johnny’s right-hand man, Victor, sat in his car, a laptop balanced on his knees. Victor had never trusted Michelle Black. She was too polished, too perfect. And now, with Johnny starting to question her, he finally had the excuse he needed to dig deeper.

He typed her name into a secure database, scanning through what little information he could find. Michelle Black’s history was clean—too clean. No family, no childhood photos, no trace of her existence before a few years ago.

Victor frowned, his instincts kicking in. Something didn’t add up. And he wasn’t going to stop until he found out what.

Back at her apartment, Michael sat on the couch, staring at her phone. She couldn’t shake the feeling that the walls were closing in. Johnny’s questions, Victor’s cold stares, the weight of her own lies—it was all starting to suffocate her.

She glanced at Darren, who was sitting across from her, typing away on his laptop. “Do you think he knows?” she asked quietly.

Darren looked up, his expression unreadable. “Not yet. But if Victor starts digging, it’s only a matter of time.”

Michael nodded, her chest tightening. She had come too far to fail now. But with Johnny’s suspicions growing and Victor hot on her trail, she knew one thing for certain.

The clock was ticking.


Chapter 11

Michelle had barely stepped into Johnny’s office when she felt the shift—a subtle but unmistakable drop in temperature. The room itself hadn’t changed—still sleek and understated with its dark wood furniture and panoramic view of the Chicago skyline—but Johnny’s demeanor was... different. He stood near the window, his hands in his pockets, staring out at the city below. His shoulders were tense, his posture rigid, and when he finally turned to face her, his expression was unreadable.

“Close the door,” he said, his voice calm but edged with something sharper.

Michelle froze, hand still on the doorknob. Her instincts screamed at her to run, to find some excuse to leave, but she forced herself to obey. The door clicked shut, and she turned slowly, trying to mask her unease with a practiced smile. “What’s with the serious tone? You’re not about to fire me, are you?”

Johnny didn’t smile. “Sit down.”

Two words, simple and direct, but they carried the weight of an order. Michelle hesitated, glancing at the chair in front of his desk. Stay calm, she told herself, crossing the room with measured steps. She sat, smoothing her dress as she leaned back, feigning a confidence she didn’t feel. “Alright,” she said lightly. “What’s this about?”

Johnny moved to his desk but didn’t sit. Instead, he leaned against the edge, crossing his arms as he studied her. The silence stretched between them, each second stretching longer than the last. Michelle fought the urge to shift under his gaze.

“I’ve been thinking,” he said finally, his tone deceptively casual. “About you.”

Her stomach dropped, but she kept her expression neutral. “Me? Should I be flattered or worried?”

“Maybe both,” he said, tilting his head slightly. “You’re an interesting person, Michelle. Smart. Confident. Quick on your feet. Too quick, sometimes.”

Michelle’s throat tightened. Here we go. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

Johnny didn’t respond. He straightened, pacing slowly behind his desk, his movements deliberate. “You know,” he said, his voice quiet, “I don’t let many people into my world. Trust isn’t something I give lightly.”

“I know that,” Michelle said carefully, her pulse quickening. “And I’m grateful for the trust you’ve shown me.”

“Are you?” He stopped, turning to face her again. “Because lately, I’ve been wondMichelleg if I made a mistake.”

The words hit her like a punch to the gut, but she didn’t flinch. She couldn’t. Keep it together, she thought, forcing a puzzled frown. “What are you talking about?”

Johnny leaned forward, resting his hands on the desk. “Your story doesn’t add up,” he said bluntly. “You told me you grew up in New York, but you don’t have an accent. You said you lived in Paris, but when I asked you about it, you couldn’t name a single café. And then there’s the fact that Victor’s been looking into you.”

Damn it, Victor. Michelle felt her pulse spike, but she kept her face neutral. “Victor’s been looking into me?” she asked, feigning surprise. “Why?”

“Because he doesn’t trust you,” Johnny said, his voice hardening. “And right now, I’m starting to wonder if he’s right.”

Michelle’s mind raced. Think, think, think. She couldn’t deny the inconsistencies—Johnny was too smart for that—but she needed to spin them into something believable. Something that wouldn’t just explain the gaps but would also make him want to believe her.

She sighed, leaning back in her chair and crossing her arms. “Alright,” she said, her tone calm but tinged with frustration. “You want the truth?”

Johnny raised an eyebrow. “That would be a nice change.”

She hesitated, as if debating whether to say more, then leaned forward, her voice lowMichelleg. “I wasn’t lying about growing up in New York,” she said. “But I didn’t exactly have a picture-perfect childhood. My parents... they weren’t good people. They were involved in some... shady things. I spent most of my life trying to avoid their mistakes, but no matter what I did, it followed me. So when I got the chance to leave, to start over, I took it.”

Johnny’s expression didn’t change, but she could see the flicker of curiosity in his eyes. “And Paris?”

She exhaled, shaking her head. “Paris was a lie. I never went there. I just... I thought it sounded impressive. I wanted you to think I was more sophisticated than I really am. But the truth is, I’ve spent most of my life running—from my past, from my family, from everything. That’s why Victor can’t find anything on me. I’ve worked hard to stay off the radar.”

The room fell silent. Johnny didn’t move, didn’t speak, but his gaze remained locked on hers, sharp and probing. Michelle held her breath, willing herself to stay calm. Please buy it. Please.

Finally, he straightened, his expression softening—just slightly. “You’re good,” he said quietly. “I’ll give you that.”

Michelle’s stomach twisted. “Good at what?”

“At lying.”

The accusation was a knife to the chest, but she didn’t let it show. Instead, she smiled faintly, though it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I’m not lying about wanting to be here, Johnny. I’ve worked hard to earn your trust, and I don’t take that lightly.”

Johnny didn’t respond immediately. He walked around the desk, pouring himself a glass of whiskey. He took a sip, then glanced at her. “Trust is a fragile thing, Michelle. Once it’s broken, it’s hard to put back together.”

She swallowed hard. “I know.”

“Do you?” he asked, his tone sharper now. “Because if I find out you’re hiding anything else—”

“I’m not,” she said quickly. “I swear.”

The silence stretched again, heavy and oppressive. Michelle felt like she was standing on a ledge, waiting for the ground to crumble beneath her.

Then, in her nervousness, she reached for the glass of water on the desk—and knocked it over.

“Oh, crap,” she blurted, grabbing a napkin and frantically trying to mop up the spill. “I’m so sorry. I—God, I’m such a klutz.”

For a moment, Johnny just stared at her. And then, to her surprise, he laughed. A deep, genuine laugh that caught her completely off guard.

“You really are full of surprises,” he said, shaking his head. “One minute, you’re ice-cold under pressure, and the next, you’re spilling water all over my desk.”

She smiled sheepishly, setting the soggy napkin aside. “What can I say? I like to keep you on your toes.”

Johnny chuckled again, but the tension between them hadn’t fully dissipated. As he sat back down, Michelle could feel the shift in the air. She’d managed to deflect his suspicions—for now—but the trust they’d been building was fractured, and she knew it wouldn’t take much to break it completely.

Later that night, as Michelle sat in her apartment, staring out the window at the city lights, she couldn’t shake the weight of Johnny’s words.

Trust is a fragile thing.

She thought about the way he’d looked at her, the way his voice had softened when he spoke about trust. He wasn’t just testing her—he was giving her a chance to prove herself. And as much as she wanted to believe she could keep up the act, a part of her wondered if she even wanted to anymore.

“Michael.”

She turned to see Darren standing in the doorway, his expression grim. “How bad was it?”

She sighed, running a hand through her hair. “Bad. But I think I managed to talk my way out of it.”

Darren frowned. “You think?”

She nodded, though the knot in her stomach told her otherwise. “Johnny’s suspicious, but he hasn’t figured it out. Yet.”

Darren crossed his arms, his gaze narrowing. “Victor’s still digging. If he finds anything—”

“I know,” she said, cutting him off. “I’ll handle it.”

“Will you?” Darren asked, his voice quiet but firm. “Because it seems like you’re getting a little too close.”

Michelle didn’t respond. She couldn’t. Because deep down, she knew he was right. And the closer she got to Johnny, the harder it became to remember which side she was really on.


Chapter 12

Michelle didn’t know why she said yes. After the tense confrontation with Johnny, she’d told herself to keep her distance, to let things cool off. Yet, when his text came through—simple, casual, but undeniably magnetic—she couldn’t stop herself from replying.

Johnny: Come over. Dinner at my place. Your turn to cook. I’ll help.

The addition of I’ll help made her pause. Johnny wasn’t the type to offer assistance lightly, and the idea of him in the kitchen, sleeves rolled up, standing next to her, was... disarming. She wasn’t sure what she was getting herself into, but she couldn’t resist the pull.

Michelle: Are you sure you’re ready for that kind of chaos?

Johnny: No. But I like a little danger.

When she arrived at Johnny’s penthouse that evening, the familiarity of the space immediately set her at ease. She’d been here enough times now to know where he kept the wine glasses, how the light from the Chicago skyline spilled across the living room at night, and the faint scent of his cologne that always seemed to linger, no matter the hour. But tonight, the kitchen was alive with a different kind of energy—ingredients laid out on the counter, a cutting board and knives ready, and Johnny leaning casually against the island, waiting for her.

“You came,” he said, his lips curving into a faint smile as she stepped inside.

“Well, when you said you’d help, I figured that meant I wouldn’t be entirely responsible for burning your kitchen down,” she replied, slipping off her coat and draping it over the back of a chair.

He chuckled, pushing off the counter and gesturing toward the apron he’d left for her. “I’d rather not take that risk. But I’m here to supervise... and maybe save the day if things go south.”

“Supervise? I thought you said you’d help.”

“I did. I’m just giving you a head start,” he said, smirking as he handed her the apron. “Figured I’d see what you’re capable of before I step in.”

“Oh, you’re going to regret that,” she muttered, tying the apron strings around her waist. “What’s the plan?”

“Pasta primavera,” Johnny said, stepping toward the counter. “Simple, classic, impossible to screw up... supposedly.”

She gave him a skeptical look. “You’re underestimating my ability to create chaos in the kitchen.”

He grinned. “Then it’s a good thing I’ll be here to keep you in line.”

They started with the vegetables, Johnny showing her how to properly hold the knife and slice the zucchini into even rounds. His hand brushed against hers as he adjusted her grip, his touch warm and steady. Michelle tried to focus on the task at hand, but having him this close made it difficult to think straight.

“You’re overthinking it,” Johnny said, his voice low and calm. “Just let the knife do the work.”

“I’m trying,” she muttered, glancing at him out of the corner of her eye. “But you hovMichelleg over me isn’t helping.”

“HovMichelleg?” He raised an eyebrow, leaning slightly closer. “I’m teaching.”

“You’re distracting,” she shot back, her cheeks warming as she focused on the zucchini in front of her.

He smirked, clearly enjoying the effect he was having on her. “Fine. I’ll handle the peppers. Let’s see who finishes first.”

It didn’t take long for Michelle’s competitive streak to kick in. She attacked the zucchini with renewed determination, determined to prove she could keep up. But her uneven slices gave her away, and Johnny didn’t miss a beat.

“Not bad,” he said, glancing at her cutting board. “If we were making abstract art.”

She tossed a piece of zucchini at him, which he caught midair with a laugh. “Careful,” she warned. “Next time, it’ll be the knife.”

“Noted,” he said, holding up his hands in mock surrender. “But if you’re going to throw knives, at least let me teach you how to aim first.”

Despite the teasing, Michelle found herself relaxing as they worked side by side. Johnny took over the garlic, explaining how to sauté it just right so it wouldn’t burn. She stood next to him, watching as he moved with practiced ease, his sleeves rolled up to his forearms, revealing strong, capable hands. It was oddly mesmerizing.

“Your turn,” he said, stepping aside and handing her the spatula. “Think you can handle stirring?”

She shot him a look. “Even I can manage that.”

“Let’s not get cocky,” he replied, leaning against the counter as he watched her. “You’re in uncharted territory now.”

Michelle rolled her eyes but couldn’t help smiling. She stirred the garlic carefully, adding the vegetables as Johnny instructed. For a moment, it felt almost... normal. Like they were just two people making dinner together, no hidden agendas, no ulterior motives. She hated how much she liked it.

The real test came with the sauce. Johnny hovered closer this time, his hand brushing hers as he helped her pour in the cream and season it just right. She couldn’t help but glance up at him, catching the faint smile on his lips as he watched her work.

“You’re not bad at this,” he said softly.

“Don’t sound so surprised,” she replied, trying to ignore the way her heart skipped a beat. “I’m capable of following instructions, you know.”

“Good to know,” he said, his voice dropping slightly, his gaze lingMichelleg on her for a moment longer than necessary.

The moment stretched between them, heavy with unspoken words. Michelle felt her breath hitch, the air between them charged with something she couldn’t quite name. But before she could say anything, the sauce began to bubble over.

“Crap!” she yelped, grabbing the spatula as Johnny laughed and reached for the heat dial.

“Saved by the sauce,” he said, his tone light but his eyes still holding that lingMichelleg warmth.

“Yeah, yeah,” she muttered, stirring furiously to cover her flustered state. “Don’t get used to it.”

By the time they finished, the kitchen was a mess—flour dusted the counter, stray vegetable slices littered the floor, and Michelle had somehow managed to get sauce on her sleeve. But the pasta primavera smelled amazing, and the satisfaction of having cooked something edible (with Johnny’s help) made her grin.

They sat at the small table near the window, the Chicago skyline glittMichelleg in the background. The meal was surprisingly good, though Johnny couldn’t resist teasing her about her knife skills and her overzealous stirring.

For the first time in a long time, Michelle felt... normal. Like she wasn’t playing a role or hiding behind a mask. She was just herself.

But as the night wore on, the guilt began to creep in. Every time Johnny smiled at her, every time he laughed at one of her jokes, she felt the weight of her deception pressing down on her. He didn’t know who she really was. He didn’t know that the woman sitting across from him, sharing wine and stories, was the same woman who was plotting his downfall.

“Penny for your thoughts?” Johnny’s voice broke through her reverie.

Michelle blinked, realizing she’d been staring at her wine glass. “Sorry,” she said quickly. “Just... thinking about everything I’ve got going on.”

“Work?” he guessed.

“Something like that,” she said, forcing a smile. “What about you? What keeps you up at night?”

Johnny leaned back in his chair, his expression thoughtful. “A lot of things,” he admitted. “The business. The people I’ve lost. The people I’m trying to protect.”

His words hit her harder than she expected. She’d always known Johnny wasn’t just some ruthless criminal—he had layers, complexities, motivations that weren’t always easy to understand. But hearing him talk about it, seeing the vulnerability in his eyes, made it harder to reconcile the man in front of her with the man she was supposed to take down.

Later, as she stepped into the cool night air, Michelle couldn’t shake the conflict raging inside her. What had started as a mission—a job—had turned into something far more complicated. She was supposed to be gathMichelleg intel, finding weaknesses, building the case that would bring Johnny Grimm down. But instead, she found herself falling for him.

And the worst part? She didn’t know if she could stop.


Chapter 13

Michelle sat in the corner booth of the dimly lit diner, her hands wrapped around a mug of lukewarm coffee. The place was quiet, save for the occasional clatter of plates from the kitchen and the hum of a neon sign flickMichelleg in the window. Across from her, Darren leaned back in his seat, arms crossed, his frustration practically radiating off him.

“Let me get this straight,” he said, his tone dripping with sarcasm. “You’re falling for him. Johnny Grimm. The guy we’ve been trying to bring down for years. The drug lord. The one responsible for half the organized crime in this city. That guy.”

Michelle sighed, rubbing her temples. “I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to.”

She glared at him over the rim of her mug. “I’m not falling for him.”

“Oh, really?” Darren leaned forward, his voice dropping to a mocking whisper. “Then explain to me why, two months into this op, you’ve got no actionable intel, no evidence to tie him to the cartel, and no plan to take him down. Because from where I’m sitting, it looks a hell of a lot like you’re in over your head.”

Michelle clenched her jaw, trying to keep her temper in check. “It’s not that simple.”

“No,” Darren shot back, “it’s exactly that simple. You’re supposed to be gathMichelleg intel, Michelle, not playing house with the kingpin. What the hell happened to you?”

His words stung, but she couldn’t deny the truth in them. When she’d first taken the assignment, she’d been clear-headed, focused. Johnny Grimm was just a target—a name on a file, a man she had to manipulate to do her job. But that was before she got to know him. Before she saw the man behind the reputation. Before he started to feel... human.

“I’m doing my job,” she said finally, though the conviction in her voice was weak even to her own ears.

“Are you?” Darren snapped. “Because it seems to me like the only thing you’ve done is get close enough to him to throw this entire mission into jeopardy. Do you have any idea how much pressure Langley’s putting on me? On you? They want results, Michelle. Not excuses.”

Michelle set her mug down with a thud, her frustration bubbling to the surface. “You think I don’t know that? You think I don’t feel the pressure every single day? I’m doing the best I can, Darren.”

“Your best isn’t good enough,” he said coldly. “Not anymore.”

The words hung in the air between them, heavy and unrelenting. Michelle wanted to argue, to tell Darren that he didn’t understand, but the truth was, she wasn’t sure she understood either. How had things gotten so complicated? How had she let herself get so close to Johnny?

“Look,” Darren said, his tone softening slightly. “I get it. Johnny’s charming. He’s got that whole dark, brooding thing going on. And sure, maybe he’s not as cold-blooded as some of the other guys we’ve dealt with. But don’t forget who he is, Michelle. He’s still a criminal. He’s still dangerous. And the longer you stay in his world, the harder it’s going to be to get out.”

“I know who he is,” Michelle said quietly. “I haven’t forgotten.”

“Then start acting like it,” Darren said sharply. “We need something—anything—to tie him to the cartel. Bank records, shipments, phone calls—I don’t care what it is, but you need to find it, and you need to find it fast. Langley’s already talking about pulling you out.”

Michelle’s stomach twisted at the thought. She knew what “pulling her out” really meant. If the CIA decided the mission was a bust, they wouldn’t just let her walk away. They’d burn her cover, leak her identity, and let Johnny deal with the fallout. It was a death sentence—one that would take Johnny down with her.

“I just need more time,” she said finally, her voice barely above a whisper.

Darren shook his head. “You’re out of time, Michelle. Either you finish the job, or they’ll finish it for you.”

Later that night, Michelle sat alone in her apartment, staring at the files spread out on the coffee table. They were a mix of CIA intel and her own notes—names, dates, transactions, everything she’d been able to gather on Johnny and his operation. It wasn’t enough. Not yet. But if she pushed a little harder, if she dug a little deeper, she could probably find what Darren was looking for.

The thought made her sick.

She leaned back on the couch, closing her eyes. Johnny’s face flashed in her mind—his smile, his laugh, the way he looked at her when he thought no one else was watching. She’d spent enough time with him to know that he wasn’t the monster the CIA made him out to be. Yes, he was dangerous. Yes, he’d done terrible things. But he wasn’t beyond redemption. He wasn’t beyond saving.

And yet, here you are, plotting his downfall.

The guilt was suffocating. She’d always known this mission would be messy—complicated, even—but she hadn’t expected it to feel so... personal. Somewhere along the way, Johnny had stopped being just a target. He’d become a person. And that made her job infinitely harder.

Her phone buzzed on the coffee table, pulling her out of her thoughts. She picked it up, her heart skipping a beat when she saw Johnny’s name on the screen.

Johnny: You okay?

The simplicity of the message made her chest tighten. He didn’t know what she was dealing with. He didn’t know that she was sitting here, debating whether to betray him or protect him. All he knew was that she hadn’t been herself lately, and he was worried.

Michelle: Yeah. Just tired. Long day.

Johnny: Come over. I’ll pour you a drink.

She hesitated, her thumb hovMichelleg over the keyboard. Part of her wanted to say no, to put some distance between them before she did something she couldn’t take back. But another part of her—the part that craved his presence, his warmth—couldn’t stay away.

Michelle: Give me twenty minutes.

When she arrived at Johnny’s penthouse, he was waiting for her by the door, a glass of whiskey in hand. He smiled when he saw her, the kind of smile that made her feel like the only person in the world.

“You look like you’ve had a rough day,” he said, stepping aside to let her in.

“You have no idea,” she muttered, kicking off her shoes.

He handed her the whiskey, his fingers brushing hers. “Want to talk about it?”

No, she thought. Not unless you want to hear about how the CIA wants me to destroy your life.

“Not really,” she said, taking a sip of the drink. “But thanks for the whiskey.”

Johnny watched her for a moment, his expression unreadable. “You know,” he said, “you’re a terrible liar.”

Her heart skipped a beat. “What makes you think I’m lying?”

“Because I know you,” he said simply. “And I can tell when something’s bothMichelleg you.”

Michelle looked away, unable to meet his gaze. “It’s just work,” she said. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

Johnny stepped closer, his voice softening. “You don’t have to handle it alone, you know.”

The words hit her harder than she expected. She wanted to believe him, to let herself fall into the comfort of his arms and forget about everything else. But she couldn’t. Not when she knew how this would end.

“I’m fine,” she said, forcing a smile. “Really.”

He didn’t look convinced, but he didn’t press her. Instead, he reached out, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “You’re full of secrets, Michelle Black.”

You have no idea, she thought.

But instead of saying that, she just smiled and took another sip of her whiskey, letting the warmth of it spread through her chest. For now, she could pretend that this was real. That she wasn’t lying to him. That she wasn’t about to destroy the man she might actually be falling for.

And for tonight, that would have to be enough.


Chapter 14

Michelle sat in the nondescript conference room, the faint hum of the overhead fluorescent lights grating against her already frayed nerves. Darren stood at the head of the table, pacing back and forth as he laid out the CIA’s plan with the precision of a surgeon preparing for an operation. His tone was sharp, his words clipped, but Michelle barely heard any of it. Her mind was elsewhere—on Johnny, on what this mission had become, on what she had become.

“This is it,” Darren said, slapping a file down on the table in front of her. “The final move. No more stalling, no more excuses. Tonight’s the night we take him down.”

Michelle stared at the file, her stomach twisting. She didn’t want to open it. She didn’t want to see the details of the plan that would end Johnny’s life as he knew it. But she didn’t have a choice. Slowly, she reached for the file, her hands trembling slightly as she flipped it open.

Inside was a layout of Johnny’s penthouse, along with a list of instructions. Her task was simple: plant a small USB drive in his office. The drive contained fabricated evidence—transaction records, encrypted communications, everything the CIA needed to tie Johnny to the cartel. Once the drive was in place, a team would move in, arrest him, and seize the evidence before he had a chance to react.

“You’re the only one who can do this,” Darren said, leaning over the table. “You have access to his penthouse. He trusts you. But if you hesitate, if you screw this up, Johnny walks—and so do a lot of very bad people.”

Michelle didn’t respond. She couldn’t. Her throat felt tight, her chest heavy. She knew Darren was right—Johnny was no saint, and the people he worked with were dangerous. But that knowledge didn’t make this any easier.

“You’re not getting cold feet, are you?” Darren asked, his eyes narrowing.

Michelle forced herself to look up at him. “I just need a minute.”

Darren scoffed, crossing his arms. “You’ve had two months, Michelle. Two months to do what should’ve taken two weeks. Langley’s breathing down my neck, and if you don’t deliver tonight, they’re pulling the plug.”

“And what does that mean?” Michelle asked, her voice sharper than she intended.

“It means they’ll burn you,” Darren said bluntly. “They’ll leak your cover, let Johnny figure out who you really are, and let him deal with you however he sees fit.”

Michelle’s stomach dropped. She’d known the risks going in, but hearing it spelled out so plainly made it all feel painfully real.

“So, what’s it going to be?” Darren asked. “Are you in, or are you out?”

Back at her apartment, Michelle paced the small living room, the file clutched tightly in her hands. She’d read through the instructions twice already, but she couldn’t bring herself to start preparing. Every time she thought about walking into Johnny’s penthouse, about looking him in the eye while she betrayed him, she felt like she was going to be sick.

She dropped the file onto the coffee table and sank onto the couch, burying her face in her hands. What the hell am I doing? she thought. She’d spent years training for missions like this, learning how to manipulate people, how to lie, how to bury her emotions. But none of that training had prepared her for this. For him.

Her phone buzzed on the table, and she grabbed it without thinking. It was a text from Johnny.

Johnny: Dinner at my place tonight?

She stared at the message, her chest tightening. He had no idea what was coming. No idea that tonight, everything would change.

Michelle: Sure. What time?

Johnny: 7. I’ll cook this time.

She let out a weak laugh, remembMichelleg her last disastrous attempt at cooking. Then the guilt hit her again, heavier this time. She was about to destroy him, and he was making her dinner.

By 6:30, Michelle was dressed and ready to go, but her nerves were a mess. She’d changed outfits three times, overthought every detail of her appearance, and spent an embarrassing five minutes debating whether to bring a bottle of wine. In the end, she decided against it. Showing up with wine felt too... personal. Too normal.

She glanced at the USB drive sitting on the counter, its glossy surface catching the light. It seemed so small, so insignificant, but it carried the weight of everything she’d been avoiding. With a shaky breath, she slipped it into the pocket of her jacket.

Her phone buzzed again—another message from Darren.

Darren: Do the job. No mistakes.

Michelle resisted the urge to throw her phone across the room. Instead, she grabbed her keys and headed out the door.

When Johnny opened the door, he greeted her with a warm smile that made her chest ache. He was dressed casually—dark jeans, a gray henley that clung to his frame in all the right ways—and there was a faint smell of garlic and herbs wafting from the kitchen.

“You’re early,” he said, stepping aside to let her in.

“Traffic was light,” she lied, slipping past him.

The penthouse was as immaculate as always, though there was a warmth to it tonight that Michelle hadn’t noticed before. Maybe it was the soft lighting, or the smell of dinner cooking, or the fact that Johnny seemed more relaxed than she’d ever seen him.

“Wine?” he offered, holding up a bottle.

“Sure,” she said, forcing a smile. She followed him to the kitchen, watching as he poured two glasses.

“Careful,” he teased, handing her one. “This stuff’s not from a box. Try not to spill it.”

She rolled her eyes, though the memory of her last clumsy mishap brought a genuine smile to her face. “Very funny.”

They settled into easy conversation as Johnny finished cooking, but Michelle’s nerves never eased. Every laugh, every shared glance, every touch felt like a knife twisting in her gut. She kept waiting for the right moment to slip away, to plant the USB drive in his office, but the thought of actually going through with it made her stomach churn.

After dinner, Johnny suggested they move to the couch. Michelle hesitated, her pulse racing. This was her chance—while he was distracted, she could sneak into his office and finish the job. But as they sat down, Johnny reached for her hand, his touch warm and steady.

“You’ve been quiet tonight,” he said softly. “What’s going on?”

Michelle swallowed hard, her throat suddenly dry. “Just tired,” she said. “It’s been a long day.”

Johnny studied her for a moment, his gaze searching. “You know you can talk to me, right? About anything.”

Her chest ached at the sincerity in his voice. She wanted to tell him everything—to confess, to explain, to beg for his forgiveness. But she couldn’t. She didn’t know how.

Instead, she forced a smile and squeezed his hand. “I know.”

When Johnny got up to grab another drink, Michelle saw her opportunity. She slipped into his office, her heart pounding as she pulled the USB drive from her pocket. The desk was immaculate, every item perfectly arranged. She reached for the computer, her hands trembling, but then she froze.

I can’t do this.

The thought hit her like a freight train. She couldn’t betray him. Not like this. Not after everything.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and she pulled it out to see another message from Darren.

Darren: Do it now.

Michelle stared at the screen, her mind racing. Then, without thinking, she deleted the message and stuffed the USB drive back into her pocket.

When she returned to the living room, Johnny was waiting for her, two glasses of whiskey in hand. He smiled as she sat down beside him, and for the first time that night, Michelle felt like she could breathe.

She didn’t know what tomorrow would bring, but one thing was certain: she couldn’t go through with the mission. Not anymore.


Chapter 15

The night was eerily quiet, the kind of silence that typically blanketed the city before all hell broke loose. Michelle stood in Johnny’s penthouse, her heart racing as she glanced out the massive floor-to-ceiling windows. The Chicago skyline glittered in the distance, but all she could feel was the weight of the storm brewing beneath the surface.

The night had started normally—or as normal as things could be under the circumstances. Johnny had been in a good mood, his easy smile making her chest ache with guilt. But Michelle had sensed something off. Maybe it was the way he kept glancing at his phone, or the way his crew had been unusually tense as they came and went from the penthouse. Something was about to happen—she could feel it in her bones.

And then her phone buzzed.

Darren: We’re moving in. Get out now.

She froze, her stomach twisting. No. Not yet. She needed more time. She wasn’t ready. But time had run out, and the CIA wasn’t waiting for her to make up her mind.

She slipped her phone into her pocket and turned to Johnny, who was leaning against the kitchen counter, sipping a glass of whiskey. He looked up at her, his brow furrowing slightly.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yeah,” she said, her voice tight. “Just thinking.”

Johnny smirked, setting his glass down. “You’re always thinking. You should try relaxing for once.”

She forced a smile, but the knot in her stomach only tightened. Relaxing? How could she relax when she knew what was coming? When she knew that, in a matter of minutes, his world was about to explode?

And then it happened.

The first sign was the sound of the elevator dinging—an innocuous noise under normal circumstances, but Michelle’s blood ran cold. She glanced at Johnny, who had gone completely still, his jaw tightening. He wasn’t the kind of man to ignore his instincts, and right now, every instinct he had was screaming that something was wrong.

The second sign was the sound of footsteps—heavy, purposeful, and far too many of them. Johnny’s eyes flicked toward the door, and Michelle saw the moment he realized what was happening. His expression darkened, and when he turned back to her, she felt like she’d been punched in the gut.

“Michelle,” he said slowly, his voice low and dangerous. “What’s going on?”

Her throat went dry. “I... I don’t—”

The door burst open before she could finish, and all hell broke loose.

The first shot rang out, shattMichelleg the silence and sending shards of glass flying as Johnny dove for cover. Michelle barely had time to react before one of Johnny’s men grabbed her arm, pulling her behind the kitchen island as bullets tore through the penthouse.

“What the hell is this?!” Johnny shouted over the chaos, his voice raw with anger.

Michelle opened her mouth to respond, but before she could, she heard a voice she recognized all too well.

“Johnny Grimm!” Darren’s voice boomed from the hallway, cutting through the cacophony of gunfire. “This is the CIA! Drop your weapons and come out with your hands up!”

Johnny’s head snapped toward her, his eyes wide with disbelief. “The CIA?”

Her heart sank. She wanted to explain, to tell him that she hadn’t meant for it to happen like this, but there was no time. Instead, she watched as his expression shifted—from confusion to realization, and finally, to betrayal.

“You,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “You’re one of them.”

“Johnny, I—”

“Don’t,” he snapped, his voice sharp enough to cut glass. “Don’t you dare.”

The firefight intensified, bullets flying as Johnny’s crew tried to hold their ground. Michelle ducked as a stray round shattered a bottle of wine on the counter above her, the liquid splattMichelleg across her face. She wiped it away hastily, her mind racing. She needed to do something—anything—to stop this before it spiraled completely out of control.

But then, as if the universe had decided to mock her, her wig slipped.

She felt it shift as she ducked behind the counter, the cheap adhesive loosening in the heat and chaos. Her heart sank as she reached up instinctively, grabbing at the synthetic strands just as they slid off her head completely.

“Oh, for the love of—” she muttered, clutching the wig like it was some kind of lifeline.

Johnny turned to look at her just in time to see her frantically trying to shove it back onto her head while dodging bullets. For a split second, his expression shifted—his anger replaced by something closer to disbelief.

“Seriously?” he said, his voice dripping with incredulity even as he reloaded his weapon. “You’re CIA and you’ve been wearing a wig this whole time?”

Michelle glared at him, her cheeks burning despite the chaos. “Now is not the time, Johnny!”

“Could’ve fooled me,” he shot back, ducking as another bullet whizzed past his head. “This feels exactly like the time!”

The humor was short-lived. A grenade-like flashbang went off near the entrance, the deafening boom sending Michelle’s ears ringing as she hit the floor. When the smoke cleared, she saw Darren and a team of agents storming into the penthouse, their weapons trained on Johnny and his crew.

“Hands in the air!” Darren barked, his voice cutting through the chaos.

Johnny’s men hesitated, glancing at him for direction. For a moment, Michelle thought he might surrender, but then he turned to her, his expression hard and unrelenting.

“Is this what you wanted?” he asked, his voice low and cold. “Was this your plan all along?”

“Johnny, please,” she said, her voice trembling. “I didn’t want this. I never wanted this.”

“Bullshit,” he snapped. “You used me.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “It wasn’t like that. At first, maybe, but then—”

“Then what?” he demanded. “You decided you liked me? That you’d string me along until you got what you needed?”

“It’s not like that,” she said desperately. “I—I care about you.”

He laughed bitterly, the sound cutting through her like a knife. “You’ve got a funny way of showing it.”

The standoff reached its breaking point when Darren stepped forward, his gun trained on Johnny.

“It’s over, Grimm,” he said. “Don’t make this harder than it has to be.”

Johnny didn’t move, his gaze locked on Michelle. “You should’ve just killed me yourself,” he said quietly. “Would’ve hurt less.”

Michelle’s chest tightened, tears stinging her eyes. “Johnny, please. Don’t do this.”

But it was too late. Johnny raised his weapon, and Darren opened fire.

She didn’t remember moving, didn’t remember making the decision to throw herself between them. All she knew was that one moment, she was standing frozen, and the next, she was on the ground, pain exploding in her side as the world tilted around her.

“Michelle!” Johnny’s voice was distant, panicked, but she couldn’t focus on it. Everything was a blur—shouts, gunfire, the distant sound of sirens. And then, darkness.

When she woke, the first thing she saw was Johnny’s face. He was kneeling beside her, his hands pressed against her side, blood staining his shirt and his hands.

“Stay with me,” he said, his voice raw. “Don’t you dare leave me, Michelle.”

She tried to speak, but the words wouldn’t come. All she could do was reach for him, her fingers brushing against his as the chaos raged on around them.

And then, everything went black.


Chapter 16

The hospital room was sterile and quiet, save for the faint beeping of the heart monitor beside Michelle’s bed. She stared at the ceiling, the bright white tiles blurry as she blinked away the last remnants of sleep. Her side throbbed faintly beneath the bandages, a dull reminder of the bullet wound she’d taken during the chaos. The pain was manageable—physical pain always was. It was the ache in her chest that felt unbearable.

Johnny was gone.

She didn’t need Darren or anyone from the CIA to tell her how it had ended. She’d seen the cuffs on his wrists as they dragged him out of the penthouse. Seen the way he’d looked at her—like she was a stranger. Like she was just another enemy.

And maybe she was. That was what hurt the most.

A soft knock on the door pulled her from her thoughts, and she turned her head to see Darren standing in the doorway, holding a cup of coffee and a thick manila envelope. He looked weary, though she doubted it was from guilt. Darren didn’t do guilt.

“Look who’s finally awake,” he said, stepping inside and setting the coffee on the small table by her bed. “You had us worried there for a minute.”

“Did you really worry?” she asked dryly, her voice raspier than she expected.

Darren smirked. “Okay, maybe not worried. But I figured it’d be a real pain in the ass to explain to Langley if you died.”

“Charming, as always.”

He shrugged, pulling up a chair and sitting down beside her. “How are you feeling?”

“Like I got shot,” she said, managing a weak smile. “But other than that, peachy.”

“Good. Because we’ve got some business to wrap up.” He slid the envelope across the table toward her. “Your final debrief.”

Michelle stared at the envelope for a long moment. She didn’t want to open it. Didn’t want to relive everything that had happened—everything she’d done. But she knew she didn’t have a choice. With a sigh, she picked it up and flipped it open.

Inside was a stack of paperwork, along with a brief summary of the mission. Johnny Grimm had been arrested and was now in federal custody. The evidence the CIA had planted—her evidence—was enough to secure multiple indictments. His cartel was in shambles, his crew scattered. The mission, as far as the agency was concerned, was a success.

But it didn’t feel like one.

“You did good, Michelle,” Darren said, his tone unexpectedly soft. “I know it wasn’t easy, but you got the job done. That’s all that matters.”

She set the papers down, her jaw tightening. “Is it?”

Darren frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about Johnny,” she said, her voice shaking slightly. “He trusted me, Darren. He let me into his life. And I destroyed him.”

“You did your job,” Darren said firmly. “Johnny Grimm isn’t some innocent victim. He’s a criminal. A drug lord. People like him don’t get to walk away unscathed.”

“Maybe,” she said, her gaze dropping to her hands. “But that doesn’t make it any easier.”

Darren sighed, leaning back in his chair. “Look, I get it. Missions like this—they mess with your head. But you’re going to be fine. You’re one of the best agents we’ve got, Michelle. You’ll bounce back.”

She didn’t respond. She wasn’t sure she believed him.

It was a week before she was discharged from the hospital, her body healed enough to leave but her mind still a tangled mess. The CIA had offered her some time off—“a chance to decompress,” they’d said—but Michelle knew it wasn’t about her well-being. They just wanted her out of sight until the dust settled.

She’d packed up her things and moved into a small rented apartment on the other side of the city. It wasn’t much—just a one-bedroom with creaky floors and a leaky faucet—but it was enough. For now, at least.

Her first night there, she stood in front of the bathroom mirror, staring at her reflection. Her wig was gone, her hair cropped short and uneven from where she’d hacked it off the day after the mission ended. It didn’t look great, but it felt... honest. For the first time in a long time, she felt like she was looking at the real her.

Michelle.

Not Michael. Not the undercover agent. Just Michelle.

It was strange, thinking of herself that way. For so long, she’d been playing a role, pretending to be someone she wasn’t. But now, there was no one left to fool. No one left to lie to. Just her.

She smiled faintly, running a hand through her hair. “Guess it’s time to figure out who you really are,” she muttered to her reflection.

The next morning, she decided to go for a walk. The city felt different now—brighter, somehow, though she wasn’t sure if it was the change in scenery or just the fact that she was finally seeing it through her own eyes.

She’d swapped out her usual heels for sneakers, but she still found herself stumbling over a crack in the sidewalk. “Still haven’t mastered walking in heels,” she muttered, catching herself on a nearby lamppost. “Or flats, apparently.”

An older woman walking her dog gave her a bemused look, and Michelle couldn’t help but laugh. “Don’t worry,” she said, waving her off. “I’m just testing gravity. Still works.”

The woman shook her head, muttMichelleg something under her breath as she walked away, but Michelle didn’t mind. For the first time in weeks, she felt... light. Like she could breathe again.

That afternoon, she sat down at her tiny kitchen table with a notebook and a pen. She didn’t know what she was going to write—didn’t even know where to start—but she felt like she needed to put something down. Something to help her make sense of everything.

She thought about Johnny, about the way he’d smiled at her that last night in the penthouse. About the way he’d looked at her when he realized the truth. She thought about the mission, about Darren, about the person she’d been when this all started.

And then she thought about Michelle.

The real Michelle. The one who was still figuring things out. The one who didn’t have all the answers but was finally ready to start asking the right questions.

She picked up the pen and started to write.

The days turned into weeks, and slowly, Michelle began to rebuild her life. She didn’t know what the future held—didn’t even know what she wanted it to hold—but she knew one thing for certain: she couldn’t go back to who she was before. She didn’t want to.

She was Michelle now. And for the first time in a long time, she was okay with that.

She leaned against the railing, a faint smile tugging at the corners of her lips. She didn’t know what tomorrow would bring, but for the first time in a long time, she felt ready to face it.

Whatever it was.

Epilogue: A New Life

The sun was warm on Michelle’s face as she walked down the crowded street, her steps light and purposeful. The bustle of the city surrounded her—street vendors shouting, cars honking, the occasional burst of laughter from a nearby café. It was alive, chaotic, and unpredictable. And for the first time in years, Michelle felt like she was right where she belonged.

She adjusted the strap of her bag on her shoulder, glancing into the window of a boutique as she passed. A sleek black dress caught her eye, and she paused for a moment, considMichelleg it. The old Michelle—no, the old Michael—would’ve scoffed at the idea of wearing something so feminine. But Michelle wasn’t Michael anymore. She hadn’t been for a long time.

She smiled faintly at her reflection in the glass—a woman with short, slightly messy hair, wearing jeans, a leather jacket, and sneakers that were scuffed just enough to look cool without trying too hard. She looked... good. Confident. Like someone who had figured out who she was and wasn’t afraid to show it.

“Not bad,” she muttered to herself, giving her reflection a small nod before continuing down the street.

Her apartment was small but cozy, with mismatched furniture and a tiny balcony that overlooked the park. It wasn’t much, but it was hers, and that was what mattered. She dropped her bag on the kitchen table and kicked off her sneakers, wiggling her toes against the cool hardwood floor.

The smell of coffee lingered in the air, and she made her way to the counter, where the remnants of her morning brew sat in the French press. She poured herself a cup, leaning against the counter and taking a long sip. It was too bitter—she always forgot to buy sugar—but she didn’t mind. She was learning to appreciate the imperfections.

Her phone buzzed on the table, and she glanced at the screen. It was a message from Mia, her neighbor and the closest thing she had to a friend these days.

Mia: Dinner tonight? My treat!

Michelle smiled, typing out a quick response.

Michelle: Only if you’re making that pasta again.

Mia: Deal. 7:00. BYO wine.

Michelle set the phone down, her smile lingMichelleg. It was a simple thing—dinner with a friend—but it felt monumental. For so long, her life had been about missions, lies, and survival. Now, it was about... living. And she was getting pretty good at it.

Later that evening, as she stood in front of her mirror getting ready for dinner, she couldn’t help but laugh at herself. She’d spent a solid ten minutes debating whether to wear the black boots or the brown ones, only to settle on her sneakers again. Old habits died hard, it seemed.

“Look at you,” she said to her reflection, turning slightly to inspect her outfit. “Getting dressed for dinner like a normal person. Who knew you had it in you?”

The reflection didn’t answer, of course, but Michelle felt a strange sense of pride anyway. She wasn’t perfect—far from it—but she was trying. And that was enough.

As she made her way down the hallway to Mia’s apartment, a thought struck her. She hadn’t thought about Johnny in days. Not consciously, anyway. He was always there, lingMichelleg in the back of her mind like a shadow, but he didn’t consume her anymore. She’d made peace with what had happened—with what she’d done. It wasn’t easy, and it wasn’t painless, but it was necessary.

Still, there were moments when she wondered. Where was he now? What was he doing? Had he forgiven her? Could he?

She shook the thoughts away as she knocked on Mia’s door. This was her new life, and she wasn’t going to let the past pull her back. Not tonight.

After dinner, Michelle returned to her apartment, full and content. Mia’s pasta had been as delicious as ever, and the bottle of wine they’d shared had left her with a pleasant buzz. She kicked off her sneakers and flopped onto the couch, grabbing the remote and flipping through the channels aimlessly.

Her phone buzzed again, and she groaned, reaching for it. She expected it to be Mia—probably offMichelleg her leftovers—but the name on the screen made her freeze.

Unknown Number.

Her heart skipped a beat as she stared at the message that had popped up.

Unknown: You always did look better in sneakers.

Her breath caught in her throat. There was no name, no signature, but she didn’t need one. She knew exactly who it was.

Johnny.

For a moment, she didn’t know what to do. She stared at the screen, her mind racing. How had he found her? What did he want? Was this a threat, or something else entirely?

Her fingers hovered over the keyboard, but she couldn’t think of what to say. What could she say? Sorry for betraying you? Hope prison isn’t too bad?

Instead, she set the phone down and leaned back against the couch, her heart pounding. She didn’t know what this meant—didn’t know if she wanted to know. But one thing was certain: Johnny Grimm wasn’t out of her life just yet.

The next morning, Michelle found herself at the park, sitting on a bench with a cup of coffee in hand. The air was crisp, the sky a brilliant shade of blue, and the sounds of children playing filled the air. It was peaceful, but her mind was anything but.

She pulled her phone out of her pocket, scrolling through her messages until she found the one from Johnny. She stared at it for a long time, her thumb hovMichelleg over the screen. Finally, she typed out a response.

Michelle: Sneakers are practical. You should try them sometime.

She hit send before she could second-guess herself, then slipped the phone back into her pocket. She didn’t know if he’d respond—didn’t even know if she wanted him to—but for the first time, she felt... okay. Like she could handle whatever came next.

As she stood and started walking, a smile tugged at her lips. Life was messy, unpredictable, and full of surprises. But she was ready for it. She was Michelle now—confident, independent, and finally at peace with who she was.

And if Johnny Grimm thought he could waltz back into her life and throw her off balance... well, he didn’t know her as well as he thought he did.

The story ended with Michelle striding down the path, her sneakers crunching against the gravel. She didn’t know what the future held, but she was ready to face it—one step at a time.
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