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Chapter 1



Ryan



 

“Where am I?”

I’m finally able to open my eyes just enough to squint, but I don’t recognize anything. The walls are pale pink, the color of a white sail when the sun is just kissing the horizon. The only window I can see is trimmed in white with white sheer curtains hanging from a rod stretched across its top. The open door has the same white casing. Through it I can see a periwinkle armchair and another window, seemingly identical to this one.

“Hello? Is anyone here?”

As soon as I try to move, a wave of nausea hits me. I set my head back on the pillow and close my eyes, afraid I’ll throw up if I don’t. A bed. I’m on a bed. I lie there silent and unmoving, listening for any noises. There aren’t any.

I’m under a white blanket splattered with flowers drawn in all different shades of pink. Beneath that are cherry blossom pink satin sheets that catch on my dry skin as I run my hands over them.

What is this place? How did I get here?





Chapter 2



Ryan



“Hey! Long time no see, my man!”

A man wearing jean shorts and a New York Yankees jersey walks up and wraps his arms around me, tapping me twice on the back with a clenched fist. His clothes look like they haven’t been washed since the team’s last World Series win. The man leaning against the car nods at me. He’s wearing jeans and a faded t-shirt and is by far the cleaner looking of the two.

“Whatya doin’? Come with us, man. We’re about to head over to B’s house.”

He turns and walks toward the black Chevy waiting at the gas pumps. I follow him and get into the backseat. Before I can fasten my seatbelt, Yankee is driving the three of us away.

“That was good back there. Totally believable.” The passenger turns and looks at me. I try not to roll my eyes at him. “Anyway, I’m Special Agent DeJuan Thomas. This idiot is Special Agent Joshua Kearns. Good to finally meet you in person.”

“Idiot in a Yankees jersey, of all things. I hate the Yankees.” I grunt a laugh.

“Whatever. Everybody’s just jealous.” In the rearview mirror, I can see him smiling.

“So, what did you bring for us?”

“Nothing. We discussed this. This is just a meeting to plan how things will be done. I’m not leaping into this blindly.”

“That’s smart. I see how you got where you are in life. But you gotta trust someone sometime.” I don’t even try to hide my eye roll this time. First, this is purely business; I don’t need these guys to fondle my balls. Second, I absolutely do not “gotta trust someone sometime.” Never happening. That’s how people get burned.

I act as if he said nothing. “So let’s get down to it. First things first, no more in-person meetings unless it’s an emergency. But I want a way to contact you if there is a genuine emergency.”

We drive around for the next half hour negotiating the procedures. Naturally, they want everything all at once—all the documents I can get. I explain to them, however, that would look too suspicious. This needs to be a slow leak in case anyone at work sees what files I’m accessing. I think they finally understand as they pull into the parking lot of a vacant mall about a block away from where they picked me up.

“You got all that? The VPN information, the secure email address, everything?” DeJuan asks me. “The emergency number to page me, and the code to use so they know it’s you?”

“Yes. Got it all in my phone and under separate, innocuous-sounding contacts. Even if someone got access to my phone, they wouldn’t see anything suspicious. We’re good.”

“So, when can you send us the first files?”

“I told you. You’ll get them once I can get them. It’s going to be a trickle, not a torrent. Is impatience going to be a problem? Because if so, I’m not going to do this. I’m risking too much here to have some hotheaded supercop blow this because he can’t wait an extra couple of weeks.”

“No, it’s cool, it’s cool.” Joshua looks back at me. “That’s just part of our training to get everything as quickly as we can. We know what’s riding on this for you, and we respect you for doing this. You’re doing the right thing, so you just get things to us when you can. OK?”

I am doing the right thing, but it’s not the thing they think it is. They believe I’ve had some attack of conscience, and I want to draw attention to the illegal and immoral behavior I see at work. Let them think that. This is really about revenge. I couldn’t care less about what the company is doing. What I care about is being passed over for a promotion that should have been mine. Sure, this investigation will be a blow for the company, but that’s why they have all those lawyers in the legal department. My boss, however, will make a convenient scapegoat for them since he’s the one involved in the shady practices that will soon come to the FBI’s attention.

“You’ll be hearing from me. Soon.” I step out of the car and walk away. Back toward the other side of the empty mall where I parked my car. This area is so depressing. I can’t wait to get out of here.





Chapter 3



Alexander



The assistant looks up from her computer and tells me that Mr. Dyer is ready for me. I smile at her and walk through the door and into his office. I’ve been here too many times to count, and it still impresses me. His immense mahogany desk that will need at least four strong men if he ever wants it moved. The white leather chairs that are always as bright as if they were just upholstered yesterday. The bookshelves lining the entire wall behind his desk, not filled with books, but with community service awards and honorary degrees celebrating his work with the local community as well as his contributions to medical charities in the area. But the wall you see right away when you come in—the wall he sees anytime he turns his head to the left—is solid glass and overlooks the water with the city just beyond it. It’s always breathtaking, especially now in the very early morning when the water is still sparkling orange and pink and the windows of the other buildings glimmer gold.

“Alexander, how are you this morning? Please sit down. Would you like a coffee? Water? I can have Olivia bring you whatever you want.” He doesn’t stand to greet me. He barely even turns his head to acknowledge my entrance.

“No. Thank you. I’m fine. What can I do for you this morning?”

“Never any small talk for you.” He laughs. “I like that. I respect a person who gets right down to business with no unnecessary obligation to small talk. I’ve been informed we have a situation.”

A situation? Informed? By whom? Why do I not know about this before him? “Sir?”

“I have a dear old friend, who is… let’s just say he’s well-placed. He found out the local FBI field office has opened an investigation into our little company here.”

“That could be for any number of reasons, and is almost surely nothing to be concerned with.” This is why you have all those lawyers in the legal department. This isn’t a job for Internal Security.

“Normally you’d be right. This, however, is different. Or so I’m told. We have an employee who is cooperating with this investigation. An employee who is high enough on the ladder that he could cause problems for us if he so chooses. And apparently he’s so choosing.”

“Ah, I see. Do you know how much information he’s already shared? And what information he’s even privy to?”

“He has access to a lot of information. Too much information. He’s someone we thought we could trust, but obviously we were wrong, weren’t we?” I can tell by his tone he assumes there was an incomplete or failed background check on this person. “As for what information he’s already shared, that’s the good news. He hasn’t shared anything yet. He just met this past weekend with the agents handling this investigation. If we hurry, we root this weed out before the seed even germinates.”

“That would be ideal, sir.”

“It would. It would.”

“So, how would you like me to handle this? Should I cut off his access and see that he’s escorted from the building immediately?”

“No. I’m afraid that we don’t know if he has already pirated away any files he intends to share. No, I think this will make the perfect situation to test our new toy.”

“The new drug?” I never thought we would actually use it.

“Sometimes I’m amazed at how alike you and I are.” I cringe. He slides a small piece of paper across the desk. There’s a name and department written on it. The subject. I nod. “How soon can you have everything prepared?”

“I… Depending on how we conduct the apprehension and rendition, I need one or two days to prepare that and one day to make sure the apartment is fully stocked and secure. So we can be ready in two to three days.”

“Excellent. Time is obviously of the essence. We need to get him before he can communicate anything that might cause a headache for our lawyers.” Half of what this company does causes a headache for the lawyers, and the lawyers aren’t even aware of the other half. “So, two days it is.”

I nod. Two days is pushing it, but I’ll read in Nick so he can help with this.

“Of course, I expect you to take the lead on this personally. I can trust you. I know you always put the needs of the company ahead of everything else.”

“Yes, sir.”

“That will be all, Alexander. Thank you.”

Before I’m even out of my chair, he’s looking at the screen of his computer and picking his phone out of its cradle. I’m tempted to look back one more time, to see the twinkling rose gold outside the window, but I don’t.





Chapter 4



Ryan



Man, it’s good to finally be done. I walk out of the building, ignoring the security guard at the desk, and into the parking lot toward my car. My beautiful black BMW 7 series. I approach from the front, but I take a long trip around the parking row to make sure I can see all the way around it. Looks clear. I walk up from the back and look into the backseat as I do. The windows are tinted just enough that I can’t be sure it’s clear. As I unlock the driver’s door, the interior lights come on, and I scan the back and front seats. No surprises waiting for me. I get in and lock the door behind me.

Such a long day. Before I slip into gear and back out of the parking spot, I turn on the massaging seat and enjoy the pleasant rumble for a moment. I drive through the parking lot and past the guard shack at the entrance, waving just so he’ll open the gate for me. It’s not long before I’m on the highway heading home.

Home is thirty minutes away, and it’s sometimes the best thirty minutes of my day. I crank the 80s hair metal through the car’s sixteen speaker system, and with all the automated features, the car almost drives itself along the highway. It’s like I’m just here to supervise.

When I pull onto my street, I’m finally fully relaxed… until I get close to my house. Something is off. I pull in the driveway. No lights. It’s past sunset, so my home lights should be on by now. My pulse speeds up. Is someone is inside? Should I leave and drive somewhere else? Somewhere safe? But there’s no way anyone could know. Unless those cops are dirty.

I shift the car into park so I can think for a minute, and that’s when I notice the neighbors’ lights are out too. The street lights too. My shoulders relax. It’s just a power outage. On a hot day like this, that’s not unheard of. Good. I push the button to open the garage door, but nothing happens. Oh yeah, no power, smart guy. So instead, I dig my key from my bag and walk up to the front porch and into the house.

I set my bag by the door and turn on my phone’s flashlight. It never hurts to be cautious. Sweeping the beam around the living room to my left. Nothing out of the ordinary there. The windows are still locked. The dining room to the right… the same. So I move down the hall, checking the powder room to my left. I’ll leave the basement for now until I check the rest. Through the house I go—the kitchen and family room downstairs, the bedrooms and bathrooms upstairs. All clear. Everything that should be locked is locked.

I walk through the first floor one more time in case someone snuck in while I was searching upstairs. Always keeping an eye on the basement door while I do. Still empty. I open the door to the garage. With no parked car to block the view, I can easily see there’s no one in here. I make sure the door is set to lock and wait for it to shut completely before I move on.

I open the basement door. The flashlight doesn’t do much for me here. I can see only the carpeted steps and the painted walls on either side of them. One step. Wait. Another step. Wait. I’m listening, watching for anything or anyone that might come toward me. I get to the bottom. Lots of hiding places. I need a plan if I’m going to search this properly. If I start to my right and work around the perimeter, I can funnel any intruder toward the mechanical room in the back. There’s nowhere to go from there. They’ll be cornered, and I’ll have easy access to get away if I need to.

I turn the handle to the closet and jerk it open, shining my light around the old vacuum and ironing board. Nothing. I shut the door and move to the bathroom. What’s that? I hear a noise from my left, but I don’t see anything. Probably just my imagination. I want to investigate, but this needs to be done in order. Stick to the plan. I shine the light behind the sofa. Just cobwebs. I really need to clean down here more often. Nothing behind the chair either. I move around to the area the noise came from.

I stand to the side and yank open the door. No reaction that I can tell, so I move into the door frame and shine my light, ready to hop out of the way in an instant. So far, so good. When I step into the cool room, the scent changes almost immediately. I can smell the moisture from the concrete walls and floors of this section. The boxes on the left side. That’s where I would hide in here. I move to them, careful to keep an eye on everything else as I do. Careful to always keep a direct line to the door in case I need to run. My breath catches slightly as I get to the boxes. I’ve almost convinced myself someone will pounce on me the instant I get too close. I look around them. No one.

I turn my head toward the washer and dryer. Nothing there. Should I open them to check inside? That’s overkill, right? I do it anyway. Better safe than sorry. Now, the only place left is the mechanical room.

Following what has become a pattern, I walk to the door, stand to the side, and fling it open, shining my light in immediately. There! Behind the—no. As I turn my flashlight, the shadow of the water heater dashes for cover behind the furnace. I search around all sides just to be sure, but no, it was just a shadow. I exhale and head back upstairs.

I grab my bag from where I left it by the front door and toss it on the stairs to take up later. Right now I’m starving. Damn, I guess I’m not cooking anything tonight. Delivery? I open the door to the refrigerator and see the leftover beef bulgogi from Tuesday. Nice. I grab the styrofoam container. Not waiting for a fork, I pick a piece of steak from it with my hands and pop it into my mouth. This might be even better cold. I rinse my fingers, grab a fork, and head toward the family room to my recliner.

I’m just about there when I realize I forgot a napkin. Before I can turn, I feel a mist of something spray across my face. I gasp and try to move away, but a hand clamps over my face. Over my mouth and nose. I struggle for air while I flail around, trying to throw this person off of me. It doesn’t work. I’ve got to peel his hand away from my face. I wrap my hand around one of his fingers and pull. But I can’t budge it. It’s becoming difficult to even hold my hand there, let alone wrest his away. My arm drops, and I feel my head roll to the side as darkness sweeps across my vision.





Chapter 5



Alexander



“Subject cleared internal checkpoint. Heading toward his car.”

“Copy. Watch the gate monitor and let me know once he clears the perimeter please.”

“Roger that.”

I slide my phone into my pocket and get out of the car, doing a couple stretches I hope will give me the appearance of a man about to begin a jog. I look around. No one. No sign of anyone at home. I jog in place for a few seconds and then move from the street to the side of the house. I casually look around as I do. There’s still no indication of anyone alerted to my presence. I open the unlocked gate just enough to slide through and then close it behind me. No dog. Thank God. I jog to the rear of the yard and hop the fence, bracing it as I do so it doesn’t rattle. I feel my phone vibrate in my pocket.

Now I’m in the backyard of the subject’s two story home. Looking at the corners, I don’t see any security cameras or motion detectors. That one right there. I walk to a casement window. This house was built just ten years ago, so the windows should still be original. I hope.

I step behind the rhododendron and check my phone. “Subject cleared gate.” Sent just one minute ago. That means I should have between 25-30 minutes. I text back: “Do it at 20:13.” I receive the confirmation right away.

Putting my phone back in my pocket, I look at the window. This is perfect. I pull out my nylon satchel. In a couple of minutes, I’ve got the latches undone, and I’m able to shimmy the window enough to push the lower sash into the house. I love these windows that fold in for easy cleaning. One more glance around, and I pull myself up and through the window.

Inside is a typical suburban style house. I lock the window behind me and check the carpet to make sure I’m not tracking any mud. I’m not. I look at the soles of my boots. Nothing. Time to explore. I start in the family room and kitchen since I’m here. There’s nothing remarkable. I note the magnetic strip around the backsplash holding several knives. I open the refrigerator. Hmm, leftovers. There’s a good chance that’s what he’ll have for dinner tonight. That could be a good plan B. I pull a vial from my satchel and squeeze a couple of drops into the container before closing it. Smells delicious. Now I’m starving.

The rest of the floor is basic: A living room, dining room, half-bathroom, door that leads to the basement, door that leads to the garage. I head up the stairs. Three bedrooms with standard closets. I eliminate the idea of hiding in any of the closets. Too confined. I wouldn’t be in control of the space if he found me there. I check both bathrooms, but neither is a suitable position.

I head downstairs. There’s always the broom closet in the kitchen. I doubt he would open that when he comes home, but what if he does? Just then, the lights go out. I’ve got five to ten minutes. Plenty of time. I open the garage door and look around. Perfect.

I open my satchel again and secure a piece of clear plastic tape to the lock’s strike plate. I check a couple times to make sure that will keep the door from latching and still be practically unnoticeable. It is, so I head into the garage. Along the far wall, there are storage shelves. Ideal for holding totes of Christmas lights and also as a makeshift ladder to the exposed joists above.

There’s no living area above this garage, so there’s plenty of space in the support beams. Originally left open to offer more storage, no doubt, it makes a perfect, and dark, hiding place for someone who doesn’t want to be seen. I crawl across to the set of rafters closest to the interior door. I know the subject is a suspicious person, but even the most distrustful person would probably not look into the rafters. And if they did, they would almost surely only check the ones they could see from the doorway. Unobstructed views make people lazy. I settle in to make myself as comfortable as I can while stretch across two-inch-thick boards.

It’s not long before I see the light of headlights shine through the cracks around the side of the exterior garage door. Almost showtime. I wait, but I don’t hear a car door. Is it him? Did the power outage spook him? I worried it might be too much. I wait, taking deep breaths, moving muscles to keep them limber. Finally, I hear a car door. Good boy.

He makes no attempt to be quiet as he opens the front door. I can hear him set something down, and then I hear his footsteps. Around the front of the house. Then the rear. So he’s checking things out. Very smart. I hear him walk up the stairs without checking the garage door. Maybe not so smart after all, but this makes me glad I didn’t hide in an upstairs closet. That would have been a messy confrontation with lots of cleanup afterward.

After a couple of minutes, he comes back down the stairs. He’s stomping even louder now. This man walks so loudly, it’s a wonder he doesn’t shake me from my perch. He’s re-checking the first floor. Thorough. He wins back some points he lost in the first round. I hear him almost below me now, so I take a deep breath and exhale slowly, steadily as the interior garage door opens. I tense my legs, ready to leap down if he should see me, but I know the odds of that are extremely low. Just as I suspected, he flashes his light around the garage and then leaves, never looking up. I hear him double check the lock on the door, but he fails to make sure it latched. It’s the little things that get you.

I hear him head down into the basement, so I wait for him to finish checking that. After a few minutes, I wonder if he’s coming back up. I didn’t bother checking the basement—too many weapons for him to use, probably no secure hiding spaces, and no easy exits in case something goes squirrelly. With no power, it’s not like he’s down there watching television or working in a workshop. Is he trying to gather some improvised arsenal? Surely he’s not that paranoid, is he? Especially not after he checked the rest of the house already and has seen that there’s no one here. Well, almost no one.

Finally, I hear him stomping up the stairs and pulling the door shut with a slam. It sounds like he’s moved to the kitchen now, so I slowly lower myself from the ceiling. On the ground, I stretch quickly to make sure I’m ready and then move to the door, listening. Pretty sure that’s the seal of the refrigerator puckering open. I push the door open and step into the dark hallway. There he is, his back to me. He’s reading into the container and eating something with his hands. Good. Plan B is will definitely work now if I’m not able to execute the initial grab. I step toward the kitchen. One step. Wait. Another step. Wait. He’s still distracted. All the knives are still in place along the wall, but he has a fork. I can handle that.

I’m just about to close the remaining ten feet between us when he turns toward me. Fuck. I flatten my body against the wall and hold my breath. He doesn’t even look my way. I exhale and wait a three count to make sure I’m secure.

He’s moving toward the family room now. I’m on him in six steps. Just as I reach him, he starts to turn. Did he hear me? It doesn’t matter. I take a deep breath and then spritz him. Perfect placement. He gasps, no doubt in surprise, but that will only help speed the process. Now I close my hand over his mouth and nose. I don’t need to suffocate him, but I want to keep as much fresh air from his lungs as possible. I need thirty seconds for everything to absorb, maybe less with that massive inhale he took.

He’s flailing like a beached fish. For his size, he actually has quite a bit of power. Not enough, but more than I expected for a scrawny scientist. Trying to pull my fingers back and force me to let go? Bonus points again. It’s a shame it won’t work. His strength is already failing, but even if it weren’t, he couldn’t pull my hand away. I was an all-conference wrestler in college; grips are kind of my thing.

In a couple of seconds, I feel him go limp in my arms, and I gently lay him down on the floor—no point in being disrespectful, even now. I’m not sure what the leftovers are, but they’re splattered across the floor. I pick them up, wipe up the mess, and put the used paper towels in the garbage can. Taking that bag out of the can, I tie it off and replace it—throwing a couple of things in so it doesn’t look like a brand new bag to anyone who comes investigating his disappearance. I set the old bag on the garage floor, and go back to his still body.

I feel in his pockets, but no luck. Of course. Can’t make this too easy on me, can you? I walk to the front door to look at the entrance table. Nope. I look around for a second, and then I spot it. The bag on the stairs. That’s what he set down inside the door when he first came in. And bingo. Here they are. I pull the keys from the front pouch and look at them before putting them back and slinging the strap over my shoulder.

Into the garage, removing the tape from the strike plate as I do and making sure it doesn’t leave any residue, I pull the cord to uncouple the garage door from the opener. No windows, so I’m need to act quickly and hope for the best. I yank the door up with one motion and walk confidently to his car. I hop inside and start it up, pulling it into the garage. Now out and closing the door behind me, I glance up and down the street. No one who would have spotted me.

I put his motionless body and the garbage in the trunk. As a precaution, I tape his legs, arms, and mouth. I’m sure he won’t be awake for several hours, but it never hurts to be cautious. Now to just wait. Once the power is on, I’ll back out, close the garage door behind me, and no one will ever suspect a thing until a neighbor realizes they haven’t seen him around in a few days.





Chapter 6



Ryan



“Hello?”

I roll over to look out the doorway, but I don’t stop spinning. At least it seems the way. I close my eyes and lay my head down. That helps a little. Just a little.

“Hello?”

Still no answer. I need to get up. With my eyes closed, I push myself to the edge of the bed, careful not to get too close to it. I can do this. I push my right hand against the mattress until I’m sitting upright. A couple of deep breaths, and I feel mostly fine. Time to open my eyes. When I do, I see the same white blanket and pink sheets, but now I also see a very furry white rug around the bed. That rug becomes the next goal.

I can do this! I swing my feet over the side of the bed and the motion pendulums my upper body. Too much! Closing my eyes, I take a few more deep breaths.

“Hello!” I try one last time. There’s no answer.

I think I’m ready, so I open my eyes and scoot to the edge of the bed. Worst-case scenario, I slide onto a rug that looks exceptionally comfortable. Best-case, I’m able to walk with no problems. With a hand atop the mattress on each side of me, I push up and come to my feet. Everything wobbles around me, but I’m able to hold it. Breathe. The room is still spinning, but I’m not nauseous anymore. That’s a good step. And I was right. The rug is very comfy against my bare feet.

I take a tentative step, still keeping my left hand on the bed in case of emergency. One step. Now, another. Now, another. Now, I’m at the end of the bed clinging to the white footboard. The doorway isn’t too much farther. I can make it. Then I’ll be able to hang on. Breathe. I make sure I plant each foot firmly before I raise the next one, and I make it to the doorway.

From here, I see more of the room. It’s a living room. There’s the periwinkle chair I could see from the bed. And another that matches it. And a white sofa covered in the same shaggy material the bedroom rug is made of. There are too many pillows to count on the sofa. Pinks and purples and whites and shaggy and glittery. Way too much.

Behind the sofa is an exposed brick wall with several windows. I see only sky through the windows, so I must not be on the ground floor. My gaze follows the brick wall to the right. To a refrigerator. A kitchen. Bright yellow cabinets and a crisp white counter. There’s a peninsula with a sink. Behind that is the stove and more counter space. It looks large enough for just one person to get in there, but there is plenty of counter space. I move my eyes back across the living room, back toward me. No pictures. There are generic prints hanging on the walls, but nothing seems personalized. No pictures of people. No clue who might live here.

The sofa is probably 10 feet away. That’s the next target. The only obstacle is the small oval coffee table in front of it. If I avoid that, I should be able to fall without hurting myself. But fingers crossed, I won’t fall. I take several deep breaths, and I’m sure with each one my mind clears and the room becomes more stable. I can do this. I can do this.

I count my steps to give my mind something to focus on rather than the walls that spin into and out of my vision. Four and I’m out of reach of the doorframe. I’m on my own now. Seven and I know I can do this. Twelve and my head is moving uncontrollably. I think. I’m not sure. I try to hold it still. Fifteen and I’m in the danger zone now. If I fall, there’s a chance I could hit my head on the coffee table. But this is also the homestretch. Just don’t fall! Nineteen and I’m there. My hand is on the arm of the sofa. Using it for support I turn and plop. Off center and at an uncomfortable angle. But secure. I need a minute. Then I’ll adjust myself.

From here, I can see more of the room. The television mounted to the wall in front of me. Generic flower prints hanging on either side of it. The door to the left of it. The door. But I’m not ready for that yet. The giant metal door is painted the same bright yellow as the kitchen cabinets. I see the television remote on the table in front of me and grab it. At least watching television will help kill time until I’m able to do more.

Three half-hour shows later, I’m feeling fine. I’m actually feeling great physically, which surprises me given how bad I felt just under two hours ago. My mind is a different story, though. I still have no memory of getting here or any clue where here is.

I remember driving home from work. I remember the power outage. I remember going through my house with a flashlight to make sure no one was there. No one was. Then… nothing. Just here. This place. That bed. What happened in between?

I stand up and remain still for a couple minutes, making sure my equilibrium has indeed fully returned. It has. There has to be some clue here. Something to tell me who lives here. Better yet, maybe she’ll come home soon and answer my questions. I walk to the kitchen. The refrigerator is loaded with food, so someone definitely lives here. The cabinets, however, are almost entirely bare. No takeout menus stuck with magnets to the refrigerator, or stuffed in a drawer. Just lots of produce. Maybe she’s extremely healthy and never gets takeout. The drawers and cabinets have no other clues for me.

I go back through the living room. The tables have no drawers, and there’s no tv stand or bookcases. Nothing but basic furniture that gives up nothing.

The bedroom is more of the same. Devoid of life. Except the clothes. The dressers have bras and panties and nightgowns and sweaters and pants. The closet has tshirts, blouses, skirts, dresses, shoes. It all seems to be women’s clothes, as if the owner’s sex wasn’t obvious from her design choices. There’s some jewelry in a box on a dresser, but not much. Just a few necklaces, earrings, bracelets, and rings. Not a single piece of paper in the entire apartment. Not a stray receipt or warranty brochure. Not a hidden wallet holding infrequently used credit cards. For an apartment that is clearly lived-in, it’s almost entirely unlived-in.

Frustrated, I walk to the door. Maybe there’s an address or a name outside in the hallway. Something I can look up on—my phone! Where’s my phone? I check my pockets, nothing. The bed? I rip off the blanket and sheets. It’s not there. I just searched through the entire apartment, but now I comb through it again. Nothing. It’s not here. My breathing gets shallow, so I concentrate on each inhalation and exhalation. Stay calm.

I walk to the door and pull it. It doesn’t budge. I twist the knob, but it does nothing. There are two locks on the door. Looking into the crevice between the door and the jamb, I can see that both locks are engaged. Each one, however, needs a key to unlock it. The deep breaths aren’t as effective now.

I walk to the wall of widows behind the sofa. They look out over what seems to be an old factory or warehouse four or five stories below. None of the windows open. They’re solid glass, no crank, no latches, no sash. I could always break them out if I need to. I lean my head against the glass and look down. No fire escape. No ledge. Above me, I don’t see anything either, but it’s harder to see in that direction.

My pulse is racing now, and I’m light-headed. Not from…whatever that was earlier. This isn’t some place I just ended up. This isn’t some woman’s house that I got drunk and went back to. Someone intentionally put me here. Someone is intentionally keeping me here.

I think back to the FBI agents I met just a few days ago. I try to think if someone could have followed me to the meeting or seen me there. No way. I was too careful. I’d stopped at several points along the way just to make sure any car following me would be conspicuous. There was no one. And I met the agents outside of town. No one there would have known me. There was no reason for anyone to think we were anything but three friends who hadn’t seen each other for a while. There’s no way.

Unless one of them was dirty. Would it surprise me? I did my due diligence and looked into them as much as possible, but as a civilian, it’s hard to find out much about a law enforcement agent’s background. As far as I could tell, they both lived in modest homes in the suburbs. Homes that were mostly, but not entirely, paid off. I searched the company databases for any reference to either of them—any payment to either one, even if it was coded as security or maintenance or car washing. Nothing. No connection that I could find. But it had to be them.

Damn it! I know better than to trust anyone! People are always motivated by self-interested in everything they do. I just hoped the combination of their seemingly clean records and their desire to score points by going against a large corporation would outweigh any bribes or other favors the company had thrown to them. I miscalculated.

It’s up to me now. Only me. I’ve got to find a way out. The windows are the last resort, obviously. I’ll have to be desperate to use those. The best bet is to wait for someone and overpower them when they come in. They’ll have to send someone here to… do whatever it is they’re going to do to me. My mind won’t let me admit what is the most likely outcome. Thinking of that will do no good now. Now I need to think of a way to overcome anyone who comes through that door. Hopefully, it will be the woman who lives here, but I need something that will work against a stronger man too.

I go back to the kitchen. Anything that could make a good weapon would be in there, but I don’t remember any from my initial search. It didn’t dawn on me then, but there are no knives in the apartment. At least not sharp ones. There are butter knives and forks. Those will have to do. I grab them all and stick a couple in the back waistband of my pants. I’ll station the others around the apartment.

I don’t know where I’ll be when someone comes in, so I walk around the apartment hiding the dull knives and forks. Between the cushions on the sofa and the chairs. Under the blanket in the bedroom. On the sink in the bathroom. I don’t want to be over five feet away from a weapon wherever I am.

What if it’s two people? Or one stands guard in the hallway while the other comes in? Focus! I can’t let my mind spiral. I can only control what I can control. Everything else will be dealt with at the time.

There are no scissors in the apartment either. No tweezers in the bathroom. No fingernail clippers. I keep my mind occupied in the search for weapons, so I won’t panic about how much thought has gone into removing anything dangerous before my arrival. If I thought about that, I would have to think about the implications, and I will not do that. I will not do that because it will not come to that.

With nothing sharp and no hammers or screwdrivers that would make obvious weapons, I need to improvise even more than I expected. Bars of soap. I can use those in a sock? I rummage through the dresser looking for a long sock, ideally a knee sock, so I can get the most velocity by swinging it. Yes! I load two socks with two bars of soap each. In a couple of others, I put bottles of shampoo and conditioner, face wash, lotion. Spoons! Spoons would be great in here. I take 3 more socks and head to the kitchen, loading them with spoons.

What about oil? There’s a bottle with just an inch of cooking oil in the cabinet. Nothing to light it with, so I can’t make anything incendiary. But could I make a slick on the floor? If I poured oil right inside the entrance, an attacker might slip on it, or at least lose his balance long enough to let me leap on him. Does that create a vulnerability for me, though? What if I need to escape as quickly as possible? The oil slick would leave my exit as slippery as their entrance. After a few minutes, I decide to do it. I need to surprise them. No one will expect an oil slick to be waiting for them as they walk in.

My stomach growls, but I’m not sure I can trust the food here. There’s nothing sealed in a can or a bottle I can be confident in. Just fresh foods that may have been tampered with. Too risky. I’ll have to wait. I do allow myself a glass of water, but only after rinsing the disposable plastic cup thoroughly and letting the tap run for several minutes to flush anything that might be in it.

After drinking three full glasses and part of a fourth, I head back to the sofa. Back to the two knives, one fork, and one sock loaded with spoons stationed there. I take the remote and turn on the television. I don’t know how much time I’ll have to wait, but I need a distraction. And most importantly, I need to stay awake.





Chapter 7



Alexander



“Mother fucker.” I slam the phone back into my pocket. A glorified babysitter. That’s all I am to him. Not even glorified. Any common teenage girl could do this without even thinking. “‘I want you to personally monitor him to make sure everything goes smoothly.’ Monitor this, asshole.” I flip off the air, not caring that he’ll never see my reaction.

At least I can do this from home mostly. Sitting on my couch, I log in and search the camera feeds to see what he’s up to. Probably still in bed.

Nope. There he is, on his couch. He’s doing better than I thought he would be. He’s… watching tv? I guess you have to stave off boredom somehow. How long has he been awake? I extend the stand on the iPad case and set it on my end table. No reason I can’t watch television too. It’s not like he’s going anywhere.

An hour later, I check and see he’s no longer on the couch. I grab the tablet and switch feeds until… there he is. Just in the kitchen. Probably looking for food. My stomach rumbles. Not a bad idea. Maybe I’ll order something soon. But no, he’s not looking for food. There’s plenty of it there for him when he wants it. He’s going through the drawers, checking the cabinets. What’s he looking for?

Now he’s in the bedroom. Based on his movement, it seems he’s completely cleared the sedative. On the one hand, I’m glad because I hate dealing with unconscious people, but on the other, I understand the medication works best while subjects are unconscious. Things will be suboptimal while he’s awake. I chuckle when I watch him open the closet door and look through the clothes. “Just wait, buddy.”

Oh, now things are getting interesting. He’s trying the door. I would have already tried that, but I’m glad to see him come around to it finally. It’s a shame it’ll be fruitless for him. I installed the door and the locks myself. Nothing is getting past those. That doesn’t stop him from trying the two deadbolts. Good job. While he can see those, he can’t see the bolt locks at the top and bottom on the other side of the door. Or the drop bar running across the door and the frame preventing anyone from pulling the door inward unless that’s removed.

Now on to the windows. Naturally. He sees they don’t open, but he looks down, and up, for possible escape routes. I doubt the average person would think of climbing up from a five story window. But it doesn’t matter. He’s not getting through those windows even if there would be a way to safety outside. Shatterproof glass designed to withstand bombs. They’re impossible for him to break.

What is he doing now? He’s given up already and, what, he’s fixing a sandwich? Oh, good thinking, my man. He’s back in the kitchen, and this time he’s raiding the drawers, emptying them of forks and knives. None of those will do him any good, but at least he’s trying. And now he’s…. Is he staging the weapons around the apartment? And now he’s making improvised blackjacks by stuffing soaps inside socks? My admiration for this guy is through the roof. It’s a shame he’s a scrawny, untrustworthy asshole, or I’d think about recruiting him to my team. It’s almost a pity that this poor sap won’t be getting out of here intact. Not unless someone comes to his rescue, and from what I’ve seen of his background, it’s next to impossible that he has someone in his life willing to do that.

I take notes of what he has staged around the apartment and where it is. Nothing he could do would lead him to escape, but he could still catch someone off guard. I won’t have that.

I watch as he heads back to the kitchen. There can’t be anything left he could fashion into something dangerous, so this time he’s going back for the food. Good. He can settle down, and I can get back to this movie.

But he doesn’t go for the food. He goes for the vegetable oil. He holds it in his hands for a bit and then walks over to the door and pours it out. OK, extra credit for that one. I wouldn’t have thought of that.

I watch him take a plastic cup from the cabinet and fill it with water. Rinsing it and letting the tap run are good ideas. Good ideas that won’t accomplish a thing. He seems like the type who spends a lot of time reading spy novels. Finally, he fills the cup, drinks it, and refills it. Three times. It’s good he’s heading for the couch. After that much sedative on an empty stomach, he’s going to be out for a bit. Maybe this is a good time for a nap. Thirty minutes, then I’ll finish this movie. I close my eyes.





Chapter 8



Ryan



My eyelids snap open as soon as I hear him clear his throat. He’s standing just inside the door. I reach for a knife or fork from one of the couch cushions, but I don’t feel them. The ones in my waistband? Must have fallen out. Damn it! It doesn’t matter. I have to do this anyway. This might be my only chance. I spring from the sofa and throw all my weight at him. It doesn’t even shift him. I might as well run into an oak tree at full speed. I hammer my fists against him, no logic to the blows, just trying to land against something soft that might hurt him. But nothing does. His eyes! I extend a finger and try to poke one of his eyes, but he deflects the blow and grabs my wrist. Now twisting it backward and spinning me around so my arm is pinned behind me, between our bodies.

“Are you finished?”

I stomp down hard with my left foot onto his, and I feel him double over slightly, his firm weight pressing into my back. With my free hand, I reach behind me, groping for his balls, hoping if I hit him there, he might lose his grip on me. I keep pounding and pounding. My first nearing with each strike, but I don’t get any closer than his inner thigh before he grabs that arm, too. His hands are so much bigger and stronger than mine.

“OK. Bonus points for effort, but now we are finished.”

I slam my head backward, hoping to hit his nose, but knowing he’s taller than me so the best I can realistically hope for is his chin. Unfortunately for me, that is exactly what I hit, and it sends a shock wave through my skull. Ignoring it, I try to pull him forward and then throw all my body weight backward. If I can just get him on the ground, I’ll have better odds. That doesn’t work either.

“Stop. We’re done. You’ve lost. Part of life is knowing when to quit. You need to quit. You. Need. To. Quit. I mean it. Stop squirming. I won’t hurt you. I promise.”

“Bullshit! If you weren’t going to hurt me, I wouldn’t be here. You’re probably going to take me somewhere so you can kill me.”

“If I were going to kill you, you wouldn’t still be alive. Will you stop and listen to me? How many hours have you been in here alone, sleeping? If I wanted you dead, wouldn’t I have done it then?”

“I was asleep when you came in. That’s probably exactly what your plan was if I hadn’t woken up.”

“You woke up because I cleared my throat to wake you up.”

I stop squirming. I do think it was his cough that woke me.

“And all the little weapons you had stashed around you? In the cushions of the couch and tucked in your waistband? I saw them and took them before I woke you. If I had time to do that, I had time to kill you. Trust me. It wouldn’t have taken me long at all.”

I relax my muscles and let my head hang. He’s right. He could have easily killed me or tied me up before I ever knew what he was doing. This is pointless. “So what are you doing here, then? What am I doing here? Where is this?”

“I’m not going to tell you where this is. It’s not important. I think you know why you’re here. And I’m here because an associate of mine needs to see you.” I tense up again. “Not like that. She won’t kill you. She’s not going to torture you either. She’s too sweet to hurt a fly. Now, are you going to be a good boy, so I can let you go?”

“I don’t know.”

He laughs. “I respect that answer. Let me rephrase: You are going to be a good boy when I let you go. No question. Or else. And you don’t want to find out what the ‘else’ is.”

He releases my arms, and I spin to face him. Mistake. No spinning until my brain settles down. He must see the lack of focus in my eyes because he grabs my shoulders and guides me to the sofa.

“You might have given yourself a concussion. Just for future reference, that was a stupid move.”

“Thanks. I’ll remember that the next time some giant asshole has my arms pinned behind me and is pinky promising he won’t murder me even though he’s already kidnapped me and is holding me who-the-fuck-knows where. Very useful advice, dude.”

He laughs again. I look at his face. He’s a very attractive man once you get past all the violence and the long list of felonies he’s committed. He’s the dark, brooding kind that drives women wild.

“So, what’s going to happen to me?”

“Right now? Or for the foreseeable future?”

“I guess both.”

“Right now, like I said, you have a visitor. I came in first to make sure you were in a cooperative mood, and it’s a good thing I did. For the foreseeable future, you’ll be staying here. Safely. No one is going to harm you here.”

“But outside of here?”

“Outside of here, the world is a big place, so no promises. But there are no plans for any harm to come to you. Here or out there.”

“Mmm hmm. You’ll forgive me if I don’t actually believe you, right?”

“I’ve looked into your history. You’re a very careful person, so no, I don’t expect you to believe me. But it is the truth.”

Obviously I’m not careful enough since I ended up in here. But still, there’s something about him. I don’t think he is lying to me. He seems… almost decent? That could be something I can exploit later.





Chapter 9



Alexander



For a little guy, he puts up quite a fight. Nothing I can’t handle, but more than I expected. He’s actually been very impressive so far, with the limited abilities and survival skill set he has.

As soon as I let go of his hands, he spins to face me. I can see the threat trying to form on his face. Trying, but eased away by the dazed look of a probable concussion. There’s a reason you shouldn’t headbutt someone’s chin. Probably more than one reason, actually, but this is a very good one. I grab his shoulders, sure that he’s going to topple any second if I don’t steady him. OK big guy, let’s get you to the couch.

“You might have given yourself a concussion. Just for future reference, that was a stupid move.”

“Thanks. I’ll remember that the next time some giant asshole has my arms pinned behind me and is pinky promising he won’t murder me even though he’s already kidnapped me and is holding me who-the-fuck-knows where. Very useful advice, dude.”

I laugh. This guy definitely has balls.

Once we’re both sitting on the couch, I explain again that the nurse is going to visit with him. Of course, I don’t give him the specifics, just like I don’t tell him he’s more likely to trust the first person who shows even the slightest bit of kindness to him in this situation. That was the reason I wanted to be the first one here. I want him to feel he can trust me. That could be something I can exploit later.

“So, is everything good now? Wait. Don’t answer that. Is everything as good as it can be now, given the situation?”

I’m pretty sure I see the slightest smile, or sneer, on his lips. Either way, that’s a good sign.

“I mean, I guess. Will this visitor actually tell me anything, or is she as clueless as you?”

“Sorry to disappoint, but she’s probably going to be more clueless than me.”

“Then what’s the point of this? Just come see the caged animal, poke the bear?”

“First, you’re practically hairless. I’m not sure you’re cut out for bear life.” He rolls his eyes and shakes his head. “Second. No one is coming to ‘see the caged animal.’ We’re coming to make sure you’re OK. She’s a nurse. She’s going to check you out. Neither one of us is going to hurt you. I promise.”

“Whatever. OK. So, is she waiting outside for your signal? Do you have a special knock you’re going to give when I’m safely subdued?”

“Exactly. It’s just like that. So are you safely subdued?”

“Dude. Just do it.”

I walk to the door and draw my hand back is if I’m going to knock, but then I announce: “OK Tab, we’re ready for you.” I turn around and smile as she pushes the door open.

Tabitha is a small woman, just barely over five feet tall, but she’s surprisingly muscular. I’ve seen her around the company gym before, and she’s a lot stronger than you’d think based on just her size. Today she’s wearing light pink scrubs. How appropriate, I laugh to myself.

“Hi, you must be Ryan.” She carries her backpack over to where he’s siting on the couch. “I’m Tabitha. I’m a nurse, and I’m going to do a quick examination just to make sure you’re doing OK. OK?”

“Sure. I guess.”

“Good. Now, I heard you boys wrestling around, so I’m going to wait a minute before I check your blood pressure, but let me put this on your finger to check your oxygen. I’ll listen to your heart and lungs in the meantime.”

I watch as she clips the pulse oximeter to his finger and then uses her stethoscope to listen first in front and then on his back. He seems relaxed, almost passive, but I’m watching his face for any signs that may be about to change, any suspicious eye movements or sudden tensing of muscles.

She checks his blood pressure, and still no sign of struggle from him. This is just about when things are going to come to a head, though. I take a step closer while seeming disinterested.

“Everything looks good. I just have this one medication I need to administer and then we can be on our way.” Tabitha looks up at me, and I smile, hoping to look reassuring for Ryan.

“Hold on a second. What medication? I don’t take any medications, so what is this?”

“It’s nothing to worry about. Just a quick and easy shot. That’s all.” Tabitha puts her hand on his knee as she explains.

“But what is it?” He slides back into the corner of the couch, trying to maximize the distance between the two of them.

“It really is nothing,” I say. “Just to make sure you stay healthy while you’re here. I promised neither of us would hurt you, right? I mean it. This is truly nothing to worry about. Just a simple poke.”

“But you’re not telling me what it is. Neither of you is telling me what it is. I need to know what that is before you put it in my body.”

“Don’t worry about the specifics. This is something that’s going to help you. Nothing that’s going to knock you out or make you sleepy or make you space out. It’s a good thing, trust me.” I smile at him, but I ready myself to hold him down if I need to.

“Trust you? Ha! I definitely do not trust you. But do I have a choice here?”

I shake my head no, and he rolls up his sleeve.

Tabitha stops him. “Not in the arm for this one. This one goes in the rear, so I’ll need you to stand up and pull the back of your pants down just a little for me.”

“Are you serious?” He stands and watches her uncap the syringe. The needle looks like it’s 2 inches long—enough to make my eyes widen, and I don’t have a problem with needles.

“It’s going to go up toward the top, so you don’t have to pull things down too far. Just—yep, that’s good right there, thank you. It’s probably easiest for you if you bend over that chair a little. That way you’ve got something to hang on to. There you go.”

She sets a bandage out on the coffee table and tears open an alcohol pad. After a quick wipe, she lets the area dry and then injects him.

“You’re doing good. Just about there. There.” She pulls the needle from his skin and quickly opens and slaps the bandage over the wound. “All done. Go ahead and pull everything back up, and you can sit down now. If we were in an office I’d give you a lollipop for being so brave, but—” she winks at him—“we’ll just have to pretend.” She smiles as she repacks her backpack. “Are you feeling OK?”

“Yeah. I guess. Should I feel something?”

“Nope. You won’t feel anything from that. Maybe just a little tender at the injection site for a couple hours, but that’s it. It was great to meet you. We’ll probably be seeing each other a lot. I’ll be the one who comes in and does these checkups on you regularly.” She stands and walks to the door.

“Regularly? Like how often? And how long am I going to be here?” He stands up, but I put my hand on his shoulder. Reassuring him, but mostly reminding him to stay calm.

“We don’t know. But we’re going to take care of you while you’re here. Now, before Tabitha and I leave, is there anything you need?”

“I need to get out of here, but I doubt if that’s an option.”

“Not yet. But it will be. Just… be good, and it will be.”

“Some food maybe? I mean, there’s food in the refrigerator, but I’m not sure if it’s safe. I’m starving.”

“It’s safe. I bought it myself and put it in there. Straight from the store, so feel free to eat it. And I’ll be back to check on you at least every day. Let me know any special requests you have for food. I’ll get you whatever I can.”

“OK, um, I don’t want to say thanks, but… whatever. Thanks.”

“I understand. I’m Alexander, by the way. In case you want to call me something other than all the profanities you’ve probably already named me.” I smile at him again and head toward the door behind Tabitha. I want him to know he’s not getting out of here on his own, so I loudly secure all the locks once I’m outside.





Chapter 10



Ryan



I spend the next couple of days trying fruitlessly to deduce what was in that injection. There was no immediate bodily reaction as far as I could tell. No impaired judgement or reduced sensation. No flushing. No flu-like symptoms or lethargy. In fact, the only effect I’ve noticed that may be related to the shot is an increase in energy and a sense of well-being. Starting a few hours after I received the injection and carrying over through now, I feel great both physically and mentally. There are many substances that could produce that effect, though.

Unable to discover the answer on my own and unable to get it out of Alexander, I finally give up. Whatever it was, it seems to have had only positive effects on me, if it had any at all. After a few days, as I return to my normal stamina and state of mind, I briefly wish for another injection, but I quickly dismiss that thought. The substance doesn’t seem to have created a dependency after one dose, but I don’t know if that would be the case after multiple doses.

◆◆◆
I can still see the look that was on Alexander’s face as he sat down yesterday—his upturned nose, his twisted lips, his eyebrows scrunched down over his eyes. It’s been a few days since I woke up here, and he’s visited every day. Sometimes staying for a couple of hours and sometimes staying for the entire evening. I’ve gotten used to his visits, and even come to enjoy them. A little. Given the circumstances.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“It’s obviously not nothing, so what is it?”

“When is the last time you showered?”

“Seriously? That’s what all that was about?” I wave my hand in front of his face.

“Ugh, don’t. You’re just fanning the stink my way.”

“Whatever. These aren’t exactly ideal conditions, you know.”

“That’s true. But there is running water. And a shower head above the tub. And soap. So you can’t say that you can’t.”

And he was right. It’s been six days at this point—six days since they brought me here. Six days in the same clothes with the smell building each day. I can even smell myself now, so I know it’s bad. But I’m stuck in a situation I can’t control, and that was my way of rebelling. Somehow, showering had become a sign I’d accepted my situation.

But letting myself get this dirty isn’t helping anything, so I take a bar of soap and a bottle of shampoo from the bathroom closet and put them in the shower. Soap and shampoo that have recently been returned to me after they were taken from my confiscated makeshift weapons.

I step out of my pants and boxer briefs and raise my shirt above my head and off of me. Just being out of them, already makes me feel better. I step into the shower and let the hot water hit me. Tingles run through my body as the blast hits me and the water runs down my skin. I’ve missed this feeling. I use the soap and shampoo to lather from head to foot and revel in it for a moment, letting the soap create the chemical bonds it needs to wash away the filth on me.

When I’m ready, I stand under the showerhead and let the water pour down my entire body. I watch the water as it flows down the drain, expecting it to be brown or cloudy, but it’s not. It’s simply clear water filled with soap bubbles. I already feel so much better, but I do it one more time. This time scrubbing myself red before rinsing.

Getting out of the shower, I dry with one of the fluffy rainbow-striped towels and then wrap it around my waist. Looking at the pile of my old clothes on the floor, I’m disgusted. I had planned to put those back on, but I can’t. What if I wash them in the sink? I still can’t. I won’t feel clean because I’ll know they’re still dirty. No matter how well I clean them, hand washing just isn’t the same.

Knowing what I’ll find, but hoping for something different, I walk out into the bedroom. I need to find the least feminine clothes in a closet filled with feminine clothes.

Alexander still won’t tell me about the woman who lives here. I don’t know her name, her age, where she is, anything. The only thing he has told me is that she’s doing fine, is safe, and knows that I’m “using her apartment and her belongings,” in his words. I’m slightly comforted knowing she’s OK, assuming he’s actually telling me the truth. Thinking about her makes me think about him again. As much as I can’t believe I think this, he’s actually an alright person. He seems nice, and I enjoy when he visits. Not visits, checks on me. But it is nice to have some human interaction even if it is… that.

I start with the closet. Blouses, skirts, dresses, no, no, no. Those are never going to happen. Hmm… what about that? A plain T-shirt with purple (of course) and white stripes? That’s not so bad. I can do that. I take it from its hanger and begin the search for pants. There are some options here, but they’re all dress pants or pants that are so obviously feminine I absolutely refuse. Dress pants aren’t very comfortable, though. What if I just don’t wear any pants? Or wait!

I walk to the dresser. I can’t believe I almost forgot this. In the third drawer, there are buried sweatpants. Sweatpants with varying amounts of pink (what else?), but I can live with that trade off for the comfort. I set both shirt and sweatpants on the bed and return to the dresser.

I’m afraid to open the top drawer, but I know I need to. I pull both handles, and it slides toward me easily. Pink. Lace. Black. More lace. More pink. Nothing even remotely masculine. But standing here won’t make something appear, so with one more rifle through things, I pull out a white pair with a pale pink floral pattern. They might be cute on a girl. But they’ll have to do.

I drop the towel and pull the panties up my legs, hoping they’ll fit. They do. So do the T-shirt and the sweatpants. I don’t even want to know what I look like, so I don’t let myself look in the mirror. I just want to enjoy these clean and comfortable clothes without judging myself.

Just as I plop in front of the television—I really need to talk to Alexander about getting books or internet access if I’m going to be here much longer—there’s a knock at the door. His knock. I’ve been here long enough that I recognize it. I hop up, eager to answer and let him in before realizing I’m not able to open the door. So instead I wait and listen to the sound of the locks as he unlatches them one by one. Finally, the door swings and he comes in toward me.

“Hi.” I greet him with half of a smile.

“Hey, how are you today?”

“Much better. Look!” I hold my arms out and give a mocking twirl for him.

“You changed clothes? Those look good on you.”

“Yeah, sure they do. But whatever. The point is, I finally showered. Just for you, since you had to be a baby about it.”

“Ah, my nose feels so much better already. I just assumed you’d finally thrown away the rotting raccoon carcass you had hidden in here somewhere.”

“No, I’m keeping that. Rodrigo may smell bad, but he’s my only friend. But anyway, I know I look silly, but at least I look clean.” Maybe if you would have actually brought me real clothes all those times I asked....

“You don’t look silly at all. I really do think those look good on you.”

“For real? Um, thanks.” Am I blushing?

◆◆◆
“Knock, knock.” Tabitha cracks the door and peeks in. “Mind if I come in?”

I don’t really have a choice. “No, come on in. What brings you by?”

“It’s been a week, so it’s time for another checkup to see how you’re doing. And we’ll give you another shot, too.”

A tiny part of me is instantly excited when I hear that. I quickly tamp that part down. That part will lead to trouble. “Another shot? The same one as last time?”

“Yep, same one. It’s a series of weekly injections, so I’ll come by every week to do them.”

A weekly series of intramuscular injections that produce an increase in energy and a sense of well-being? I rack my brain, trying to think of anything that might fit that description.

“How have you been feeling since I last saw you? Alexander said there weren’t any side effects from the last dose. Is that correct? Anything else going on?”

“Maybe a boost in energy from the last shot. I’m not sure if that was just coincidental timing, though. But nothing else. I’m doing well, as long as I ignore the fact I’m being held here against my will and have no clue where I am. Still can’t tell me what’s in the syringe?”

She frowns. “No. I am sorry about that. Really. On the bright side, you look good. Better than last time.”

“Thanks.” I sit up so she can examine me.

The exam is routine, the same as last week, and like before, she has me stand afterward so she can administer the shot into my gluteus. This time, however, she notices that I’m wearing panties.

“Those are cute.”

My face instantly turns red. Somehow this is different from the obviously feminine, all-pink sweatpants and T-shirt I’m wearing today. This is more personal. “Oh… uh, yeah… I… There wasn’t… That’s all that’s in the drawers. I don’t… I didn’t pick them on purpose. Well, I—”

She rests her gloved hand on mine, the one I’m using to pull down my waistband. “Stop. I didn’t mean anything by it. Your panties are cute. I like them. It’s a compliment. No hidden meanings. I swear. In fact, you look really good in pink. It suits you.”

“Oh. Thank you.”

My cheeks cool as she injects me with the medication.





Chapter 11



Alexander



My hand glides under him, only a thin layer of material keeping it from the skin of his ass. With hardly a strain at all, I lift upward, my other arm between his shoulders. I easily carry him from the wheelchair to his bed where I set him down. I know from watching the security feeds that he’s a side sleeper, but I keep him on his back anyway just because that seems to be standard practice at hospitals. I assume there’s a reason for that? Maybe I should research that one day. The surgeries were minor and went well, but I still don’t want to do anything that will impair his healing.

I look at his sleeping body before covering him up. The medication has already changed him significantly. Not only is he much lighter than he was when I first brought him here just three weeks ago, but the shape of his body is different. Most of his lost weight was muscle. Now his fat is being redistributed. He’s losing his sharp angularity. His skin is softer and more padded. He’s beginning to develop curves. It’s the strangest thing, but he seems to be unaware of these differences so far. I haven’t seen him examining his body as if something were amiss, and he hasn’t said a word to me about anything. Does he really not notice? Or is he just accepting the changes?

◆◆◆
“Oh, I didn’t expect you here.” Tabitha walks in the door and jumps when she sees me sitting on the couch watching TV.

“Yeah, I still like to keep him company even though he’s out of it. I guess just habit at this point. I’m supposed to be watching him anyway, so why not?”

“Supposed to be watching him or watching whatever that is?” She laughs and looks at the tv.

“SCAT: Super Cars Across Time. It’s high art. Not many movies are brave enough to feature intelligent time traveling cars.”

“Thankfully.”

I laugh. “So… here to check on him and give him more sedatives?”

“Yep. Need to look at his wounds to see how they’re healing. Plus, today is a shot day too. Has he still been out of it around the clock? No sounds or anything?”

“Not a peep that the mics have picked up, and nothing on the motion sensors either. So it’s safe to say he’s been pretty out of it.”

“Good, we’ve got the sedative dose correct, then. And the more time he has to heal before waking up, the better it will be for all of us.”

“Agreed.”

Tabitha goes into the bedroom to check him while he just lays there completely motionless and unaware. There’s something creepy about it, and I’m glad I’m here as a witness, even though I know Tabitha’s intentions are purely innocent.

◆◆◆
Three days later, Tabitha has given the all clear to wean Ryan off the sedative. She says it will take at least twelve hours after his last dose before he comes around, but I plan to be there after ten just in case he wakes up early.

I pull one of the purple chairs from the living room to his bedside and make myself cozy with a book. It’s the latest thriller about a lone wolf FBI agent tasked with stopping a group of Canadian anarchist terrorists who have taken over Fargo, North Dakota. Total unrealistic garbage, but it’s my guilty pleasure. I devour every book in the series. I’m about a quarter of the way through, when I see him try to shift his position in the bed beside me.

“Hey buddy. Don’t try to move. If you can hear me, don’t try to move. Everything is OK. Just lay there for a bit.”

Over the next hour, he occasionally moves his shoulder or leg or will murmur something very softly. Each time I tell him it’s OK and that he shouldn’t move. And each time I’m sure he’s not conscious enough to actually hear and process what I’m saying to him.

Finally, though, I see him open his eyes. I set the book down in my lap and lean into his field of vision, smiling. I’m not sure if he thinks of me as a friendly face, but I hope so.

“Hey good morning. Don’t talk. Everything is fine. Can you hear me? Nod your head yes if you can.”

His head slowly bobs up and down like a buoy marking a no-wake zone.

“Good. That’s good. Now everything is fine. Do you understand that? Everything is fine. Nod for me, OK?” He does. “Good boy. You got really sick—no, don’t try to talk yet. It’s important that you not talk. You got really sick, and it was bad for a while. But everything is better now. You just need to recover and get your strength back.”

His eyes flash over with panic as the adrenaline jolts him almost completely awake now. He’s looking around desperately from left to right.

“It’s OK. I promise. You’re fine.” I grab his hand to comfort him. It’s so small in my palm. “You’re fine. You don’t have to worry about a thing. I’m right here for you, OK?”

He nods his head and looks at his hand wrapped in mine.

“I’m going to go get you a whiteboard and a marker so you can write instead of talking.” As I start to stand, though, he squeezes my hand harder. “It’s OK. I can get that later and stay here with you for now. Do you want me to stay here with you?” He nods.

◆◆◆
“Do you need more ice chips? Or any water?”

Ryan is sitting on the couch and shakes his head no. I sit back down at the other end and return my gaze to the TV. We’re been binging the first two seasons of Cheyenne Bound. It’s a western drama set in the late 1800s about a young named Cheyenne, living in St. Louis until she’s kidnapped by settlers traveling west along the Oregon Trail. By the end of the first season, she’s escaped her captors, and now in season two she’s fleeing south toward the Mexican border with her love interest, Johnny Molloy. When I stopped to read the description on the streaming service, I worried that it would be too close to reality for Ryan, but he insisted we watch it. So we are, and we’re both completely wrapped in the series.

Yesterday afternoon, Tabitha had come in to check on her patient once I texted to let her know he was awake. By that point, I had explained everything that had happened, but it was good for him to hear it from her too. Of course, she just parroted the story I had created rather than the truth. It’s not the most scientifically accurate story, but it worked.

We told him he had gotten a really nasty bug somehow; we suspect it was from something he ate. Before any of us even knew something was wrong, the infection had travelled into his lymph system. By then, the bacteria had concentrated in the lymph nodes in his neck and groin. That explained why he was sore in those areas. To explain the bandages, she told him he had to have surgery in both spots to drain the nodes. His high fever is most likely the cause of him not remembering any of this.

But she told him that things are much better now after a course of antibiotics and the surgeries. Both incisions are healing nicely, and she thinks he may not even get any scars. She also told him he will heal better if he waits another forty-eight hours before trying to speak. Actually, the surgeon said he could probably start speaking softly after a week, which is today, but Tabitha and I both agreed that a little more time could help to better ensure success.

Before leaving today after the checkup, Tabitha gave him his weekly injection. He doesn’t even question them anymore, just pulls his pants down and bends over. Or in today’s case, he pulls up the hem of his nightgown and bends over.

I was more than a little proud of myself when I saw the tiny smile on his face as Tabitha told him she liked his nightgown. Since he has a catheter and an incision in his groin, I decided I could push him into nightgowns. It gave me a logical reason to insist, and he didn’t argue much.





Chapter 12



Ryan



My voice is still strange to me. It sounds higher pitched to my ears, but I don’t know how it could be. Alexander swears that it’s all in my head, and maybe it is. It probably just sounds different to me because it’s still raspy from the infection.

It doesn’t stop me from humming lightly as I dust around the apartment. I’m not allowed to do much, but it’s been at least a week since this place has had a good cleaning. So, I need to do something. Besides, I want it to look at least halfway presentable for him tonight.

Today is the first day he hasn’t spent with me since, well, according to Tabitha, it’s the first day he hasn’t spent with me since I got really sick. She said he’s been here the whole time ever since. I know for sure he’s been here every day since I woke up from the anesthesia. We’ve spent the days on the sofa watching any shows we can find on the steaming services. It’s really sweet of him to take care of me like he has.

Today he had to work, so he’s coming over this evening. We still have three episodes left in season two of Cheyenne Bound. Hopefully, we can watch all of them tonight and then start fresh on season three this weekend.

At exactly 7:15pm, I hear his knock and the unlatching of the locks on the door. I smile, waiting for him to come in.

“Hey how’s my patient today?”

“Good. How are you?” Tonight, my voice is barely more than a high-pitched whisper.

“I’m OK. Work was work, so I’m ready for the weekend. I brought dinner.”

I stand up to walk nearer to him and see what he brought.

“You look good today. Even better than yesterday. And I like that nightgown on you.”

I blush. “Thank you. But it’s the accessories that really set the outfit off.” I’m wearing a rose-colored satin nightgown that ends almost exactly halfway down my thighs. Below my nightgown, a tube snakes from my urethra to a plastic bag strapped to my leg. The stunning evening wear look is completed by a pair of fuzzy yellow slipper socks.

Alexander has enforced a no-pants rule for as long as I have this catheter. He’s removed literally all other clothing from the apartment. There are no pants, shorts, Tshirts, blouses, or even panties. Everything is gone except for several nightgowns.

The first time I put on a nightgown was so embarrassing; I refused to let Alexander see me. I hid in my bed until he ripped the covers off me and physically carried me to the living room. He acted so normal the rest of the day that it became normal to me. In the couple of days since then, I’ve gotten used to them and think nothing of wearing them.

“So, what did you get me?”

“Well, for me, I got two double cheeseburgers. But as a special treat for you, I’ve got a strawberry nutrition drink and a chocolate milkshake. It sounds like you overdid it today.”

I knew at the time humming probably wasn’t a good idea, but I couldn’t help myself. I was in a good mood. And I only did it for the time it took to run the dust mop over everything.

“Maybe a little. But I didn’t think so at the time.”

He tilts his head and looks at me, holding his lips in a firm, disappointed line. “I’m putting the milkshake in the freezer. Maybe you can have it later since you were bad today. Right now, you need to drink your cheeseburger.” He laughs as he hands me the strawberry nutritional shake. I pout at him, but he simply points at the sofa and laughs harder.

◆◆◆
Tuesday morning I’m almost back to normal physically. My voice is now what Alexander insists is normal. It sounds wrong to me at times, but I don’t know why he would lie to me about that. There’s still a little pain along the incision line in my groin, but Tabitha says that’s normal and should go away over the next week or two.

She came by Sunday to examine me and to finally take out my catheter. Having that was so annoying. Alexander was here when she let herself in. We were sitting on the sofa watching some movie. I thought it was stupid, so I wasn’t even paying attention. Alexander, however, was completely captivated the whole time. I would almost swear he didn’t notice when I slipped away to the bedroom so Tabitha could examine me.

It was strange not having him here with me last night. Sunday, he told me he would be out of town all day and evening Monday. I didn't think much of it at the time, but last night I was disappointed he wasn't around. Other than a few visits from Tabitha, Alexander is my only connection to another human. After all this time, I’d just become accustomed to having him parked at the other end of the sofa. Seeing his eye twitch when he’s trying not to laugh. Smelling the scent of metal and trees whenever he’s close to me.





Chapter 13



Alexander



It astonishes me how much more feminine Ryan has become in the two weeks since the surgeries to shorten his vocal cords and replace his testicles with silicone prosthetics, or fauxballs as Nick, my second-in-command, calls them. The way he walks, the way he holds his hands, the way he sits. Even standing, his posture is decidedly feminine. It astonishes me every time I see him.

He cooked dinner for us tonight, roast chicken and asparagus. He was in the bathroom when he thought he smelled the chicken burning, so he dashed from one end of the apartment to the other. Even then, the way he ran was so similar to the way a woman would run. I’m not sure if he’s intentionally emulating feminine behaviors, or if it’s happening subconsciously. If I were a scientist, it would fascinate me.

“That’s a pretty nightie, by the way.” After Tabitha removed his catheter, I returned all his clothes, but he still mostly wears nightgowns all the time. It’s rare to come over and see him in pants.

“Thank you.” I like the shy smiles he gives me when I tell him something is pretty. The corners of his lips turn up as his eyes turn downward.

“Have you ever thought about shaving? Like your legs and your armpits?”

“What do you mean? Like women do?”

“I mean, I guess. I wasn’t thinking of it that way, though.” I was absolutely thinking of it that way.

“No I haven’t. Why? Do you think I should start?”

“No. Unless you want to. I was just thinking that your nighties look pretty on you, but then you have body hair that—it just looks unusual.”

“Oh. I… I hadn’t thought about that.”

“It’s nothing. I shouldn’t have said anything. It’s fine. You ready for me to play?”

“Hmm… what?.”

“Are you ready for the show? Ready for me to press play?”

“Oh. Yeah. Go ahead.”

From the corner of my eye, I see him worrying his lower lip.

◆◆◆
I knock on the door and let myself in, but I don’t see Ryan anywhere. He must be in the bathroom.

“Hello?”

“Be right out!”

“No problem.”

I open the fridge and put the bottle of wine on the top shelf. Tonight is an experiment. Ryan hasn’t had alcohol in the seven weeks he’s been here, so I want to see how it affects him.

I’m filling the pot with water for the pasta when he comes around the corner. I nearly spill it when I see him. He’s wearing a knee-length pink floral dress with a pair of white sandals. My breath catches. I know there’s not really a theoretical difference between his usual nighties and this, but in reality there’s a tremendous difference. For a moment, I’m speechless. What is going on with him?

“So what’s for dinner?” His new breathy soprano voice still catches me off guard sometimes.

“Uh… it’s Sunday, so I thought I would make a big pot of pasta in meat sauce. Kind of a tribute to my grandmother.” When I was growing up, we would visit Nana every Sunday, and every Sunday she would have a huge pot of sauce simmering on the stove with all kinds of bones and beef cuts in it. She’d let it simmer all day, checking it every once in a while, until finally she’d pour it over a plate of pasta when it was time for dinner.

“Mmm, sounds good.” He smiles at me across the kitchen island.

“You look—that dress—very pretty today.”

“Do you really think so?” He practically beams at the compliment. Yes, I really think so. What is wrong with me? “Um, yes. I like that on you.”

It’s then that I notice his fingernails. When I was here Friday night, I slipped a bottle of light pink nail polish into his bathroom closet. I tried to put it in a place where I was sure he would see it, but where he wouldn’t suspect I had left it for him. I wanted to see what he would do with it.

“Your nails are cute, too.”

He holds his fingers out in front of him so he can look at them. “Thanks.”

I catch myself staring at him admiring his nails, so I quickly turn back to the pasta water and dump a couple big pinches of salt into it. “I already made the sauce at home lat night. It takes a while, so I put it in my slow cooker overnight.”

“You have a slow cooker?”

“Of course I do. Why?”

“You just don’t seem like the type. I know you cook for me sometimes, but you just seem like the type that’s too big and buff to care about cooking.”

“Shows how little you know about me. I love cooking. I cook any chance I can get.”

“I think I know a lot about you after all this. Just not that. If you love cooking so much, why don’t you cook for me every night? Cooking is more fun when you’re doing it for someone. I mean, unless you already have someone. Someone that you cook for.”

“No. It’s just me. Maybe I’ll try to cook for you more often. But you know what’s even better than cooking for someone? Cooking with someone. Now come over here and you can help make the salads.”

“And ruin my dress? I don’t think so! Beside I am not a good cook.”

I laugh. “Anyone can chop lettuce, and I don’t think that’s going to ruin your dress, you wuss. But put on an apron if you’re worried about it. Here.” I grab an apron from the wall and hold it out for him. I drop it over his neck and then he spins for me so I can tie it in the back. “There. That’s teamwork.”

“I like your choice of apron.”

“I just grabbed one. What is it?” I look at it, and across the front in big pink letters it says “Kiss the Cook.”

“Oh. I definitely did not see that. Besides, I don’t think you really qualify as the cook, since you’re only chopping lettuce.” I tease him.

“Maybe I’m not the one who should be kissed then.”

What has gotten into him today? Is he flirting with me? This doesn’t make any sense. It’s almost like he’s enjoying this. This is supposed to be a punishment. A lesson to him and any other potential whistleblowers. Maybe he’s gay? The background check didn’t turn up any serious partners in his past, so that’s a possibility. Even if he is, I’m his kidnapper. I’ve tried to nurture some Stockholm Syndrome in him, but did I go too far?

Behind me, I hear the water bubble out of the pot and sizzle on the hot burner. I spin away from his eyes and toward the stove. I need to turn down the heat before I end up with a bigger mess.

“Maybe. But I’ll settle for you doing the lettuce.”

◆◆◆
Dinner turns out wonderfully despite the lettuce. I should have listened when Ryan told me he couldn’t chop lettuce. It was a mushy mess by the time he finished. But the pasta was superb, if I say so myself, and that more than made up for it.

The wine is also a success. It helps us both forget about everything that has happened. We can just be two people enjoying an evening together. Ryan is actually hilarious after a couple of glasses, and I can’t believe it, but intoxicated Ryan is even more feminine than sober Ryan.

After dinner, he and I head to the couch to watch TV before I go home. I watch from behind as he stumbles to the couch. His smaller body has a lower alcohol tolerance than he’s used to. As she sits, she drunkenly tries, but fails, to smooth the skirt of her dress under her—him, not her, under him. It’s becoming hard to use the right pronouns when I think of him. I’ve been slipping all night. I’m sure the wine isn’t helping.

With each of us on our usual ends of the couch, I take the remote and look for something to watch. There’s a thriller he and I have both wanted to watch, so I turn to that. Halfway through, I see him curled into a ball under a blanket.

“Are you that cold?”

“I’m freezing. You’re not?”

The AC has been on a lot. It felt good when I was cooking, though. “Not freezing, but I am a little chilly, I guess.”

He slides down the couch toward my end. “Here. We can share.”

“Thanks.” I take the part of the blanket that she’s—he’s—holding out to me and pull it over my chest.

Once I’m under the blanket, though, he slides completely next to me. Our bodies touch from chest to knee. I stiffen, unsure of what to do.

“You’re so warm!” He cuddles his way even tighter into me.

I can’t do this. This is—just no. I’m not gay! No! Can’t do this. Can’t do this. But I hate to make him move right away. Maybe I can sneak off to the bathroom and then sit in a chair when I come back? I have to do something. Just not yet.

After a while, my arm is uncomfortable from being pinned between us, so I drape it across the back of the sofa. He takes that as an invitation and rests his head against my chest. That’s a problem. I drop my arm over his shoulders. That’s an even bigger problem. But I do nothing about it. It feels good to have his body melding into mine. We finish watching the movie in that position.

As soon as the movie is over, I stand up. “Man, I really need to pee.” I really need to extract myself from this. I don’t bother waiting for a response before I practically sprint through her bedroom and into the bathroom. His! His, his, his! I need to stop doing that. He’s not a woman, no matter what is going on. He never will be. I’m not gay. I have no interest in men that way. I’m not attracted to him. I am not attracted to him!





Chapter 14



Ryan



I can’t believe I did that. It was too much. I pushed too far. He’s left for the night, and I’ve just slipped out of my dress and into a lavender nightie.

But it felt so good. I loved the way I felt when I was sitting against Alexander. The heat from his body pouring into mine. It was so comfortable, so—I can’t believe I’m thinking it—safe. I feel safe when I’m with him. I know what he’s done to me, but I know he’ll never let anything bad happen to me as long as he’s around.

More than that, I can be myself around him. I can live out this dream I’ve kept buried inside me for so many years. The dream I convinced myself could never be a reality. Here in this apartment, it is. With him, it is.

With the soap rinsed off my face and the lotion rubbed in, I stare at myself in the mirror and smile.

◆◆◆
Tuesday, Tabitha unlocks the door and walks in. I’m sitting at the kitchen table watching the birds dancing around the air outside the window.

“Knock, knock. Hey, how are you today?”

Lonely. Sad. Alexander hasn’t been back since Sunday night, and I know I scared him away. “I’m good. How are you?”

“I’m doing well. Time for your weekly checkup and injection.” She comes to the table and sits down beside me. “Anything going on I should know about?”

“Nope. Everything is good. Same as always.”

“That’s good. Now let’s get a listen to you.” The cold of the stethoscope makes me gasp a little when she presses it onto my chest. Everything apparently checks out because she has me walk to the chair, hold up the back of my nightie, and pull down my panties so she can give me my shot.

I haven’t told her or Alexander, but I figured everything out weeks ago—the surgeries they told me were for my lymph nodes, as if I would believe that, and the injections. The surgeries confused me at first, but once I realized what they were injecting me with every week, those pieces snapped into place, too. And it was only a matter of time before I uncovered the truth of the injections. I was on the team leading the initial proof-of-concept formulation, after all. I’m sure they thought it would be an ironic punishment to give me the same high-dose feminizing regimen I helped develop. They apparently didn’t stop to question what drove my initial interest in its creation.

“Tabitha?”

“Yeah, sweetie?”

“Do you know anything about hair removal? Do you think I could get laser or electrolysis sessions to get rid of my hair?” The drug has apparently reached a stage where it’s very effective at feminizing the body and even thinning body and facial hair, but it appears it’s not able to do away with it all.

“Hmm…” She leans in closely and looks at my face. “I know that it’s very effective if it’s done right. And you seem to have the type of skin tone and hair color that is perfect for laser, so I think it could work for you. But you’d have to ask Alexander to see if you can get it. He’d need to get permission, and that’s above my pay grade.” She chuckles softly.

“Oh OK. Do you know if he’s coming over tonight or tomorrow?”

“I haven’t heard. I thought he came over almost everyday though?”

I thought so too. “No. He came over for a bit on Sunday, but I haven’t seen him since. I’m hoping maybe he’ll come by tonight after work. Or tomorrow. Will you see him?”

“Probably not. I’m sure he’s just busy, though. He’ll come over when he can.”

“I know.” I smile, knowing it doesn’t reach my eyes.





Chapter 15



Alexander



I ignore the text from Tabitha. She’s telling me Ryan asked about hair removal with no prompting from her. I already know. I watched them on the security feed. And I know I need to see him soon, maybe even tonight. I’ve just been dreading seeing him in person.

I spend the next couple of hours watching Ryan, and he looks miserable. He’s curled up under a blanket on the couch, staring out the window, twisting to look at the door any time he hears a slight noise from the hall. He’s on our end of the couch. Stop! Finally, I decide I need to go over. I can’t make him wait forever because I’m a coward.

I transfer the fast food bag into my left hand and knock with my right before turning my key in the locks. When I open the door, Ryan is standing there waiting for me. I can’t help but smile.

“Hey.”

“Hey. I thought maybe you weren’t coming over today.”

“Things have been crazy. I’m sorry.” Not work-related, but definitely crazy. “So I brought tacos.”

“Yum! I love tacos.” The smile on his face makes me forget any apprehension I’d had about seeing him.

I know he loves tacos. It’s one of the approximately 300 random facts I know about him after researching and watching him. “Bonus points to me.” I walk past him to the dining room table where I set down the bag before getting some plates from the kitchen for us. “I know this isn’t exactly cooking, but does it count for something?”

“Hmm, I suppose maybe a little something.” He holds his hand up, his index finger about an inch away from his thumb, and sticks his tongue out at me. He’s still wearing the nail polish.

“Well, that’s better than nothing, so I’ll take it.”

“So, Tabitha told me to talk to you about something.”

I know. “Oh? What’s that?” I sit down and unwrap a taco, taking a quick bite.

“Hair removal? I’m wondering if that’s something, maybe, we could do?”

“We? I don’t have any hair I want to get rid of.”

“OK, then not ‘we.’ Me.”

I picture his body smooth and hairless. Stay focused! “I think we could probably do that. I’d need to talk with my boss first to make sure, but I’ll try to pressure him into saying yes.”

“You’d do that?”

“Of course.”

“Thank you so much!” He comes up to me and wraps his arms around me. “This is such a relief. You don’t even know.”

I feel the blood flow into my cock, and I close my eyes. Damn it, Alex! If you want to be gay, fine! But do it with some other man. Any other man! This one is off-limits. This one is for work.

◆◆◆
It takes just a week of planning and throwing around an intimidating amount of money to find a laser hair removal clinic that will not only fit him in for as many sessions as needed but also do it discreetly, making sure no one else is there before, during, or after the sessions.

I drive Ryan to the clinic and walk in with him. After he checks in at the desk, he sits beside me. I can smell the citrus of his shampoo. I inhale deeply.

“Do you think this will hurt?”

“Having a laser shot at your face? No, I’m sure it probably feels fine.”

“Don’t. I’m nervous.”

“About what? Honestly, I doubt it hurts, or not much if it does. But I don’t know.”

“About that. About whether it will work. About… other things too.”

“It’s going to be fine. It’ll work. And those other things will be fine too. I’m sure.” I look at him and wink. Did I just…?

“I hope so.”

I feel his fingers glide across my palm as he reaches to hold my hand.





Chapter 16



Ryan



The last few weeks have gone really well. If I was worried about any uncomfortableness between Alexander and me, I shouldn’t have been. After a couple of awkward days, everything snapped back to normal between us. Well, the old normal. The comfortable normal. The normal we had before I cuddled with him on the sofa. I’ve been careful not to repeat that mistake. I don’t know if I was just imagining it, but he seemed almost scared to be close to me for a while after that. It’s silly because I know he enjoyed holding me that night. I could tell he enjoyed it. But whatever his issues, he was withdrawn afterward, so I made sure to show him things could go back to just like before. Even if we both wanted more than that.

Today is supposed to be my final laser session, and I’m excited. Over the last few weeks, I’ve noticed an enormous difference in the amount of hair I have. I’m almost totally hairless below the hair on my head. I love to look at my body and see the smooth skin free of any hair. He won’t admit it, but Alexander is happy with it too. There have been a couple of nights when he reached out and ran a finger down my arm. Each time sent chills through me, and each time I hoped he would finally admit he wanted more. But he never did.

As if I weren’t thrilled enough knowing this is the day of my last session, Alexander is taking me to lunch before to celebrate. This is the first time I’ve been in public in almost three months. The laser center is empty every time we go, so it doesn’t count. I know somehow Alexander makes sure that it’s clear before we get there, but I don’t know why. For a while, I thought maybe he was embarrassed to be seen in public with me, but that must not be the case since we’re going to a restaurant. Unless we’re going to be the only ones there too.

As we pull in, I see we are definitely not the only ones here. The parking lot looks crowded. Very crowded. Inside, though, the restaurant is only moderately busy. We’re able to be seated right away.

“So a breakfast place?”

“Is that OK?”

“Yeah. It’s great. Pancakes sound delicious. Thank you. Again. I’m so excited to finally get out.” I spent half the morning trying to figure out what to wear. Normally, I wear old shorts and a T-shirt to these appointments, but going out has become a special occasion for me. The usual outfit wasn't enough. I tore through my closet, trying on several dresses before finally picking this one—a red sleeveless V-neck midi dress with a busy orange and yellow floral pattern. It’s cute but casual. I’m wearing it with tan sandals that have a three-inch block heel. It’s the highest heel I’ve ever worn, and I hope I don’t make a fool of myself today. I don’t want Alexander to revoke my outside privileges.

The server leaves with our orders, and I look at the people around us. Families. Almost all families. I sigh.

“What is it?”

“Nothing.” I smile for him, but I know it looks forced.

“Ryan…”

“It’s just… Do you have a family?”

“What? Yeah. Most people have a family. I do at least.”

“I mean with you. Like a wife and kids.”

“Oh. No. Not anymore.”

“What happened?”

“I’m not cut out for it. I never made time for her. Us. To just be together. Work was always first. She deserved better. What about you? Why no family of your own?”

“I didn’t think I was cut out for it either. And until recently, I never wanted one.”

“Until recently?”

I look him in the eyes. “I don’t know. There are times I think I want to try. I think I’d be happy.”

He looks away. “I’d like that for you. If it makes you happy. I’d like for you to find someone who makes you happy.”

“I have. Someone who makes me very happy. The one person in the world I can truly trust. I just get mixed signals from them, so I’m not sure if it’s mutual. I think it is, but I have doubts.” Why am I doing this? Things have been fine between us. But fine isn’t what I want.

His face is red, and he takes a deep breath. “It’s Tabitha isn’t it? I knew it. Congratulations. I wish you two the best.”

“You’re a dork.” I kick him under the table.

“Ouch! Is that any way to treat a friend who just congratulated you?” The sound of his laughter brings a smile to my face.

“It’s not Tabitha. And you know that already.”

He stops laughing and stares at me. Really stares at me. Long enough that I desperately want one of us to look away, but I refuse to be the first.

In the end, neither of us has to break it up. The server does that for us by setting our plates on the table. 2 pancakes and bacon for me. 3 pancakes, 2 sunny-side up eggs, and 4 links of sausage for Alexander.

I smother my pancakes with butter and then cut a hole in the middle and fill it with syrup. Alexander just watches me while I do it.

“What are you doing?”

“I make a little syrup well for my pancakes. Then I dip each piece in there. The pieces around the well are the best because they soak up all the yummy gooeyness by the time I get to them.”

“How old are you? Wouldn’t you accomplish the same thing by just pouring the syrup over the top of them like a normal adult human?”

“Absolutely not. This way I can control how much syrup goes on each bite. You don’t want every bite to be the same; you need to have variety.”

“What if I want everything to be the same?”

“Tough. You need to change things up. Change can be good.”

“Or bad.”

“Not in this case. In this case, change is very good.” I reach across the table and steal one of his sausages.

“You could have ordered your own sausage.”

“I don’t want my own sausage. I want your sausage. I want to see what it tastes like.” I lick it and bite off the end. He’s even cuter when he’s blushing.

“So what’s the verdict?”

“Delicious. Just like I thought it would be.”

He grabs a sausage and dips it in my syrup.

“Rude. You could have used your own syrup you know.”

“I know. But I wanted to see what it was like to put my sausage in your hole.”

Now it’s my turn to blush. “Oh, is that how it’s going to be, then?”

He shrugs his shoulders and puts the whole sausage in his mouth. “Delicious. Just like I thought it would be.”

I roll my eyes. “You’re such a dork.”

“You already said that. Or did having my sausage in your mouth make you forget?”

“Whatever. Dork.”

◆◆◆
We manage to eat the rest of our meals without devolving into more name calling or a food fight.

“I had a great time,” I tell him as we’re walking back to the SUV.

“I did too.”

“I always have a good time with you.”

“I... I always do with you, too.” He beeps the doors so we can get in.

I climb into the passenger side. “I meant what I said in there.”

“Which part? The part where I’m a dork, or the part where you tried to convince me that pancake wells are a brilliant idea.”

“They are a brilliant idea. I’ll convert you someday.”

“Maybe.”

“But the other part is what I really meant. The part where I said I found someone who makes me very happy.”

“I—“

“I know. You think it’s a mistake. And I shouldn’t feel this way, but I can’t help it. I just… I really like you. Like more than I like pancake syrup. And I get that you don’t feel the same, or at least not strongly enough to act on things. That’s fine, but I needed to get it off my chest. I needed you to know.”

“I do think it’s a mistake… And this is too, but I’d really like to kiss you right now, if that’s OK.”

My eyes go wide. Did he just say…? Did he…? I can’t find the words to answer him, so I lean over and let my body speak for me. I press my lips against his and close my eyes.

At first he’s gentle, but soon he grows more forceful as pushes his tongue through my lips. Sparks fly from my mouth outward into the rest of my body, and I wrap my right arm around his shoulder to hold him to me. I want us to be connected like this forever. And it feels like we will be as his lips clamp against mine and our tongues sweep around each other’s. But then I feel his hand on my shoulder, pushing me away.

“I can’t. I can’t do this to you.”

“Yes, you can. I want you to.”

“No. I know you do. And I—but it’s more than that. You shouldn’t. We can’t. I can’t let us.”

“But if we both want it, what’s wrong with it?”

“I—we need to go, or you’re going to be late.”

Without another word, he starts the car and backs out of the parking spot, tires squealing. I’m not sure he even looked for people crossing behind us. I hurry to put my seatbelt on.





Chapter 17



Alexander



Get yourself together! Luckily, there was no one behind me when I backed out because I’m not sure I even looked. My mind was just in full escape mode. I had to get out of there. Even now, my breathing is erratic, and I’m having a hard time regaining control of it.

I know better! I know better! I can’t believe I did that. How stupid am I? Lots of captives grow to have feelings for their captors. It’s well documented. But he doesn’t understand. He would hate me if he knew what was in the shots we give him every week. He should hate me. I’m not a good person. I’m not a person who deserves to have someone feel this way about me. I’m such an idiot!

I hear him crying softly next to me, almost silently, but I have to block it out. I have to ignore him because I’ve just proven I can’t control myself around him. So I don’t comfort him. I don’t talk to him. I don’t even look at him. I can’t. I don’t know what I would do if I did. I don’t know what words would come out if I tried to speak. I just need to drive.

Thankfully, the facility is just a few miles away, and I make it there before either of us does anything rash. Before he tries to say anything to me. I pull him right to the door and put the car in park, leaving the engine on.

“I, uh, need to take care of a couple of things really quick, but I’ll be back shortly. Can you… and can I trust you to—”

“I won’t run away.”

He gets out of the car and stomps into the building. I watch him walk through the door, his dress whipping around his legs in the breeze. My hand goes to my gear shift, but I can’t move it. I just sit there holding it. No, he’s not the one who’s going to run away.

Finally, I pull back out onto the road and drive. I don’t know where I’m going. I just can’t stay there with him. Nothing good will come from that. I need space. I need to give him space so he can realize he doesn’t want this. I need to make a couple of calls.

“Hey Nick. I need you to do something for me. There’s a laser hair removal clinic on Main Street…. Yeah, that one. I need you to go there. Yes. Right now. Ryan is there. I dropped her off. I had to leave to deal with something…. Yeah, him. Him, not her. Anyway, I need you to go there and make sure he gets back to the apartment afterward. Just wait in the lobby for him. He’ll be done in about half an hour…. Thanks, man. And don’t mention anything about me leaving her there alone, OK?”

I press end and scroll through my contacts.

“Sir, sorry to bother you. It’s Alexander. We’ve got a problem… No, he’s fine. It’s, well, he kissed me, and that’s beyond the scope of this…. I disagree. I don’t think this is something we should exploit. I just…. I’m not comfortable with it. I mean, I’m not… I’m just not… attracted to him. So, I’m not comfortable working this closely with her anymore. I’d like to put Nick in charge of her custody from now on. I really do think it’s for the best. I’m sorry. You know I always put the company first, no matter what. I think this is in everyone's best interests.”

I hang up and toss the phone in the seat beside me. Suddenly, I have nowhere to be for the rest of the afternoon. I drive in silence.
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Chapter 1



“No! I’m not going anywhere with you. I don’t know you. Where’s Alexander?”

“I told you already. He was called away for something important. You know me. We met once before. You were… well, I guess it was still you, but you were really out of it. It was when you first started staying with us.”

“‘Staying’ with you? Staying with you? You make it sound like I checked into your fucking hotel. I was not given a choice about whether or not to stay with you!”

“Keep your voice down. I know you weren’t. I know what happened.”

“Yeah, you probably do. You were probably the one who actually did it. Well, fuck you!” I storm around him and toward the door. I don’t know where I’m going, but I am not going with him.

“Oh no you don’t.” He grabs me around my waist from behind and pulls me back into him. “You are coming with me whether you want to or not. I’m only taking you home. Alexander specifically told me I was to make sure you got home safely, and that’s what we’re going to do. Don’t make me do this the hard way.”

I scream, and I know the laser technician is just on the other side of the door. But she doesn’t come. No one does as Nick picks me up over his shoulder and carries me outside to his SUV, where he unceremoniously dumps me in the backseat and shuts the door. I pull on the handle, but it doesn’t open. Just as I’m crawling to the front, he sits behind the steering wheel.

“Don’t even think about it. You’re going to sit back there quietly like a good little boy… or girl, or whatever the fuck you are, and we’re not going to have a problem. If you don’t, then you won’t like me very much.” He pulls a taser from his waistband and pushes the button. The high-pitched electric buzz tells me what’s waiting if I don’t cooperate.

◆◆◆
“Hey sweetie.” Tabitha walks around the corner and stands in the doorframe leading to my bedroom. “Knock knock. Ryan?”

“Hey.”

“Do you not feel good?”

“I’m fine.” Other than a couple of trips to the bathroom, I haven’t gotten out of bed for almost forty-eight hours. I roll over so I’m facing away from her and pull the blanket tight around me.

“You don’t seem fine. Do you want to talk?”

“No.”

What is there to talk about? I kissed Alexander, and it was magnificent. 100% pure fairy-tale magic. I know he felt the same… But then he didn’t… Then he left me. And I don’t blame him. He was probably disgusted. Who wouldn’t be if they kissed me? I keep hearing Nick’s voice—“whatever the fuck you are.” Why would Alexander ever want to be with someone like me? I start crying just thinking about it, and the mattress sinks as Tabitha sits on the edge.

“Tabitha?”

“Yeah honey. I’m right here.” She rubs her hand up and down my arm through the blanket.

“What’s the time course on these injections?”

Her hand stops. “What do you mean?”

“What’s the average time to complete all the changes? There’s still more than this, right? This isn’t it?” This can’t be it. My body has changed, softened, thinned, filled out in some areas. The contour of my entire face has somehow changed—that was very unexpected. But there are still so many changes I need. Maybe once they occur, Alexander....

“Oh… um—“

“It’s OK. I know about it and what’s happening. I’m not blind or stupid.”

“No! I never thought you were. It’s just… not something I’m supposed to talk about.”

“Oh. Did Alexander tell you that?”

“No. It was… someone else.”

“Have you talked to him recently? Alexander. Is he…” What? Is he OK? Do I want him to be OK? What if she says he’s fine and acting like nothing is wrong? I don’t want to hear that.

“No. I haven’t talked to him. He’s not one of your caretakers anymore, so I don’t have a reason to. I’m sorry.”

“Oh. Did he ask to leave?” The tears that had so briefly stopped are now rolling warmly down my face again. I see the wet stain spreading outward on my pillowcase, like it wants to get away from me too.

“I don’t know. Do you want to go watch TV for a while to get out of bed?”

“No.”

“OK. Let me go get you a glass of water, and then I’ll get out of your hair.”

The mattress springs back into place as she stands, and I’m sobbing so hard I can’t even say thank you.





Chapter 2



I’m no longer sure I want to see Alexander. It’s been five weeks now. This afternoon will be five weeks and two days. For the longest time, I kept my eyes closed when I woke up. If I didn’t open them, I could pretend he was there beside me the way he was after my surgeries. If I just kept them closed long enough, maybe I would hear him inhale or feel his thumb brush lightly across the back of my hand. After a couple weeks, though, that fantasy left, replaced by nothing. Hollowness. Barrenness. I’m still empty.

For a while, Tabitha tried to cheer me up. She came over more often. She sat and watched television or read while I stared at the corner where the wall met the ceiling. She tried to make small talk with me. But finally, she gave up. I had nothing for her. Most of the time, I couldn’t even respond to her. I would just give her a weak smile to let her know I was trying. It was a relief when she stopped coming so often.

More than anything now, I just want the world to leave me alone. I’m already locked in my tower. Now please just forget me. But today, I have to be remembered. Today, the CEO, Mr. Dyer, wants to see me. Maybe everything will finally just be over.

When Nick barged in last night to tell me about this meeting, he explained I was to look my best. I was to do my hair and makeup and wear a pretty dress. I just stared at him. Why does he always just come in? He never knocks. He never says hello. He’s so different from Alexander. Maybe he sensed I didn’t care, but after staring back at me for a minute, Nick walked into my bedroom and looked through my closet.

“This one.” He sets a black dress across the back of a living room chair. “Tomorrow you wear this one. And these.”

On the seat, he tosses a pair of red lace panties and a matching bra. A bra that fits my now substantial D-cup breasts. Breasts he’ll never run his fingers across. Nipples he’ll never tease with his tongue.

“You got that? Hello? Jesus Christ, just wear these tomorrow. I’ll be here exactly at 10:30 A.M. Be dressed, and have your hair and makeup done then. 10:30 A.M.” He frowns at me, and then leaves me alone.

Even though I couldn’t answer him, I still do what he says. This morning, after I shower, I do my makeup and then my hair the best I can. It looks awful. I put on the matching bra and panties and slip the dress over my head, adjusting it around my boobs. Nick didn’t think to pick out shoes for me, but I’m able to do that on my own. Beaded black pumps with a thin three-inch heel. I would look at myself in the mirror, but it doesn’t matter. Instead, I walk to the dining room table and wait for my ride. It’s 7:00 A.M. I have almost four hours to wait. It doesn’t matter.

I don’t hear the door when Nick opens it. He’s different from Alexander in every way. He’s shorter—the same height as me in my heels. He’s blonde with blue eyes. His skin is so pale it’s almost eerie. Alexander’s complexion is much darker. His hair and eyes are almost black. Constant stubble on his chin. Nick looks like he couldn’t grow a beard if he wanted to. Their personalities are so different, too. Alexander has one. The only similarity is that they both look and feel like they’ve been sculpted from granite. So unalike, but each immovable

“Are you ready?”

I just look up at him.

“Let’s go, Princess.” He doesn’t even wait for me to stand before he walks out the door.

We take the elevator to the SUV parked in the rear of the building. My heels clicking on the tile floors as I walk. Nick always insists I ride in the backseat. I get in and pull the seatbelt across me, noting how it nestles between my breasts.

After a few minutes, I see we’re not going in the direction we should. “Where are we going?”

“To see Mr. Dyer.”

“But this isn’t the way to the office. Is it?”

“No. He’s not at the office today.”

“Where is he?” My heart beats faster.

“What happened to your brooding and pouting?”

Fuck you, asshole. I say nothing for the rest of the trip.

Finally, we stop at a security gate as Nick rolls down his window and inputs a code. I see the gate go up, and he drives through. I look around. All I see are yachts, each one bigger than the one next to it. I feel my heart pounding in my chest. What are we doing in a marina? Are they taking me out to sea? Is this—

“OK, we’re here. Come on.” Nick steps out of the car and opens my door for me. “To the end of the dock.”

He gestures for me to go in front of him. I walk delicately down the ramp, careful I don’t catch my heel in a gap between the boards. At the end of the dock, I turn to face him. He walks around me and steps onto the boat. “Your Highness?” He sticks out his hand to help me board. I hate him.

Just then, a man I assume to be Mr. Dyer comes out to the deck. He has brown-almost-black hair but is starting to bald. His gold wire-rimmed glasses frame his dark eyes. Eyes that are staring at me.

“Mr. Cooper, you are even more beautiful in person.”

He’s the one who did this to me. Thinking he was punishing me, but really letting me live my secret dream. What a dark perversion of that dream this has become.

“Not mister.” I’m not sure if he hears my mumble. “I’m Natalie.”

“Mr. Sorenson. You’re free to entertain yourself in the foredeck on the second level, if you wish.”

“Yes, sir.” Nick doesn’t even turn to me as he walks away from us.

“I would be honored if you would join me inside for lunch—Natalie. Right this way.” As I walk past, he slides his hand along the small of my back, too low for even a hint of appropriateness, guiding me. We walk inside the cabin to a dining room with a table set for two. He pulls my chair out for me, and then sits at the head of the table, to my left. He pushes a button on the table.

“You may proceed.”

After a moment, I hear a faint purr and feel the boat jerk.

“Are we going out to sea?”

“Of course. Yachts like this aren’t meant to sit at the dock. Have you ever been?”

My eyes dart around the room. I shake my head.

“Have you been on any boat?”

“No.”

“Oh, a first-timer! Well, I hope this will be both pleasurable and memorable.”

Over the next hour, a staff of at least three serves our lunch—mussels, a white fish, a leafy salad, a pomegranate cheesecake, and chilled white wine. I lose myself in the wine, nibbling only enough food to taste each course before draining glass after glass. By the end of the meal, I’m not sure I can stand. Every time I close my eyes, I die. There’s nothing. It’s beautiful.

“I’d like to discuss business with you now, if we may.”

My body tenses. Is this the point when he finally sets me free? One way or the other.

“Business? Of course.” My words are so slurred, they’re foreign to me.

“You’ve been out of the office for some time now. I think it may be time to bring you back.”

I choke and start coughing. “Back? Back to work?”

“I think it’s time. Time to assume a new normalcy, don’t you?”

Nothing will ever be normal again. “I… do miss the lab. Yes. But what about people, though? I’m not the same anymore now, am I?” I’m not sure why I phrase that as a question.

“You certainly are not. But I was thinking maybe a different position for you. Something a little more suitable for the new you.”

“Different?” A different lab? People who don’t know me from before? It’s such a large company. There are plenty of labs where I could be an anonymous face. For the first time in weeks, I start to feel. A tiny mix of excitement and panic, but it’s something. A spark, maybe, to light the kindling. Maybe then to light the fire.

“We have a opening for a receptionist on the sales floor. It would be a very busy job, but I think you’d be up for the task.”

I have a Ph.D, and he thinks I want to be a receptionist? “Thank you for the offer, really, but I don’t think I—”

“My dear, it was not an offer. You’ll start Monday morning. You don’t have a say in this.”

My panic becomes a pit, and everything falls out of me again. I feel the boat rocking with the waves and nothing around me is stable.

“Here. Give me your hand.” He stands and extends his hand to me. I take it and immediately curse myself for doing so. “Let’s get you some fresh air outside. Just through these doors.”

Needing much more support than I’m comfortable with, he leads me outside with his arms wrapped around me. We go to a lounge chair under a large umbrella. Even with him supporting most of my weight, I fall into the seat. I look up and see Nick staring at us from across the deck. His lips are curled. As soon as he notices me watching him, he turns away.

“Perhaps it’s improper for me to say this, but just between us, I can understand why Mr. Hunt was so enamored with you.”

Alexander? My heart stops.

“You really are quite beautiful. Thanks, of course, to our medication—a drug, I understand, you had a role in developing.”

“What happened to him? Where has he been?”

“He insisted your care be transferred to someone else. Poor fellow. He told me about the kiss and said he couldn’t trust himself to remain professional around you. Quite sad that he would fall for someone like you.”

I was right! Why wouldn’t he tell me? But can he feel that strongly if he’s able to just stop seeing me? Does he care that it almost killed me?

“Does he… Will I see him at the office when I go back to work?”

“Who can say? It’s a big place, as you know. So there is a non-zero chance, but it’s most likely you won’t. Sales takes an entire floor, and a director of security seldom has cause to go there. Does that disappoint you?”

“No. Of course not.” I turn and look at the water.





Chapter 3



Over the weekend, everything floods back into me—all the misery that had drained from me tear by tear. He did have feelings for me. But there’s no crying this time. No despair. Only fury collapsing into itself, becoming hotter and hotter. He had feelings for me and just abandoned me. He made me wish I would die.

Nick seems different Monday morning. When I get out of the SUV, he nods and tells me I’m “looking good.” Damn right I am. I want that motherfucker to see me. I want him to see what I am. With each step, I drive my heel into the ground, imagining it’s a spike driving into him.

“I’m taking you to the security office at the side entrance for your badge. This way you won’t accidentally run into… him. Then on your floor you’ll be safe. He never goes there.”

I should thank him. This is the first kindness he’s shown me since the day he literally picked me up at the hair removal clinic. But this isn’t a kindness. He doesn’t know it, but it’s not me he’s protecting. I flex my fingers, fantasizing about digging my manicured nails into the eyes I once wished I could see every morning when I woke up.

Once I have my new identification badge, my new username, and a temporary password for the computer system, I walk alone to the elevators. Since there’s been no sign of Alexander so far, my adrenaline wave breaks and dissipates. When I step out of the elevator on the seventh floor, that anxiety flows gently away. I realize I’ve never been on this floor before. The waiting room is bright and filled with natural light from the floor-to-ceiling windows and reflecting off the polished marble floors.

I walk to what I assume will be my desk and set my purse down. I look around for a Ms. Hawes. She’s supposed to meet me here. It doesn’t take long before she comes out of an office a couple of doors down. She’s wearing a plum-colored pantsuit with a lilac blouse and well-worn black flats.

“You must be Ms. Cooper?” I notice the slight emphasis she gives to my title.

“Yes. Are you Ms. Hawes?” I return the emphasis.

“Pleased to meet you. We’ve heard so much about you.” She sticks her hand out to shake mine.

Heard so much about me? Hmm…

“Thank you. I assume this is my desk?” I look at the glass and metal desk. There’s a computer monitor on one side and a keyboard drawer under the glass top. That’s all. There are no other drawers in the desk. Behind it, however, is a series of filing cabinets.

“It is. This will be your little home away from home.” She giggles. “So I understand you’ve never done anything like this, right?”

“No, but I’m a very quick study. I’m sure I can handle it.”

She smiles at me.

I spend the rest of the morning learning the phone and computer system and the afternoon putting it all to use. It seems the phone calls and vendors checking in for appointments would be enough to keep me busy on a normal day. But I quickly learn today isn’t a normal day. People from other departments throughout the building keep coming to my desk. Each excuse they give is as flimsy as the last.

One of the first was my former coworker Marcus. I thought I was going to have a panic attack when I saw him exit the elevator and walk toward me. He stopped about ten feet away and just looked at me. Surely, he doesn’t recognize me. When he walked up and asked for directions to the men’s room, I sighed as I pointed a long, red nail to my right. I dodged that bullet.

But I soon discover that I hadn’t. The day is filled with people, some of whom I know and some I don’t, repeating almost exactly what Marcus did. They walk off the elevator toward me. At some point, most of them stop and stare at me. Others walk right up to me, or walk past me, looking at me from the corners of their eyes. I hear a few of them giggle or snigger or snort, but usually they’re silent. But each one makes it perfectly clear why they’ve come down. And to each one, I give my most condescending “fuck you” smile.

By the time I walk out to Nick and the waiting SUV, I’m emotionally exhausted.

“How was your first day?”

Why? So you can report back to Mr. Dyer that it was a non-stop parade of humiliation? I don’t think so. “It was good.”

“Hmm.”

Hmm? What’s the matter? Didn’t I give you the answer you expected? Am I supposed to break down in tears and tell you how awful everyone was to me? That will never happen. I settle in the backseat so he can take me home. I can’t wait to be alone and get out of these heels and this bra.





Chapter 4



Alexander



It was tempting to not come in today. I wish now I hadn’t.

Nick warned me Natalie was starting her new job. He’s taking her through the side entrance that I never use, so we won’t accidentally bump into each other. At 8:51 a.m., I watch on the security feed as they arrive.

She’s gorgeous today. Her red dress hugs every one of her newly developed curves before stopping just above her knees. Her blonde hair is curled into gentle waves today. She’s wearing black stiletto heels but still glides up the concrete walk toward the door. Just as she’s about to reach it, she looks at the camera above the door, looking directly at me. There’s so much pain and anger in those gorgeous green eyes—the eyes I once wished I could see every morning when I woke up—that I have to look away. I am so sorry, my love.

I follow her through security, the lobby, the elevator, and onto the seventh floor, where she walks to what will be her desk and sets her purse down. I change to a different video feed and exhale as I stare at her ass. My cock instantly awakens. God, I wish I could run my hands across that. Those two perfect fruit. I want to open them. I want what’s inside. I want—did that transform too? It should have, but does she have—

There’s a knock at my door, and I hurry to minimize the feeds. “Come in.”

“Hey boss man.” Nick walks in and shuts the door behind him.

I lean back in my chair, crossing my legs so my remaining hardness will be hidden. “How is she today?”

“Fine. Determined. Fiery. Don’t worry about her. She’s going to be fine.”

“I’m not. I know she will be. It’s just… She seemed OK?”

“Alex, stop. I hate seeing you like this.”

“Like what? I’m just worried. It’s a big day for her.”

“You’re miserable. You’re both miserable, but you’re miserable and pathetic. All the time, you think about her. You watch her on the security feeds all the time. If you were anyone else, I would call you a stalker and tell her to get a restraining order.”

“I’m not that bad.”

“You are that bad, dude. You need to get over yourself and talk to her. Neither one of you is ever going to move on unless you do.”

“We’ve had this conversation a hundred times, and I’ve told you a hundred times I can’t. I can’t…”

“I know, and I know you won’t listen to me. But you need to. Anyway, I just wanted to tell you she’s here and safely on her floor. But I’m guessing you already knew that.” He clicks his tongue and points to my monitor before walking away.

Work goes on as usual, and before I know it, it's been over a week. I’ve practically forgotten about Natalie. Basically forgotten she works in the same building as me. Almost forgotten to look after her all day long to make sure she’s OK. Nearly forgotten to watch her in her bedroom at night, setting the iPad in bed next to me because it’s the closest I can ever get to having her there beside me.

Today, I’m barely even thinking of her as I walk around the corner on the eleventh floor and see her. In front of me. Less than four feet away. My jaw drops so suddenly that I’m sure I feel it jerk my head. It’s been exactly seven weeks since I last saw her in person, since I smelled the perfume she was wearing. I wish I would have told her how wonderful it smells. She’s every bit as gorgeous as she is in my fantasies. A heat rises inside me.

I watch her face turn a dark red and her eyes ignite. She tries to stomp around me. I look down at her feminine pink heels. I don’t mean to, but I grab her arm and pull her back toward me.

“Let me go!” Her voice is quiet but burning like white hot charcoal.

I don’t mean to, but I put my hand over her mouth. Her gorgeous mouth.

“I…” I don’t know what to say. I release my hand from her mouth, but I still have hold of her wrist. “What are you doing here?”

“I work here. Now let me go!”

“I mean on this floor. You aren’t supposed to be on this floor.”

“Are certain floors off-limits to me? I’ll be sure to make a note of that. Now if you don’t let go of me, I’m going to scream.”

I don’t mean to, but I yank her into the empty conference room behind me and lock the door behind us.





Chapter 5



Natalie



Just as I inhale to scream, he puts his hand over my mouth again and pushes me against the wall. I knee him, but miss my target and end up hitting his leg.

“Please stop. I just want to talk. Please. Please don’t scream.” His forehead is leaning against mine, and his eyes are closed. As much as I don’t want to, I can’t help but inhale his scent.

As soon as he lets go of me, I push away. “So, this is just what you do? You’re some fucking pervert who goes around kidnapping women? Well, you are not doing it to me again.” I look around the room for anything I can use to fight him off and see a pair of scissors on a table at the far side. I run for them, but he doesn’t try to stop me.

“What? Of course not! That’s—I’m not kidnapping you. I just—”

“Oh, and I should believe you? Because your track record is so fucking stellar when it comes to me?”

“I— ”

I watch him bite his lip as he stares at me. I wish looking at his lips didn’t make me feel the way it does. “You know what? I don’t want to be here. Just let me leave, and we’ll both pretend this didn’t happen. We can each go back to our lives and never think about each other ever again.”

“Is that what you want? Because I can’t. I can’t stop thinking about you. All the time, Natalie. Literally all the time. And I don’t ever want to stop thinking about you. No matter how miserable it makes me.”

“You’re miserable? You? I’m sorry; did I kiss you and then just abandon you with no warning? Did I leave you alone for seven weeks wondering what you did wrong? Did I make you dream of—” If I say more, I’m afraid I’ll break down.

“Of what?” He walks up to me and puts his hands on my arms. “Of us? Of being together? Because yes, I dreamt of that every night, too.”

“No. Of going to sleep and never waking up again. Do you know how much I wished that would happen? Every night, I wished for that. And every morning I woke up to another day.” Tears well up in the corners of my eyes. Stop that! I will not let this bastard see me cry.

He wraps his arms around me, but I squirm away. You’re not going to just waltz in here and make everything better. I hold the scissors up. “You do not get to do that!”

“I’m so sorry, Nat. God! You don’t know how sorry I am, but that doesn’t make up for anything I did. I just couldn’t be a part of what we were doing to you. Not anymore. Not when I… when I cared about you as much as I did. Do. Still do. Always.”

“Wait, which part of this big master plan did you object to? Because you sure seemed all in with the whole kidnapping and holding me against my will part of things. So what was the red line you wouldn’t cross?”

“It—that’s just it. I was OK with the kidnapping and holding you. I’m not a good person. I’m an awful person. And you deserve so much better than that.”

I shake my head and turn away from him. The “you deserve better than me” speech? Two months, and that’s the best you can come up with?

“It’s true. But it was the shot that was too much for me. Do you even know what was in those injections?”

“Are you fucking serious?”

He looks alarmed and holds his hands out for me to be quieter.

“Do you think I’m stupid? Honestly? Because I would have to be the stupidest woman on the planet to not know what was in those injections. Of course I knew! And guess what! Guess what you don’t know! I wanted it! This has literally been my dream since I was a child. Here’s a question for you: Did you know I helped to develop that drug? The one Tabitha has been giving me.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I was a chemist on the team that developed a very early formulation of that drug. We had only tried it in mouse models, and it wasn’t nearly as effective back then. But we proved it could be done. And do you know whose idea that drug was? Mine. Because I wanted this for so long. But I was so closeted I never told anyone, and when I was transferred to a different project, I was too embarrassed to say anything.”

“So you… This was your—”

“Idea? Yes. The drug was. And I followed its progress in the company, but as of two years ago it supposedly hit a dead end. Guess not. I assumed then this would never be a reality, so imagine my surprise once I figured out what was happening to me.”

“But… so you wanted this?”

I wave my hands over my body. “This? Yes. This is something I fantasized about for as long as I can remember. It’s more wonderful than I could have ever imagined. And that’s why things were so hard when you left. This sounds dumb, but I was finally getting everything I ever wanted in life. Everything. And if that meant I had to spend life trapped in an apartment, that was fine as long as I was trapped with you. But then I wasn’t. And everything fell apart. It was worse than it had ever been.”

I look at his face—I couldn’t before now—and I see his resolve solidifying as he sets his jaw.

“I love you. That’s the reason I left. I loved you, but I was in charge of hurting you. And I thought—No, you won’t believe me if I say it. But that was the reason. The real reason. I ran away because I loved you, and it scared the hell out of me. I didn’t know what to do. I really thought it was the right thing for you. Even though I was miserable. Even though I saw how absolutely despondent you were. I still thought it was the right thing for you.”

“Then you’re a fucking idiot.”

He walks over to me and takes the scissors from my hand, dropping them to the floor. “I am a fucking idiot.”

I don’t try to fight him. I don’t know what to do anymore.

He takes both of my hands in his as he leans in toward me. Before I decide how to react, his lips find mine. Pressing on mine. Sucking on mine. I feel the same electricity I felt with him before. The same, but not. This is several orders of magnitude more.

I don’t intend to, but my mouth starts matching his, tugging and pushing. I open my lips and feel my tongue slide against his, brushing against his teeth. I taste the remnants of his toothpaste.

I press my body into his, and he lets go of my hands. I immediately wrap my arms around him, pulling him so tight against me there isn’t room for another molecule between us. His hands drift to my ass, clutching each side and pulling me up and into him. I feel his manhood, erect, pushing against me, wanting to thrust into me. I drop my left hand and work it between us, sliding it until I can grab hold of his cock. It twitches at my touch and strains to get at me.

He picks me up now, setting me on the table, his hands forcing their way under my dress, to my panties, playing with the thin elastic bands along the legs. I push away just enough to breathe. “No, please.” He immediately pulls his hands away, repositioning them first to my hips, then my waist, then my breasts. I gasp as he caresses each mound, somehow finding the sensitive center even through the fabric of my dress and my bra.

“Mmm, these are nice. I like these.”

“Me too.”

This is even better than I dreamed it would be. My nipples are aching for him, stretching, firming as much as they can. I moan, and he shushes me. His “shh” is warm and moist on my neck. I have goosebumps from his lips moving along the crook under the side of my jaw.

I wrap my legs around him, forcing him in closer, feeling his cock push against me. Pushing to where it belongs. But not now. Not here. Someone could come in. I lean my head back so he can kiss down the front of my neck. We should stop. I dig the back of my heels even further into him and start grinding against his shaft. I want him so much. “Not here… I… we… we should stop.”

“You’re right.” His lips move back to mine, covering them so I can’t speak. I don’t want to speak. I want his lips pressed here against mine forever. I grab his lower lip between my teeth and pull. He groans, and I thrust my core toward his manhood. He slides his hands around to the small of my back, holding me while he rests his forehead against mine, our noses tickling each other.

“Fuck, Natalie.”

“That was so…” I can’t even finish my thought. I slowly catch my breath. “This doesn’t mean things are suddenly alright between us.”

“No. I would never expect it to.”

“There’s still a lot we need to talk about and work through.”

“Of course.” He’s still winded as he leans into me.

“This is just… a start to that conversation.”

“A conversation starter.”

“A conversation starter.”





Chapter 6



I don’t know how I make it through the rest of the workday. Every voice I hear reminds me of him, every closed door I see triggers a flood of memories. I try to disconnect, just mindlessly float along, but I keep drifting back to him over and over and over. No phone call, no visitor, no inane request from the salesmen who are just looking for an excuse to see my breasts is enough to distract me from reliving the feel of his lips against mine. His firmness against me.

When I walk outside to the waiting SUV, I shiver in the chilly spring air. I hurry into the warmth of the backseat, hoping Nick has the heat cranked, but when I look up, it’s not Nick sitting behind the wheel.

“I hope this is OK? I told Nick I would drive you home tonight.”

My face flushes. It’s silly, but all I can think is that I want to run my fingers through his perfect hair. “Um, yeah. That’s… OK.”

“Do you want to ride up here with me, or do you want to stay back there?”

I want you to come back here with me, so we can continue where we left off earlier. “While you were gone, I got used to a certain lifestyle. Part of that includes being chauffeured to and from work each day. So for me to ride up there would be below my station.”

“Oh, of course, m’lady.” He reaches up to doff an imaginary hat, and I giggle.

“You’re a dork.”

“You’ve called me that before.”

“It was true then, and it’s true now.”

“Be sure to wear your seatbelt. I can’t stop staring at you in the rearview mirror, so I don’t know how safe this ride is going to be.”

“I should have known better than to get into a car with a strange man.”

“Then maybe we can get to know each other a little better before next time.” I see him wink at me in the mirror as he puts the car into gear.

As we clear the guardhouse and pull onto the road, I see him look in the rearview mirror at me, a question in his eyes.

“What is it?”

“We need to finish our talk sometime. Is this a good time?”

I feel a knot in my belly. What if I say no? What if I want to ignore everything else and just enjoy now? “There’s never going to be a good time, is there?”

He doesn’t answer.

“No matter. We have to do this. No matter what happens.” I steel myself for anything that might come.

“I’m going to get you out of this.”

This SUV? This dress? “Out of what?”

“Out of this, Natalie. All of this. Everything I did. I’m going to fix it.”

Even though I know it’s not what he means, panic still rises inside me at the thought of going back to my life before. My life as… him. I could never do that. No matter what.

“Say something. You do want that, right? To be free?”

“I mean, of course I do. Yes. Who wouldn’t? I just… There are things I’m not willing to give up, and… well, where do we fit in all of this? What happens between you and me? Things weren’t so bad before. When it was us. I could have been happy like that.”

“I couldn’t. Not like that. I could never be happy with you like that.”

Each word stabs at me as it leaves his mouth. “What are you saying?”

He looks at me in the rearview mirror. “Not with you as a prisoner. Trapped in some scheme to humiliate you and use you as a deterrent to any future whistleblowers.”

“Yeah, I almost forgot your sudden case of the morals.”

“It’s not morals. It’s… Didn’t you think it was odd that lots of people who had no business on the sales floor came to see you last week? They all know. He made sure they all know about you.”

“Of course, they know! When they kept coming, I knew why they were there. But what was I supposed to do? I don’t have the luxury of running away like some people do. I had to sit there and take it. I had to show them they aren’t getting to me. Because as soon as you show any weakness, they all start swarming. And if you were so goddamned concerned about this, where were you? Where the fuck were you when I needed you? Where?” Suddenly, all the pain rushes back, and angry tears are boiling out of me. My vision starts to darken.

“I know! I know. I’m a coward, and I left you alone when you needed me.”

I see his eyes shift to me in the rearview mirror. My head is bobbing back and forth now.

“Nat? Breathe, Natalie. Just breathe. It’s OK. Come on, breathe in with me. ”

I can’t say anything. No words will form. I hear myself try to inhale, but I can’t. I just ache. All over, I ache. My heart is pounding against my ribcage. He’s just going to leave me again. This isn’t real. He’s going to leave me again. I lean my head against the headrest. I can’t tell if my eyes are open or closed. Everything is dark.

I feel the car come to a stop, but I don’t know where we are. I can’t ask him what’s going on. I can’t do anything. When the rear door opens, I can’t look to see who it is. Only when I feel his arm snake around my back and pull me to him, do I know. He’s pulled over to get in the backseat with me. To pull me into him. I open my mouth to say something, but no sound comes. He shushes me anyway.

“Don’t say anything. Just let me hold you. We’ll stay like this for as long as you need. What I did was terrible. I won’t pretend it wasn’t. It was awful. I was awful. I was scared of how I felt. Of how strongly I felt. I’m sorry. I want to spend the rest of my life showing you how sorry I am for that. I’ll never leave you again. I promise you. I promise.”

Being here with him feels safe. He always makes me feel so safe. I slide my hand to the front of his pants, trying to squeeze under his belt.

“What are you doing?”

I don’t know. What am I doing? “Just, please? Will you? Is it OK?”

“Of course. Of course, I will! We will. We will. But now isn’t the best time for you.”

There can’t be any other time. It has to be now. “Yes. Please? I just… I just need this. Right now. Please. Please, will you?”

“Are you sure?”

I nod my head. He takes over for me, unfastening his belt and undoing his pants. My hand rushes in as soon as there’s room. I don’t know why, but I need to touch him. Here. This can’t wait.

I wrap my hand around his cock and feel it stiffen. It gets warmer and thicker, and I know I want this. More than anything else in my life right now, I want this. More than my freedom, I want this. I try to slide my hand up and down, but my palm sticks and just pulls on the skin. I move faster and tug harder. I need this to work.

“Whoa.” His hand covers my wrist and forces me to stop. “I know you’re mad at me, but let’s not try to rip it off just yet, please.”

I laugh. “Can we…? In here? Is there room if we do?”

“Are you asking what I think you’re asking?”

I take his hand and pull it under my dress to my panties. “I am so fucking wet for you right now. Can we… do that? Here? Now.”

“We’re parked on the side of the highway. Don’t you want to wait until we can go somewhere a little more private?”

“No. Now. Please? It has to be now.”

He raises himself up enough to pull his pants down to his knees. His manhood is fully erect, and I can’t take my eyes off it. I need that so badly.

“Wait. I don’t have a condom. Is that OK? I’m clean. It’s been so long. But can you…? I mean…”

“Yes. But I don’t care. Yes. Now. Yes. I need this.” I try to move myself to give him easier access to me, but it’s difficult in here. I finally end up lying on my back with my head on the armrest of the door. One of my legs is braced against the back of the front seat. My other leg is pinned between the seatback and Alexander’s hip. He has one knee on the seat between my legs, and his other leg is half-standing, half-squatting on the floor. This is so awkward and uncomfortable, and I absolutely need it now.

“Um… A minor problem…. Do I need the password before I can get in?”

“What? Oh…” My panties. I forgot to pull them down. “I mean, if you’re not man enough to drill through them, then I suppose I can pull them down. Let me just…” I weasel an arm clear and yank them down. I don’t get far, but he takes over for me, guiding my one leg up enough that he can pull them off and let them dangle around my other ankle.

“You weren’t kidding about being wet. And so gorgeous. I could stare at you all day.”

“No. Less talking, more fucking.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

He chuckles, and I feel his tip bounce against me. I’m already squirming.

“Is this your first time?” I nod my head. “I’m going to start out gently, then. Let me know if anything hurts, and I’ll stop.”

I feel him enter me, and I gasp. This is really happening. I’ve waited so long for this. My whole life for this. I never thought it would happen, but it is. And he’s going so slowly and tenderly. So sweetly. I don’t know how he has the resolve to do that. I want all of him right now, but I let him take his time. In a little, then out a bit, then back in a little more. This feels so wonderful, but is so infuriatingly slow. Each stroke is teasing me with what could be but what isn’t.

“Is this OK? Does it hurt?”

Yes, a little, but I’m not about to tell you that. We’re not stopping. “No. You feel so fucking great inside me.”

He picks up his speed a little more and is pushing more forcefully with each thrust. We’re now groaning in time as he slides in and out of my slipperiness. Oh my God! With each groan, my head bangs against the car door, and it doesn’t matter. This is phenomenal. I could be in a box and be happy right now as long as he’s inside me. Where he belongs. I’m throwing my hips against him now with each stroke. I want all of him. I need this. My breath gets more shallow, and each groan becomes higher pitched than the last. His heat mixed with mine radiates through us. I can’t tell anymore which noise is from him and which is from me. We’re no longer separate. Just one body, sliding in unison. And I feel it start to build. A distant wave, but growing, coming closer, sweeping up anything in its way. I’m drowning and then it crashes on me and sprays outward. Taking the last of my breath with it. Bursting from the backseat of an SUV parked on the highway during rush hour.

◆◆◆
I recognize Alexander’s knock on my door Saturday morning. Before he can even walk in, I throw my arms around him and nuzzle my face to his neck. His stubble scratchy against my smooth cheek. I kiss him, and for a split-second my world evaporates in a steamy mist.

“I missed you.” After finally setting things right between us, going more than a week without him has been torturous.

“I missed you too, but I couldn’t come until now.”

I sit beside him on the sofa. I know he couldn’t. There’s an actual reason this time. He wasn’t running away. I didn’t have to worry he’d abandoned me. I knew he hadn’t. I know he’ll never do that again.

“So since you’re here, does that mean you have good news?”

“I do. I have a plan to get you out of this.”

I feel my heart flopping in my chest. Like really out? Is it possible that I might finally leave this apartment and go somewhere other than work or a medical appointment?

“Do you mean it? Like out of…” I gesture around me.

“I do. Out of everything. Out of this apartment. Out of the control of the company. All of it.”

“Oh my God, Alexander! That would be so wonderful!” I wrap my arms around him again and press my face against his chest. I feel so complete when I’m with him, touching him like this. When I can feel his heat against my body, remembering our last time together. “So what is it? Is it dangerous?”

“No, I don’t think so. You never know, but I don’t think so. Natalie, look at me.”

I really don’t want to pull my face away from his chest, but I do. And I look at his chocolatey eyes. When they catch the light like this, I can see all the different shades of brown in them. Hundreds of differently colored specks ringing his pupil.

“Do you trust me? Don’t just say it. Do you truly trust me?”

His question draws me upright. Do I trust him? I’ve never trusted anyone in my life until him. And the instant I started trusting him before, he disappeared for two months. Haven’t I learned my lesson from that?

“I do. I trust you absolutely.” I really do, but should I?

“Good. I promise I won’t let you down, but I’m not going to tell you anything about the plan. I just need you to wait. Don’t worry about anything. This is going to work.”

I pull completely away from him. “So… what? I’m not to worry my pretty little head about this? I’m powerless to help? I’m just some little pawn that the bigger pieces always push around the chessboard as they see fit?”

He leans over and kisses me between my eyes. “I love you so much. First of all, chess doesn’t quite work the way you think it does.” He laughs and lowers his kiss to my nose. “Second, you’re definitely not a pawn. You’re a remarkably capable woman who has shown she can handle anything that’s thrown at her. You’re my queen. For this to work, you need to act like everything is normal. That’s why I’m not going to tell you. This is going to take a long time to get ready, so we don’t need you to act suspicious. It’s going to be hard enough for me to not act strangely. If we both do, it’s too easy for someone to guess we’re up to something. Does that make sense? And is that OK?”

All of my excitement turns to dread when he tells me it will be a long time before he’s able to implement the plan. So much for a quick escape. “That makes sense, I suppose. So I guess that’s OK. How long do you think this will take?” I’m afraid of his answer.

“Probably another month, or maybe even two. We both need to just go on living life like normal. Unfortunately, that means I won’t be able to see you. That would seem unusual, thanks to me being an idiot before. I’m taking a risk being here today, but I just had to…”

I knew it was coming, but I still feel a lump in my throat when he says the words. I’ve had enough of not seeing him. I want him every day, all the time. I want him there when I wake up and when I go to sleep and every instant in between. The next few weeks will destroy me.

“If there’s anything I need you to know, I’ll send messages to you through Nick.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“He knows how to be discreet. And he’s in the best position to pass along any information between us. It’ll be fine.”

“I don’t mean that. I mean him. Are you sure letting him know about this is a good idea?”

“Nick? Of course. I have complete confidence in him. I know, you’ve never liked him, but have faith in me. I’ve known him for years and trust him with my life. And he knows how I feel about you, so that means you can trust him with your life, too.”

I wish I could be so sure.





Chapter 7



The first two days of the next week, Nick drives me to and from work just like he’s done for weeks. I don’t know if Alexander told him about the plan yet, so I watch him like a hawk for the slightest change in his behavior or attitude. If he so much as looks at me in the rearview mirror for a fraction of a second longer than usual or sneers at me just a little more condescendingly than normal, I’m ready. I will not let anyone keep me from being with Alexander. I don’t care what I have to do to them.

Wednesday morning, however, everything changes.

I look up and see Nick standing inside the doorway. Like he does every morning, he’s snuck in as quietly as he can. No knock, no loud key jangling to warn me he’s there. He’s just—poof!—there. No matter how often it happens, I still jump. And Nick responds the same way each time:

“Did I scare you, Princess?” He laughs.

“Whatever. I just need to get my purse, and I’m ready.”

We walk down to the car where he opens the backdoor for me, always the gentleman to anyone who might be watching. Anyone who doesn’t know better. I get into the backseat, my heel catching on the doorframe as I do. My purse beside me, I pull the seatbelt on while Nick goes to the driver’s side and starts the car. We drive off in silence like every morning.

After a few minutes, I notice we aren’t on the usual route. My adrenaline spikes.

“Where are we going?”

“So we actually do pay attention when we get driven around? We just have to make a quick stop this morning. It’s only a couple of blocks out of the way. Nothing to worry about, Queen.”

A quick stop? We’ve never done anything like this before. It’s always the most direct route to and from work. Even when there’s traffic, we take the same route. Something is going on. I look around the car for anything unusual, anything he could use against me.

At the same time, I slip my hand inside my purse. The day Alexander came to me and told me he was working on a plan, I knew I had to be prepared for anything, so I hid a steak knife in the bottom of my purse. I wrap my hand around its handle now. I need to pick the perfect time. I won’t get a second chance.

We pull into a donut shop parking lot, and my pulse lets up just a little. Is this the quick stop? He wants donuts?

“See? I told you it wasn’t far out of the way. No pancakes, but this place has the best cinnamon rolls in the city. Come on.”

I drop the knife back into my purse and get out when he opens the door for me, pulling the strap over my shoulder. He leads me inside, where we stand in line behind an older man. He’s pointing at various donuts in the case and asking the woman behind the counter if they’re fresh. Each time, she rolls her eyes and tells him that everything was freshly made this morning.

Finally, the man is finished with his questions and orders a single glazed donut. The smell in here is making me so hungry I could eat twelve glazed donuts by myself. When the lady hands him his change and his bag, she turns to Nick.

“Just two cinnamon rolls for us, please.” I really hope one is for me, but I’m sure it’s not. He hands her a five-dollar bill and tells her to keep the change. “Oh, and is there a restroom here?”

The tired worker hands him the donuts and points behind her. “Around the corner. Down that hallway.”

“Come on.” Nick pulls at my arm to signal that I’m supposed to follow him.

“I’m not going to the bathroom with you. That’s gross. I’ll wait here.”

“No. Come with me and don’t make a scene.” He smiles to reassure anyone who might be watching us.

What is he up to? I look around for anyone who could be willing to help me. A couple of old men and the woman behind the counter who looks so exhausted she could collapse any second. The best I could hope for is someone to call 911. But how long would it take for the police to come? What would happen before then? Realizing things are stacked against me, I follow him against my better judgement.

We turn into the hallway, out of sight of everyone around the front. Nick’s hand is wrapped so tightly around my arm now that he’s hurting me. I try to jerk away, but his grip is too tight.

He turns to me. “Follow me. Alexander is waiting for us.”

When I hear his name, I stop. Bullshit.

Nick tugs on my arm and nearly pulls me off my feet. “Hurry up! We don’t have time for this.” We push through the backdoor and into the employee parking lot.

“I’m not going anywhere with you.” But with the way he’s pulling, I don’t have a choice. If I don’t move my feet, he would drag me. I can barely keep up as it is.

With my free hand I reach in my purse for the knife, desperately feeling for it, but the bouncing of our rapid pace and my fear keep me from finding it.

“Where are you taking me?”

“Keep your voice down! Just back here. I told you Alexander is here. We’re getting you out of here.”

That’s a lie. He told me his plan would take months. It’s barely even been a couple of days. I tried to warn him about Nick! I breathe as deeply as the situation will let me. I need to be clear-headed and ready for what I need to do. But first I need to get this damn knife!

Nick lets go of me as we enter an empty workshop. The outside is corrugated metal painted flat brown so long ago that it’s become chalky. There are graffiti tags all around the door. The inside is dark. It takes a minute for my eyes to adjust to the light that is coming in from the small windows near the tops of the walls. When my eyes do finally adjust, I look around. There’s no one here but us.

Finally, my fingers brush against the handle of the knife, and I grip it tightly. Nick has let go of me, and walked even further inside the building. If I ran, could I make it to the door before he noticed? What would happen then?

Stopping that thought just as it forms, Nick turns around to me. “He was supposed to be here already. But he’ll be here. Don’t worry.”

I pull the knife from my purse and hold it in front of me. “Don’t lie to me. I know he’s not coming. He was never coming. This was all you! You found out what he was planning, so you brought me here to murder me or rape me or kidnap me again. I told him not to trust you! I told him!”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. He is coming. I swear. Just put that away before someone gets hurt. This is the plan. This is what he was planning.”

“Don’t lie to me!” My scream echoes through the empty metal building, almost loudly enough to hurt my ears. I realize I’ll never be able to fight him or run away with these heels, so I kick them off. My muscles are tense, ready for him to spring at me. You are not going to get me!





Chapter 8



“Well, this is interesting. What’s going on here?”

I turn, and I’m instantly relieved. “Oh thank God! Help me! He’s trying to take me.”

“Hmm, I see that. Natalie, come over here by me. Nick, you stay right where you are.” I run toward Tabitha while she freezes Nick with a large handgun.

“What are you doing here?” Nick snaps at her.

“Saving Natalie from you.”

I get to her side. “Is Alexander with you?”

“No sweetie, not yet. We split up to look for you. I called him, though, and he’s on his way.”

I exhale when I hear the words. Until then, I didn’t realize how much breath I had been holding in.

“I’m so glad you got here when you did. I don’t know what he was going to do to me.”

“Oh, I have some ideas. None of them are any good. But you’re safe now. We’re going to take care of him. He’s not going to hurt you.”

“How did you find us?”

“Like I said, we split up and were looking for Natalie. I saw the SUV parked out front and recognized it.”

“That’s a lie.” I see Nick’s jaw clenching as he spits the words at her.

Tabitha chuckles. “I expected better of you, Nick. I always thought you were a team player. You had me fooled.”

“I knew all along he wasn’t. There was always something about him. I could tell.”

“You were right then, I suppose, Natalie. You have good instincts.” She looks at me for just a second and smiles.

“Why were you looking for us?” Nick asks.

“Because I had to make sure she was safe.”

“No, I mean, how did you know to come looking for us?”

“Oh. She was late for work. You always make sure she gets there right on time.”

“Natalie, get away from her.”

“Fuck you Nick! I’m staying right here until Alexander shows up. Then he’s going to… do whatever it is he’ll do to you. Whatever it is, you deserve it.” My face turns red as the hate fills me. “It won’t be nearly as bad as what you had planned for me, I’m sure.”

“Natalie, she’s lying. She’s not working with Alexander. What time is it now, Tabitha?”

“We’ve had enough Nick. Be quiet!” Tabitha cocks the gun.

Nick slowly holds up his left hand. “It’s 9:05. Natalie, you know how far away from the office we are. I know you pay attention. This donut shop is about ten minutes away.”

“So what? It doesn’t matter anymore, Nick. Tabitha, let’s just call the police. Where’s your phone? I’ll call them.”

“She won’t let you call the police. Listen! We’re ten minutes away from the office. That means Tabitha would have had to leave there before 8:55 to get here when she did. That’s five minutes before you start work. You wouldn’t have been late yet at that point. You’re a smart girl. You know this.”

“What? No. That can’t be right.” I look at him, unsure of what’s going on.

“She’s lying. The times don’t add up.”

He’s right, but that doesn’t make any sense. Why else would Tabitha be looking for me? Maybe we left home late today? I think back to when Nick showed up. He still snuck in like he always does, but I was ready. I wasn’t rushing around finishing my hair or makeup. I was sitting on the sofa. My purse was on the kitchen island. I walked over to it and looked at the clock behind it. 8:32 a.m. The same time we always leave. Was that really just 30 minutes ago? It seems like another day.

“Tabitha… he is right about that. We weren’t late. What’s going on?”

“He’s just trying to confuse you. Don’t let him. You know what he wanted to do to you. What he was going to do to you if I didn’t get here when I did. Here. Take my keys and go sit in my car. It’s parked in front of the building next door. Go there. And I’ll be right behind you in a few minutes. I’ll make sure Nick can’t hurt any other woman the way he was going to hurt you.”

“On this street out here?” I point to what I assume is the front of the workshop.

She nods her head and tosses the keys to me. “Go now. Quick! I’ll be right there.”

That doesn’t make sense. If she saw the SUV parked at the donut shop on a different street, how did she know to park back here? I pick up the keys that I had let fall to the concrete floor. As I do, I pretend to lose my footing and stumble into Tabitha. We both tumble. I try to hit her hand to jar the gun free, but she’s holding it too tightly.

“Nick! Help! Help!”

I didn’t need to call for help. He must have already been sprinting across the short distance when he saw me bump into Tabitha. As soon as the words leave my mouth, he’s on top of us both. He holds the gun down with one hand while he pushes me out of the way with his other.

I roll away and stand up, ready to run, but I see Nick twist and slam his fist into Tabitha’s face. I hear something that I really hope is just Nick’s knuckles cracking because the other choice is that he shattered several bones in Tabitha’s face. Her head instantly rolls to the side, limp.

Nick grabs the gun and stands up. He points the gun at me. “You. Here now.” He points to a spot beside Tabitha.

Shit! Was I wrong? Was Tabitha really here to rescue me, after all? I walk to the spot where he pointed, not knowing what to do next.

He keeps the gun pointed in my direction. “How strong are you?”

“What?”

“How strong? Are you strong enough to drag her?”

“I… I don’t know.” I’ve lost so much strength recently, I’m not sure. Is he really going to make me do this?

“Grab her arms. She can’t stay there.” He looks around us and spots what looks like an office door. “There. Drag her there.”

“I don’t know if I can.”

“You don’t have a choice. Do it. I’m going to find something to tie her up with. Hurry! We don’t know if anyone else is coming.”

I pick up her arms and pull. At first I can’t budge her, but when I try again using my body weight and pushing off with my legs, I’m able to move her. I’m quickly out of breath, but I don’t stop. I don’t know if I could get her body started again if I did. Finally, I reach the door. Nick runs over to open it.

“Good job. OK, in there. Come on!”

He wants me to go in there with her? No. I know what happens here. He locks us in this room until his partners come. Then they take both of us and sell us off. No. I can’t go into that room. This is my last chance. I look around, desperate to find any way out of this. Somewhere I can run where he can’t shoot me. I don’t see anything. How was I so wrong about this?

There’s no choice. I’ve got to do this. I take a couple of breaths to get as much oxygen back into my muscles as I can, and I drop Tabitha’s arm, lunging for Nick. He doesn’t expect it, so I’m able to get to him before he reacts. Both of my hands are on the gun now. He’s trying to pull it away from me, but I hold on. I’m blindly kicking and kneeing, hoping to make contact anywhere that will make him lose his grip, but with no luck. The trigger! If I pull it, someone will hear. Unable to get the gun away from him, I hook my finger inside the trigger guard and pull. Nothing happens. I try again and still nothing. Shit! But no matter, I am not letting go of this gun. As soon as I do, I’m a dead woman.

“Both of you stop it right now! I don’t know what you’re doing, but stop! Jesus fucking Christ!” Is that really him?

I look to make sure and then sprint toward him. Nick still has the gun and now my back is to him, but I don’t care. I just know if I can make it to Alexander, I’ll be safe. I get to him and immediately run behind him, putting him between me and Nick.

He reaches behind his back to give me his hand and I take it.

“You’re trembling. It’s OK. Come here. Calm down. It’s alright. You’re safe.” He pulls me around in a hug.

I want to stay wrapped in his arms forever, but I can’t. I gasp for air. “Nick… gun…”

“Shh. It’s OK. It’s OK! Relax. Just breathe. I’m here. It’s fine.”

“God damn, she really is strong for her size. I didn’t believe you.” Nick laughs and walks toward us.

I scream, and Alexander turns toward me, putting his hands on the sides of my face. “Shh… Shh… It’s OK, my love. I promise no one will ever hurt you again. I promise.” He leans forward and rests his forehead against the top of my head.

I want us to stay like this forever, but we can’t. Not while Nick is—right there! Nick is right behind him now. And he’s… smiling? I look for the gun. It’s not in his hands, but where? I see it, tucked into the waistband of his pants. Alexander kisses my forehead and takes my hand as he turns to face Nick.

“So, what was going on when I walked up?”

“We had a situation right before you got here, and Natalie was a little stressed. That’s all. She wasn’t sure she could trust me. She’s still not.” He looks at me with a grin.

He’s so warm and unlike himself here. He’s never been friendly to me before. Before today, I’ve never even heard him use my name.

“Tabitha showed up. With this.” He pulls the gun from his waistband and offers the handle to Alexander who puts out his hand to tell Nick to keep it.

“Where is she now?”

Nick jerks a finger toward the office. “In there. I was just getting ready to tie her up when Natalie felt the rhythm and decided to dance.”

“Should I be jealous?” Alexander laughs. “Was Tabitha alone?”

“As far as I could tell. I didn’t have time to do a thorough sweep. She may have told someone, though, so I think it’s best to assume this location’s burned.”

“Then we need to finish things now and leave.”

“I got this. You go. Get her out of here in case anyone else shows up. I’ll take care of our guest. With any luck, you’ll have at least a couple hours head start before they pull the GPS history and notice how long I was parked here.”

“You sure about this?”

“Bro, you know I’ve always got you. And you too, Princess.”

Maybe I really was wrong about him. I wrap my arms around Alexander’s waist and pull him to me as tightly as I can.

He turns to me. “I need to get something from the car to give to Nick. Come with me.” I don’t want to let go, but he grabs my hand again and walks me to his car. A tiny grey Kia that has more rust than paint.

“This is your car?”

“Our car. For a little while at least. Until we get something better.”

I look at him skeptically as he holds the passenger door open for me. Once the door is closed, he leans down and pecks my cheek through the open window. “I’ll be right back.”

I listen as he opens the back door, and then I watch him walk toward Nick, a small hard black case in his right hand. Nick nods his head at something Alexander tells him. He hands it to Nick, and they embrace. It looks like Alexander doesn’t want to let go, but finally he does. Halfway back to me, he smiles. I know it’s a forced smile for my sake. Behind him, Nick has vanished into the office where he made me drag Tabitha. What will he do to her? Is she even still alive?

“What’s wrong?” I take his hand as soon as he’s in the car next to me.

“Nothing. Nothing that won’t be fixed soon. Let’s get out of here, and I’ll tell you about it as we drive.”

◆◆◆
As he drives, Alexander tells me everything. The things I already knew, and the things that I never would have guessed. Mr. Dyer found out I was going to be an informant for the FBI. Rather than just fire me before I had a chance, he ordered Alexander to kidnap me and administer the feminization serum to me. As he spent more time with me, Alexander developed feelings for me.

When he couldn’t ignore the feelings, he knew he had to do something. That’s when he and Nick started combing through the company files for everything illegal they could find. They found way more than I ever knew about. Faked clinical data, fictitious trials, a history of illicit payments to government regulators around the world to get approvals for medications, and then a trail of illicit payments to doctors around the world in exchange for prescribing these medications.

Alexander and Nick downloaded everything. The case he handed Nick contained decades of information, all of it damning and most of it illegal. While Alexander gets me to safety, Nick is taking that to my friends in the FBI. It turns out I was right about them. They may be a little too eager for their own good, but they’re clean. Neither of them was the mole. Nick knows the identity of the mole and has the history of payments that were made to his bank account.

Alexander tells me the only two things that aren’t in the set of files going to the FBI are references to him and to me. He wiped us completely from the system. To anyone looking through the documents, we don’t exist.

First, that startled me. What they did to me was wrong, and the world should know about it. But when the initial flash of anger passes, I realize it’s for the best. We need to start new lives separate from the past.





Chapter 9



I walk in and set my purse on the table just inside the door, my heels clicking on the tile as I walk. I push the light switch, but nothing happens. The entire house is still dark.

“Hello? Is anyone here?”

I walk from the foyer to the kitchen, looking around, but I don’t see anyone.

“Hello?” I call again, louder.

“In here.”

I follow Alexander’s voice down the hallway.

“What are you doing?”

“Playing with this damn electrical box again. The blender blew the kitchen circuit, and I can’t figure out which one it is, so I’ve been flipping them all on and off. None of them match their labels.”

He breaks away from the electrical box and walks to me. I stand on my toes and wrap my arms around him, our lips meeting as our bodies press together. No matter how long it’s been or how many times we do this, I’ll never be tired of it. Of his lips against mine. His body against mine. His smell filling my nostrils. The goofy grin on his face every time he sees me. The way my heart flutters when I hear his voice.

After we left the United States, we bounced around from country to country for several months. Alexander said it was to muddy our trail just in case anyone looked for us, but I preferred to think of it as our honeymoon. We saw castles in Eastern Europe, beautiful savannas in Africa, Southeast Asian jungles so dense I was scared to go into them. Finally, we settled here, just outside Sydney, Australia.

“You know, Mr. Thomsen, the blender is an essential part of Margarita Night.”

“Hence my desperation to find the right breaker, Mrs. Thomsen.”

Our new identities are as a married couple, formerly from Nebraska, now Australian citizens: Alexander and Natalie Thomsen. He works for a small security consulting firm, and I’m a chemist at a sports nutrition company.

“It’s beautiful tonight. Maybe the electrical box is telling us something. We could spend the night outside.”

“You’re just tired of messing with it.”

“I am tired of messing with it. And there’s something else I’d much rather mess with. Something that just came home and desperately needs a proper messing with.”

“Oh? And what would that be?”

He swoops to wrap his arms around my waist and throws me over his shoulder. I shriek in surprise as I fly upward. His left shoulder pressing into my belly while with his right hand he reaches up and grabs the band of my panties, ripping them down my legs until they're resting around my ankles. I kick my panties and my heels off as we enter the kitchen. Without breaking stride, he carries me out the backdoor and onto the lawn. He gently sets me down on the grass.

“I didn’t think this out properly. Wait right here.”

“I don’t know. I’m a very popular lady. Lots of places to be. I might not be here when you get back.”

“Then maybe I need some collateral to make sure you stick around. Take off your dress.”

“It might look cute on you, but I really don’t think it’s your size.”

“Off with it, woman.”

No matter how much I hear it from everyone, no matter how much I know in my heart I truly and completely am, it still makes my heart flutter every time the man I love calls me “woman” or “lady.” I squirm out of the dress and hand it to him.

“You know that won’t stop me. Walking naked around the neighborhood is the reason I’m so popular.”

“If you do that, you’ll miss what I have planned. And you don’t want to miss that.”

“Oh, you’ve been planning this? The electricity was just a ploy to get me alone and naked in the backyard?”

“You know me too well. If you really want to be popular, I’ll turn on the back light so the neighbors will see everything.” He doesn’t laugh.

“Don’t you dare.” There it is, his chuckle, as he walks inside carrying my dress. Leaving me totally nude except for my bra. I might as well go all the way. I reach behind me and unfasten the hooks. Exposing my sensitive nipples to the night air causes me to shiver. I wrap my arms around myself.

After a couple minutes, he’s back with a folded blanket and lays it next to me. I start to slide over to it, but he stops me.

“No. I’m going to do this right. Lift up your knees.”

He walks beside me and slides one arm under my legs and another behind the small of my back.  He lifts me just far enough off the ground that he can set me on the blanket.

“Dork.”

“Only for you, my love. I see you decided to be completely naked. I have to say I approve.” He reaches out and cups one of my breasts, fondling it.

“I was getting a little too warm. I had to take it off.”

He cups my other breast too as he drops to his knees, straddling my legs. “Oh, if you were warm before, you’re about to be miserable because I’m going to make you so hot.”

He pushes me down and rests his body on top of mine. One of his hands replaced by his mouth as he suckles at my breast. I close my eyes and focus on the feeling of his lips against me. The suction pulling at my hardened nipple. The sudden rush of cold air every time he pulls his mouth away. Then he stops, and I feel him slide lower along my body. I know what’s coming next, so I spread my legs in anticipation. Only I’m wrong.

I gasp and look down at him. His head is so close to my sex, his fingers between his face and my core. With a flick of his wrist, I feel it again and gasp once more.

“What is that?”

He smiles and holds his hand up. It’s too dark for me to see. “It’s a flower. A flower for your flower. From our garden to your garden.”

“Oh my God, you are such a complete and total— “I don’t have time to finish my sentence before he runs it against me again.

Each time he runs it along my delicate folds, my entire body trembles. Now that he sees the effect it has on me, he’s doing it more often, not giving me time to recover in between. I can only breathe in shallow gulps now, my body arched back in ecstasy over a flower.

Finally, he tosses the flower aside and climbs on top of me again. It’s so old-fashioned, but this is the position I like best. Gravity pushing him into me, his warm body acting as a blanket over mine. I feel so small when we’re like this. So wonderfully small and protected by my man. I feel his cock next to my entrance.

“Is this where the snake enters my garden?”

“Oh no, this is a mighty eucalyptus about to take root.”

“You’re so cute when you’re trying to sound Australian. Root away, mate.”

My opening parts for him as he plunges inside me, his immense length almost instantly filling me. The first few times, I worried I couldn’t take all of him. That he would somehow break me. I should have known better. We fit together perfectly. Both of us, created for this one act, this one moment, with each other.

His body rubs against mine as I feel and hear him slide in and out of my slipperiness. He moves around until he finds just the right spot inside me, and I writhe under him. As much as I’m trying to be quiet, a moan escapes my lips, and I hear his panting breaths turn into a sudden chuckle. I look up at the stars as he drives his love into me, and I know there can never be anything more perfect than this.





My Best Friend's Dad
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Chapter 1



“Are you ready?”

“Ready for free rent? Bring it on, you silver fox.”

I lean across the table and pull my pants down for him. I’ve never done this before, so I’m not sure what to expect. I just hope it doesn’t hurt too bad.

He’s playing with something behind me, so I rest my head and take a deep breath while I wait. Then I feel it. First, a quick rub. Then a flash of cold as he blows on it. The chill gives me goosebumps. Other than a little pressure, I don’t even feel it when it slides in.

“Did it hurt?”

“No. Not at all.”

“Hold this here for a second while I get you a bandage.”

I reach around and press the alcohol swab against my skin to stop any bleeding.

“Now, you may feel ill for a bit tonight and tomorrow. Some chills, maybe a fever, muscle weakness. That sort of thing. But it shouldn’t be bad. Take it easy, and it’ll pass. And remember, you can’t talk to Nate about this. This has to be double blind. That means neither of you can know what the other got, and I can’t know what you’re getting either. Got it?”

“Yeah, no worries. I won’t jeopardize this for you. And I know you said you don’t want to talk about it anymore, but you’re too good looking to sit on the sidelines. You really should try to find someone who makes you happy. But that’s the last I’ll say about it.”

“I just have no interest right now. There are other ways I’d rather spend my time and energy. Plus, I’m forty-five.”

“So what? You’re a hot forty-five. You just need the right woman to appreciate you the way you deserve. She’s out there.”

“Thanks, but I’m happy right now. I don’t need to look for anything else. Can we drop it, please?”

“Sure.” He doesn’t seem happy, though. Since Jennifer left a few years ago, he hasn’t been the same. He was always fun and easygoing before, but in the last few years he’s lost that. Even Nate says there’s a huge difference.

“Same time next week, OK? Ten o’clock Tuesday.”

“I’ll be right here with my pants around my ankles for you.”

“Haha.” He doesn’t laugh.

I walk out the door and get into my car.

When James first came to Nate and me with this idea, I was skeptical. He’s a pharmaceutical research chemist, but it still seemed strange that he wanted to experiment on his son and his son’s best friend. When he explained it, though, I got it. He was part of the team working on this drug at his old job a few years ago, but then there was that enormous scandal and the government shut the company down.

He was able to sneak these files and data out before everything was seized, though. Since then, he’s been modifying the formula. He’s improving it and making sure there are enough changes so no one will suspect it could have come from the old company. No matter how good the drug, people won’t trust something from a company forced out of business for unethical and illegal practices.

When he found out we both lost our jobs, James offered to pay our rent for the next year if we would help him with this. It’s completely off the books, and we can’t say anything about it. But it was too good to pass up. Free rent in exchange for getting one shot every week for four weeks in a row? And with a drug that isn’t even dangerous? James explained that it’s just a simple medication for people with dangerously high cholesterol and triglycerides. The most likely side effect we have to worry about is that it will make us healthier, at least the one of us who gets the real medicine and not the placebo. How could either of us say no to this deal?





Chapter 2



“Have you noticed any side effects?”

“Not really. Didn’t get sick. Didn’t have any muscle weakness. There were a couple of days I didn’t feel as energetic as usual, but I don’t think that was from this.”

“I wouldn’t think so, but which days?”

“Let’s see… I got the shot on Tuesday, and it was two or three days after that. So Thursday and Friday. A little on Saturday too, I guess.” It’s hard to keep track of days when you’re not working. All time blends into a giant blur.

“No, I don’t think that would be from this. So far, so good then. Ready for shot two?”

“Ready to drop my drawers for my best friend’s dad? You bet.” I laugh, but James just rolls his eyes. I remember a time he would have thought that was funny.

He is under a lot of stress, though, between work and the news that Nate and I were both fired. He still hasn’t forgiven me for that. Even though it was Nate’s idea to call off sick for two weeks while we followed a musician on the closing leg of his farewell tour, I took the blame with his dad. I always have since we were kids. It’s just easier to let them blame me. It’s easier for Nate, and easier for them too because they can forgive me more easily than they can him. And I was already used to being yelled at in my own home, so Nate’s parents were never something I couldn’t handle.

This time worried me, though. When neither of us found jobs right away, Nate had to ask his dad for money. He told him we were fired, and that it was my fault. I can still see the text James sent me when he found out: “Patrick, this is going to stop. I won’t put up with you dragging Nate down anymore.” It was so blunt and short. There wasn’t any talk about how I disappointed him, or how I needed to do better, or even how I’m an adult and need to stop acting like a child. There were none of the usual tropes that signal he’d be willing to forgive me if I just gave him enough time.

A few days later, though, James sent a group text to Nate and me offering to pay our rent for a year if we would help him with this medicine. I knew then that things would be good again between us.

◆◆◆
The following Tuesday, I’m at his house at ten o’clock for my third shot. When he answers his door, he’s wearing a white button-down shirt, black pants, and black shoes.

“You look good today.” I tell him as he holds the door open for me.

“Thank you. I have to go into the office for half a day once we’re finished.”

“Oh. So do we need to hurry, then?”

“No, not at all.”

He leads me down the basement stairs even though I’ve been in this house so often I know it as well as he does. Once we’re in the lower level, we walk to a side room. This used to be Nate’s game room when we were kids—table tennis, air hockey, and video games. I imagine we spent thousands of hours in this room, just him and me. Now, his dad has converted it to a makeshift examination room for this study. There’s a desk with a laptop for him, a massage table that he uses for exams, a rack with boxes of vacutainer tubes for our weekly labs, and a refrigerator to store the medication and our blood after he draws it. I hop onto the table while he sits at the desk.

“So, any new symptoms or side effects this week?”

“I don’t know. I think so, but it’s weird. So, I’m not sure.”

“Oh? Let me know and I can probably tell you whether it’s the medication or not. Nothing major, I hope?”

“No. It’s all small stuff. Just… like I said, it’s weird. Like, do I sound different to you?”

“Different?”

“Yeah. My voice. Does it sound different? Higher pitched?”

“I thought I noticed something when we were talking, but that definitely is not because of this medicine. Probably just a bug. Anything else.”

“My hair seems like it’s falling out.” He looks worried when I tell him this. “Not the hair on my head. Body hair. And on my face. It’s very patchy now.”

“Hmm… is that all?”

“Mostly. Except I might be gaining weight.”

“Gaining weight? Have you been eating more?”

“No. That’s the strange part. Still just eating like I normally do, but this morning I couldn’t get the first pair of pants up past my butt. That’s why I had to wear these.” I motion to the sweatpants I’m wearing.

“It would be strange for this medication to cause you to gain weight, but let’s keep an eye on that one. The body hair and voice, though, would not be from this. Do you mind if I take a look at you? Just from behind, but without your pants and underwear.”

“Sure. Whatever.”

I stand up and turn away from him while pulling down my pants. I hear him wheel the chair over closer to me. He mutters something then touches the side of my hip. First he pokes it, but then he must realize how uncomfortable that was because he starts rubbing it. His hand drifts to my rear, and it’s more of the same.

“And this is the only area where you’ve noticed the possible weight gain?”

“Yeah. Everything is the same as always. A little smaller even maybe.”

“Interesting. Do you mind waiting here while I get a tape measure and a scale? We can start tracking your weight and measurements.”

“Sure.”

I pull my pants back up and sit on the table. When he comes back, he’s carrying a bathroom scale under his one arm and a tailor’s tape measure in the other.

“OK, I’ll try to do this part without making you get totally undressed. So stand up and face away from me. Pull your pants down just a little. Now, take this end of the tape and wrap it around your front. We’ll start with your hips and butt. Hand the end to me and I’ll snug it up back here. Good. Now slide it up to your waist. Got it. You can pull your pants up now, but I want you to take your shirt off. We’ll measure your chest and then your arms.”

We repeat the process with my chest and then in two spots on each arm. After I’m done with all that, I step onto the scale, and he notes my weight. Next, he draws three tubes of blood, gives me my shot, and I’m on my way again until next week.

◆◆◆
I definitely notice side effects after this injection. For the first few days afterward, I feel like I’ve been run over. I can barely get out of bed. When I do, I’m so weak, walking is a struggle. By Saturday, that lets up, but then I’m in the bathroom more often than not. Twenty-four hours after that, though, it’s gone, and I’m back to normal.

I’m still not talking about any of this with Nate. In fact, this last week, I’ve hardly seen him. I haven’t felt like doing much, so he’s off doing his own thing, I suppose. I’m a little jealous, but good for him. I just wish I could get out with him.

Tuesday morning, I find out I’ve definitely gained weight. I have a hard time finding anything that fits me. Even the sweatpants I wore last week are stretched tight across my ass now. I wear them anyway, because it’s either that or an old pair of boxers that are more hole than material. My shirts are fitting me strangely, too. They’re almost too big except across the chest where my pecs are. That part still fits fine, but the rest is baggy. So strange. It’s like the weight from other parts of my body, except my chest, has moved to my hips, butt, and thighs.

I ring the doorbell at ten, and James answers. He’s just wearing jeans and a T-shirt today. I can’t stop staring at his chest. I always knew that he was handsome, but I never noticed it like this before. His broad, muscular chest forms a perfect inverted triangle down to his waist—and to his bulge. These must be new jeans because I’ve certainly never noticed that before. Maybe he has a lunch date planned after this. Part of me hopes he really does find a woman, but that thought makes me a little jealous too. As silly as it is, maybe it’s because I’m single, and I don’t want him to be in a relationship before me.

We head downstairs like always. This time I go first while he follows behind. I tell him about my week as we walk into the exam room. The first thing he has me do is stand on the scale so he can record my weight. I’m shocked when I see the number. It’s quite a bit less than last week. Probably because I was sick for a few days, but I’m not gaining weight after all.

I sit on the table, and James draws my blood and examines me. He checks my eyes, ears, under my tongue. He has me push and pull against his hands, using first my hands and then my feet. He’s never examined me so thoroughly before. Then he has me stand up.

“I want to measure you again, but I want to make sure we have really accurate readings this time. So I’d like you to take your clothes completely off, if you don’t mind.”

“Sure, but then you have to take yours off too, right? It’s only fair.”

He chuckles. “Maybe, but no. Life isn’t going to be fair today.”

I take off my shoes and then strip for him. For just a second, I think of doing it slowly to tease him. I blush. I can’t believe the thought even occurred to me.

With my clothes off and folded on the table, I turn and face him. He seems embarrassed at first and looks away. I don’t say anything and he eventually turns back. He walks toward me, holding the tape measure in his hands. He starts with my arms. Then my chest. Then he works his way down.

After he measures my waist, he keeps his hands on either side of me. I look up at him. Something I’ve never done before. He and I have always been the same height. So either I’m shrinking, which is impossible, or it’s just from him being in shoes and me not. He returns my stare for a second. Two seconds. Three seconds. Then he looks away. I hear him mutter under his breath, but the only word I make out is “can’t.” I’m just about to ask him to repeat what he said when he tells me to turn around so he can measure my hips.

I turn away from him while he wraps the tape around me. As he does, I feel him brush against me from behind. The fabric of his jeans rubbing against my skin in combination with his arms tight around me makes my body tingle. We both freeze in that position for a moment, and I start to wonder if he’s holding me here longer than he needs to. And I start to hope he is. But then he announces the measurement and jerks away from me. He tells me to stay right there while he preps the shot.

Today is the last of the four shots I’ll be getting. And I’m glad. I’m actually nervous about this one. Last week wasn’t miserable, but it wasn’t good. I really hope this week won’t be as bad. He injects me as soon as he wipes the alcohol swab across my cheek. It stings because he doesn’t give the alcohol time to dry. Before he even pulls the syringe out, he tells me he needs to go upstairs and that I can leave as soon as I’m dressed. Suddenly, he seems to be in a rush. I get dressed, pulling the sweatpants up over the hips and butt that I now know for sure are larger than they were just a week ago. Once my shoes are on, I walk up the stairs and out the front door, shouting a goodbye to him as I do.





Chapter 3



This week is so much worse than before. The effects start less than six hours after my shot. As soon as I feel them coming on, I prepare. I load my bedroom with bottles of water and soda and packages of chips and cookies. Even by the time I finish taking the second trip into my room, I’m exhausted. I fall onto my bed and don’t want to move.

And I don’t. After almost a full day, I still haven’t gotten out of bed. I don’t even get up to use the bathroom. I just don’t have to. I try to keep drinking so I stay hydrated, but it’s not helping. Or maybe it is, but my body is using the liquid for whatever battle is happening inside me.

Thursday I feel even worse. I’m suddenly aware of all two-hundred-and-six bones in my body because every one of them feels like it’s on fire. And maybe they all are. I honestly wouldn’t mind at this point. Maybe it would even be a relief. And the one time in my life when I desperately need someone, Nate is nowhere to be found. As far as I know, he didn’t come home last night. Or if he did, I didn’t hear him and he didn’t check on me. I assume that means he’s not having this side effect to the shot, but I kind of hope he is. I want him to be somewhere in just as much agony as I am right now. Then that could excuse him for not checking on me.

By the evening I can’t take anymore. I need someone. It takes more energy than I could have ever imagined, but after three tries, I’m able to grab my phone. I scroll through my contacts until I find him: James. I press send.

“Hello?” He sounds rough, distracted.

“Hello.” My voice surprises me, so airy and flimsy it’s almost not there.

“Who is this?”

“It’s Patrick.”

“Patrick? Patrick!” He clears his throat. “I didn’t recognize your voice. What’s wrong?”

“Everything. I feel like my entire body is melting. I think I need to go to the hospital.”

“No! Don’t go to the hospital! It’ll be OK. Is Nate there?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Shit. OK. Hang tight. Let me get dressed, and I’ll be right over. Just hang on, I’ll be right there.”

Clothes on? A new flash of flames shoots through me. Was he with someone? Is that why he sounded distracted when he picked up?

“Wait. You won’t get in. I really don’t think I can move from my bed.”

“I have a spare key. Don’t worry. I’ll be right there.”

I’m not sure how much time passes before he gets there, but it seems like one thousand years. It might be closer to fifteen minutes, but I can’t tell anymore. I’m instantly relieved when I hear the door open and his voice call out. I try to answer, but nothing comes. He knocks on my bedroom door, but I can’t even respond to that. Irrationally, I worry that he’ll think I left home, that I’ve gone somewhere. So I’m relieved when he pushes my door open and walks to my side.

“Patrick? Are you awake?”

I nod my head, but I don’t think anything moves. I look up at him, so he’ll see my eyes.

“What hurts? What can I do?”

“—thing.” My throat catches when I talk, and the first part of the word doesn’t come out. The second part is less than a whisper when it does.

“Your… thing hurts?”

I want to laugh, but I can’t. “No… Everything.”

“Oh. That’s… OK, yeah.”

“I brought a pain reliever for you. I’m going to administer this. It’s leftover from when I had elbow surgery, so I need to adjust the dose for your weight. Do you think you can swallow a pill?”

I can barely swallow enough air to breathe. “No.”

“This is going to taste bad then, but I’ll dissolve it in just a little bit of water. You’ll still have to swallow that, but it’ll be easier. I’ll be right back.”

I watch as he walks away from me, and my heart is crushed. I want him to stay here. When I can’t see him, I’m afraid he’ll never come back, and I’ll be stuck here forever. At least when he’s here, I know this isn’t hell. When I’m alone, I can’t be sure.

But he does come back and with a drinking glass in his hand.

“It’s just a bit of water, but you need to drink it. Once you do, you’ll feel better soon. Can you do that for me?”

“I don’t know.” I breathe more than speak.

“Here, let me help you.”

He sits next to me and slides an arm under my back. As he pulls me upright, I groan. Everything is one thousand degree sparks falling on me, and I can’t bear much more of it. When I’m sitting up, he pulls me into his arms, my body next to his, and just that little bit of contact makes things better. Knowing someone is here for me means I can endure this. He tips the glass to my mouth, and I drink. I don’t swallow so much as relax and let it run down the back of my throat.

He was right about feeling better. Within thirty minutes, I can tell a difference. In another thirty minutes past that, I no longer think it would be a comfort if my body explodes. James stays there with me the whole time. He’s pulled me up so we’re leaning against my headboard. My head is resting on his shoulder, and my arms are wrapped around him. As long as I keep him in this embrace, he’s here and he’s real. I don’t think he noticed, but he started rubbing his hand along my back a few minutes ago. It feels so wonderful, and I’m afraid if I move, he’ll stop. When I concentrate, I can almost block out everything except the feel of his body. His touch on my back. Up and down. Up and down. I wriggle even closer to him and close my eyes. It’s not long before I’m asleep.

When I wake up, I’m lying in bed. I look around and see James sitting in a chair that he pulled in from the living room. I smile at him and he snaps out of whatever trance he was in.

“You look better this morning.”

“I feel better.” I start to stretch but have to stop right away because it hurts. “Not totally better, I guess. But a lot better. Thank you for coming over.”

“You’re welcome. I’m glad you called me. Even if you did wake me up.”

I’d forgotten that I seemed to have interrupted him and that he told me he had to put clothes on. “Woke you up? Were you taking a nap?”

“No. It was two o’clock when you called. I was asleep in bed.”

“No, it wasn’t.”

“Yes, it was. Check your phone history if you don’t believe me.” He laughs.

“But it was just evening. What time is it now?”

“Five. In the afternoon, in case that isn’t clear from the sunshine. You’ve been asleep almost thirteen hours.”

Thirteen hours? Then that means I haven’t been out of bed in… My head isn’t able to add the hours, but I know it’s been a long time. “Can you help me to the bathroom?”

He comes to my side, slides his arms under mine, and lifts me out of bed. He holds me against his chest for a minute until he’s sure I won’t fall down. When I’m ready, he takes a step backward, still facing me, and I shuffle my foot along the floor. Moving in a strange slow-motion samba, we make it to the bathroom where he sits me on the toilet. It’s now that I realize I’m completely nude. My face turns red.

“I’ll be right outside. Just let me know when you’re done.”

I try for several minutes to pee, but only a few drops fall into the toilet. Finally, I twist so I can wash my hands while still sitting down.

“James?”

“Done?”

“Yes, but I have a question, too.” The door swings in at his touch. “I don’t think I’ve used the bathroom since Tuesday. Is that normal?”

“Not normal, but I think it’s expected in your case. Your body is recovering from a pretty rough experience, so it might take a bit for things to come back online. Don’t worry, though, they will.”

“OK. Thank you. And thank you for last night. Again.” He has me standing now, ready to take me back to bed.

“You’re welcome. You can always call me whenever you need something. So you don’t know where Nate is?”

“No. He hasn’t been home a lot recently. He doesn’t say, and I don’t ask.”

The trip back to the bedroom is much quicker. We seem to have the moves down now. But when we’re just about there, James, walking backward, trips on a snack cake wrapper. It’s like slow motion as he tumbles backward onto the bed, pulling me with him. With a thud that knocks the wind out of both of us, I fall onto his chest. Instantly, I dissolve in laughter, so much that I can’t even ask if he’s alright. We just lie there, me in tears on top of him, and then I feel it rising from his jeans. I know right away what it is, and I stop laughing. James rolls me over and jumps out of bed.

“Um, so anyway. I think you should be fine now. And I’m pretty sure you have everything you need. I left my pills on your nightstand there. I cut them in half for you. Just take a half every 4 hours. Keep taking them for today to stay ahead of the pain. Then maybe you can stop tomorrow. Anything else you need before I leave?”

I’m in shock from both the speed at which he’s leaving and at what I felt. “No. I think I’m fine.”

“OK, good. I’ll see you Tuesday then.”

He turns and walks out the door.





Chapter 4



James doesn’t contact me to see how I am. Not a quick phone call or even a text, and it’s just as well. No matter how much I think about it, I’m not sure what to make of where we left things. The only contact is when Nate finally comes home Sunday evening and tosses me a bag.

“Here. Dad said to give this to you and that he would see you on Tuesday.”

“What is it?”

He shrugs his shoulders and goes into his bedroom, shutting the door behind him.

I open the bag and find a package of briefs, grey sweatpants and a matching sweatshirt. I hold the sweats out, sure they’ll never fit me, but I stand up and hold them against me anyway. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe they will fit after all. Without paying attention, I open the package of briefs and pull a pair out. What…? Wait, no. I look at the package. Women’s cotton briefs? What am I supposed to do with these? How could he have accidentally bought the wrong ones?

It’s those clothes I’m wearing when I ring the doorbell to James’ house Tuesday morning. He takes longer than usual to answer the door, and when he does, he’s wearing black shorts and a sweat-soaked white T-shirt. I stare at his chest through the now translucent shirt. The outlines of his muscles are clearly visible.

“Sorry. I needed to burn off a little energy before you got here, but I lost track of time. Do you mind if I get in the shower real quick?”

I’ve known this man for nearly seventeen years of my life, since I was seven, and for the first time ever, I’m picturing him naked in the shower.

“Uh, yeah. That’s fine. I’ll wait downstairs?”

“Sure. I’ll be right down.”

I go down the steps thinking of all the times Nate and I ran up and down these stairs, all the times Nate’s mom walked them, all the times James walked them. My mind fixates on the image of him walking down them naked. Stop. Anything but him right now.

Instead of going into the exam room, I turn left into James’ workshop. He was never much of a do-it-yourself person, but he has a little section of tools here. I grab the hammer from the wall and swing it. It’s so much heavier than it looks. I remember the time in fifth grade when Nate and I both had to build bird houses as extra credit or else we would have failed the section on birds. James took us to the hardware store to get the wood and nails. Then we came back here. He ended up doing almost all the work while Nate and I goofed around. I remember him sawing all the pieces and then using this hammer to fasten them together. I hold it out in front of me and imagine his hand on it, over mine.

I nearly drop it to the floor. What the hell is wrong with me? I pound it into the palm of the hand a couple of times to snap me out of whatever this is. Then I hang it back on the hook and walk into the family room. I sit on the couch and do my best to not think of anything until I hear him walking down the steps.

“Hey, sorry about that.”

I look up at him. His hair is still wet and tousled from the towel. He’s changed into a different T-shirt and shorts. Thankfully, a much baggier combination that isn’t distractingly see-through.

“That’s OK. Don’t worry about it.” I stand and follow him into the exam room.

“So, um, how have you been since the other day? You look good—a lot better.”

I don’t know how anyone can think I look good. I look like I’ve lost over a hundred pounds, and I swear that I’m somehow shorter. Even my hair is a never-ending mess all the time now. It’s going through some crazy growth spurt. Instead of dealing with it, I just keep it pulled back, held with a rubber band, so it stays out of my face.

“Thanks. Yeah. I’m feeling a lot better, but look at me. What’s going on?”

He looks me up and down for just a second before turning away. “You’ve certainly had some, uh, changes.”

“Ya think?” I spin around for him. “Do you know anything about this? What’s happening to me?”

“I, um… do you mind if we take your measurements first?”

I sigh and slip my clothes off. Everything except the white panties I’m wearing. It’s one of the cotton briefs that James had Nate deliver to me.

“These are new since last time, right?”

At first I think he means the panties, but he’s looking at my chest. The sweatshirt does a great job of hiding them, but I’ve got two fat mounds that look suspiciously like breasts. “Yeah. These just sorta popped up over the last few days.”

“Interesting. Do you mind if I measure there first?” He holds the tape out, already moving toward me, but pauses for my answer.

“Sure, that’s fine. Might as well.”

He wraps the tape around my back and brings it together over my chest, over the empty space between the two… shapes.

“Hmm…”

“What?”

“Is it OK if I examine them?”

This time, he doesn’t wait for me to give permission. He starts by pressing a finger into the soft flesh. Then he grasps my nipple and squeezes it. I pull away from the pain, and he apologizes. More gently this time, he returns his hand there. Rubbing lightly around my nipple. It firms in response, sticking even further out now. I want to cover myself in embarrassment, but I can’t while he’s stroking it.

After a few seconds, he cups my entire… flesh in his hand and starts massaging. My body tenses at the sensation sweeping through me. He leans in closer, and I can clearly see the grey hairs mixed in the black stubble on his cheeks. I want to run my hand across it and feel its sandpapery roughness. Just as my hand touches his cheek, I notice where his head is. I feel his lips on my nipple.

I roll my head backward. His light kiss is sending electricity through my body. I press my hand against his face, as much to steady myself as to feel his skin against mine. He moves his lips against my nipple now. The motion of them kneads my nipple, pushing and pulling, and sends waves through my body. Now, he flicks his tongue across me, and I’m afraid I’m going to fall. I wrap my other arm around him, an act that pulls me closer to him. I stroke his cheek, feeling the coarse hair bristle against my touch. What are we doing?

“James.” It’s more of a pant than a word, and he doesn’t respond. “James.”

This time, he stops and looks at me. As he straightens himself, I use both arms to pull him tighter. I feel his hardness against me, but this time he doesn’t pull away. Neither do I.

“What are we doing?” I ask him. “We can’t do this. Can we?”

“No.” He speaks with a distant whisper.

“We need to stop.” Why can’t I just let go of him?

“You’re… You’re right. We can’t do this. Whatever this is… Nothing. This is nothing. We just got a little—we’re both stressed and—it wasn’t anything more than that. Right?”

“Right. Just stress. That’s all.” I finally let go and he moves away from me.

“I think we’re done. I’ll leave so you can get dressed. Go ahead and show yourself out.”

He hurries through the door while I scramble to put my clothes back on. Once I’m dressed, I head out to my car and back out of the driveway as quickly as I can. A block later, I pull over and collapse against the steering wheel, tears streaming down my face.





Chapter 5



What was I thinking? I drive around, unsure where to go. I just know I can’t go home now. After what I did, I can’t face Nate. For all I know, James has already told him how disgusting and perverted I am. He’ll never want to see me again. He’s probably thrown my things out on the street, and I don’t blame him. I would do the same thing if… if he was on the verge of making out with my dad? If he couldn’t stop thinking about the way my dad’s erect cock felt against him?

No. It would be better if it were that. I barely even know my dad. So that would be like Nate having a crush on a stranger. This is so much worse. This is a man who literally watched me grow up. Thanks to Mom’s problems, I probably spent more time with him than I did with my own mother. And now… this is sick. What am I going to do?

First, I need to find somewhere to stay until I can get my own apartment. Fuck. Somewhere to stay until I can get a job and then get my own apartment. I go through everyone I’ve ever known that I still get along with, even just a little. It’s a short list. It’s a very short list. It’s pretty much just Nate. Nate and Kayla. Would she let me stay with her just for a while? I text asking if I can come over. I tell her it’s an emergency.

“Patrick?” She asks when she opens her door.

“Yes. And I know. It’s a long story that I really, really don’t want to talk about please. I just need some help, and there isn’t anyone else who can help me.”

“What is it?”

“I don’t have a place to stay, and I was hoping that maybe you could let me stay here?”

“Oh. You and Nate aren’t living together anymore? Wait, he’s not part of this, is he? The answer is definitely no if you want him to stay here, too.”

“No. It’s—we’re not living together anymore. That’s kind of why I’m in this mess. It’s… Everything is just so fucked up right now.” I bury my head in my hands, trying to hide the tears.

“Shh, it’s OK. Yeah, if it’s just you, you can stay for a while. That’s fine. Do you know how long you need?”

“I don’t know. I don’t even have a job. It’s all just…”

“I get it. Yeah, but that’s fine. Just don’t worry about it. One step at a time. The important thing is that you can stay here for now. Then we’ll focus on getting you a job and go from there.”

I stand and wrap my arms around her. I don’t know what I would have done if she had said no.

“Patrick, are those…? What exactly is going on with you?”

“Just… please don’t ask. OK? I don’t want to talk about it. Now or ever. Please.” Even though he said his bosses have unofficially approved of this, James told us that what he’s doing it technically illegal, so he could be fired or even get into legal trouble if anyone found out. I can’t let that happen, so there’s no way I can tell Kayla the truth.

“OK. I won’t ask any more questions. I promise. But I’m here if you want someone to talk to. Wait, one more question: Should I still call you Patrick?”

Her question leaves me speechless. I know I’ve changed, but have I changed that much? I can’t answer. I just squeeze her tighter as the tears overflow my eyes.

“Is your stuff in your car? I can help haul it in whenever you’re ready.”

“No. There is no stuff. This is it. This is all I have.” I step back and hold my palms up. Maybe I do have other things. Maybe Nate didn’t take them all down to the dumpster and burn them. But I won’t find out. I can’t risk running into him.

That night, Kayla hands me a pillow and a blanket and stares at me as I try to make the couch as comfortable as I can. I ask her what’s wrong, but she doesn’t say anything. Finally, she asks about my clothes. I explain that this really is all I have. One sweatshirt, one pair of sweatpants, one pair of panties. She walks away, only to come back a couple of minutes later.

“Here.” She transfers the pile from her arms to the coffee table.

“What’s this?”

“I’m still not questioning it, but it looks like you and I are about the same size now. At least close enough where some of my clothes will fit you. So here—pajamas for tonight, new panties along with shorts and a top for tomorrow. This way, you don’t have to keep wearing that.”

I don’t know what to say. This is way more kindness than I ever expected from her, but these are women’s clothes. I can’t just wear those. I try to protest, but she won’t let me. She insists that I change, so I take the pajamas into the bathroom and slip them on.

Thankfully, the pajamas aren’t overly girly. Matching blue tank top and shorts. Both the tank and shorts have lace trim on them—and the shorts are too short to be anything other than women’s—but it’s the best I could have hoped for. I look at myself in the mirror, and can’t believe what I see. If I didn’t know it was me, I would never guess. Almost everything is different. My face is softer and more feminine. My body is smaller in every way. My chest… my breasts, no longer hidden behind the thick material of the sweatshirt, confront me as they fill out the top. I look like a female version of myself. And the part that is strangest to me, is that I don’t find it that strange. I would think there would be a disconnect between me and the person I see in the mirror, but there isn’t. Somehow I just accept that they—that she is me.

“Are you OK?”

“Yeah. Sorry. Coming.”

I walk out to the living room where, for just a second, Kayla’s mouth drops open before she catches herself. I smile at her as I sit on the couch, pulling the blanket around me. She smiles back and wishes me a good night.

◆◆◆
The rest of the week passes, and neither Nate nor James tries to contact me. I’m relieved. I’m too embarrassed to ever face Nate again. And there’s too much of me that wishes James would text, so it’s best that he doesn’t. There are times I can tell Kayla wants to ask me what happened, but she doesn’t. Each day, she just hands me more of her clothes to wear, and we both act like it’s completely normal.

As time goes on, I realize that getting a job is going to be a problem. My ID lists me as Patrick Jefferson, male and six-feet tall. Maybe I could convince someone that my name really is Patrick. And maybe I could convince them that, despite all appearances, I really am male—if I were desperate enough, I could prove that by dropping my pants. But no one would ever believe that my name is Patrick, I’m male, and I’m six-feet tall. It’s not even close enough to tell people I rounded up. As much as we brainstorm, Kayla and I can’t think of a way around this. I feel hopeless.

One evening, though, Kayla bursts in and tells me she’s solved my problem. After work, she met a friend for drinks at a restaurant. The friend mentioned that she used to work there at that restaurant and that the owner was a really nice person. They talked more about it, and the friend took Kayla to meet the owner in the back. Apparently, he’s willing to hire me under the table as a waitress. All he knows is that I have a problem with my ID. He told Kayla he didn’t want to know more than that. I have an interview with him tomorrow afternoon.

I jump up and almost tackle her in a hug. “I have no experience serving, though. Does he know that?”

“I told him I didn’t think you did.”

“And it’s not going to be too much? I can’t handle a lot while I’m learning.”

“My friend said he’s really good about training new girls and that he has a zero tolerance policy for any misbehavior by coworkers or customers. She said he’s really strict about it.”

“That sounds… perfect. So what’s the catch?”

“None that I know of. Other than you’re working for tips, so that’s always sketchy. But it really does sound great. I just hope you like the name Lauren.”

“Lauren?”

“Yeah. He put me on the spot and asked what your name was. It’s the first name that popped into my head. She was my best friend in elementary school until she moved away. I panicked.”

“Lauren…” I say the name a few times to get used to it. “I suppose it’s not bad. It’s fine. I can be Lauren for him.”

The interview the next day goes well. At first he seems almost surprised I speak English as well as I do. Since Kayla said I have ID problems, he probably expected me to be an undocumented worker. But he didn’t once ask about it or even have me fill out forms. He explained the basics of the job and said my lack of experience doesn’t matter. I start next week.

It doesn’t take long for me to learn I need to practice doing my hair and makeup. The other girls at work don’t go overboard, but they do more than just tie their hair back into a ponytail before heading out the door. And I can see the difference in tips between them and me. No matter how strictly Mr. Zare enforces his zero-tolerance policy on harassment, he’s not able to implement a policy prohibiting sexism in tipping. So I ask Kayla for help, and each night she helps me practice.

At the end of my first month, doing my hair and makeup is second nature, and my tips have caught up with those of the other girls. Things are going well. Kayla and I get along perfectly. I love my new job. I even think of myself as Lauren more than as Patrick now. I couldn’t ask for things to be better. So, I’m not sure what impulse drives me to text James late one Sunday night.





Chapter 6



I’m wearing a dress I borrowed from Kayla for this—black spaghetti strap, clingy, short, low cut to show off my cleavage. My shoes are black sandals with a three-inch heel. I’m still getting used to heels, but I had to wear these shoes tonight. They make me feel sexy. I even had a manicure and pedicure just for this. Kayla helped do my hair in a messy chignon with a few wispy tendrils hanging loose.

She doesn’t know who I’m meeting or what this is about. I just told her I had a date and didn’t want to say more because I really like this guy and didn’t want to jinx anything. That’s all technically true. I just left out the fact that I’ve known this man for years and that he’s Nate’s dad.

When I get to the restaurant, James is already there. The host shows me to the table, and I sit across from him, smiling as I smooth my dress under me and set my clutch on the table. He looks like the ghost of Grace Kelly just sat across from him. His reaction makes me smile wider.

Even when the server has come and gone with my drink—just a water please—James is still dumbfounded. I realize I’m going to have to be the one to break the silence.

“Hello James. How have you been?” In the six weeks since we last saw each other. The six weeks that went by without a single text to see how I am. But I understand the silence. I understand how difficult and embarrassing it is to have feelings for your son’s best friend, especially when you’re the one who made her who she is.

“Patrick? I can’t believe it’s you.”

“It’s me, but I’m not Patrick anymore. Lauren now.”

“Oh, um, of course. You’re…” A woman? Looking well? Healthy? “stunning.”

Oh. I smile. “Thank you.” I reach across the table and rest my slender fingers across his hand. “You’re very handsome tonight, too. As always.”

He’s wearing a dark grey, almost black, suit that showcases his broad shoulders and a black tie that tries to draw my eyes downward. But not yet. Right now, I’m staring into his deep brown eyes as they dart to my hand. He runs his free hand through his salt and pepper hair as if he’s unsure what to do. But he doesn’t pull away from my touch.

“You, uh, seem well.”

I glide my thumb across his hand and watch the heat rise in his face. He looks away. “I am. Very much so. That was one reason I wanted to meet you in person. So you would know I’m doing fantastically well.”

“I really am glad. What was the other reason?”

“To see you. To see those gorgeous eyes. To see what’s in them when you look at me.”

His glance flashes to me for just a second. “And what’s in them?”

“The same as in mine: Lust. Desire.”

“I’m sure you’re misreading them. It’s just—I’m just glad to see a… girl that I haven’t seen in a while. That’s all.”

“Are you sure that’s all?” One by one, I trace the length of each of his fingers. Skimming my finger from his wrist to his fingertip and back again. I’m biting my lower lip, waiting. I know it’s coming. And there. He looks up at me with fire burning inside him. He would take me right here on this table if he could. And I’d let him.

His eyes stare back into mine. He doesn’t blush. We’re past the point of blushes now. Embarrassment can’t compare to the barely contained passion that’s built in each of us.

“I’m not really in the mood for dinner. And there’s something I want to show you. Maybe we could go back to your place?”

His eyes don’t break away from mine as he rises and takes my hand. “Show me.”

We don’t say a word the whole way to his house. His hand resting on my thigh says enough. I resist the urge to pull it under my dress. We’ll wait for that.

It seems like the garage door takes forever to open, but at last we pull inside, both of us seemingly out of the car before it’s stopped moving. He takes my hand and pulls me into the house. As soon as we’re inside and the door clicks behind us, he spins to face me.

“We shouldn’t do this. Are you sure?”

“I’m very sure about this.” I lean into his body and press my lips against his. His lips press back, and we stand there. His back is against the wall, and the fingers of his left hand are intertwining with those of my right. “I want this so bad, but do you? Do you want to stop?”

“We should. We should stop.”

I pull away from him, just a little, just enough to make my body long to feel his next to it again. Before anything has the space to move between us, he closes in, and now my back is pushed against the wall as his lips move across mine.

“But no, I don’t want to stop.” The words are pressed into my mouth between each kiss. “I need you. You know how much I want you. You felt it.”

I think back to the times I did. His feelings for me were obvious even if he denied them. I reach to his crotch now and squeeze his cock through his pants.

“Fuck, Lauren.”

He pulls me along, past the kitchen, past the living room, up the stairs. When we get to the top, I stop. I have an idea, but I don’t know if James will go along with it. I move in front of him and guide him down the hallway, but instead of going to the master bedroom, I stop outside Nate’s old room. The best friend I was always so close to. The best friend I swore I would do anything for. The best friend who hasn’t contacted me in over a month to see how I am. The best friend who let me disappear without a care. I pull James inside.

“What are you doing?”

I drag him to the bed, and I lie down, not letting go of his hand. Why not here? I practically grew up here. This is like my room too. Why not in this room and on this bed?

“We can’t do this in here.”

“Why? I want to.” I pull his hand to my thigh. “Remember I said I had something to show you?”

He sits on the edge of the bed and nods his head.

“I want you to feel it first.” I guide his hand under my dress to my panties and press his hand against me. The warmth of his hand mingling with my heat feels so good. I let go and arch my back. “Do you feel that?”

“Is this…? God, you’re so wet.”

“For you. For us. Please.”

He rubs his hand against my panties, and even that muted touch is enough to make me wild.

“Take them off of me.”

He doesn’t hesitate before ripping them down my legs. I spread myself for him to see.

“Lauren… I never meant for it to be like this. It wasn’t supposed to be like this.”

I don’t know what he’s talking about, and I don’t care. Having my pussy exposed to him makes me want him even more. I start writhing on the bed. “James…”

I don’t finish my sentence before I hear him unzip his pants. I look at him, at his enormous cock, and suddenly I’m a little girl staring at a giant candy treat. I want that. I want that inside me. Every other thought leaves my head. I need this now.

I see him tear open a wrapper and I can’t help myself. I sit up and take it from him.

“Let me.” I slowly roll it down the thick length of his shaft, careful not to poke a hole in it with my nails. Being this close to it, I know more than ever that this is what I want. I can’t wait to feel him throbbing inside me. When I reach the base, I lean forward and take just the tip into my mouth. The taste of rubber overwhelms my tongue, but I don’t care. I want to make sure he’s as ready as I am. I suck the tip as hard as I can and run my tongue around it before I look up at him. His eyes are burning through me. I lie back on the bed and open my body to him. He slides into the space between my legs and lines himself against me. I feel his tip poised at my entrance, and I reach my hand down to help guide it.

“Are you sure about this?” he asks.

“I’ve never been more sure. I need you inside me.”

“I’m such a terrible person, Lauren. I don’t deserve this. You don’t understand.”

“Shh. I don’t care about any of that. Is this what you want?”

He nods his head.

“Me too. James, look at me. I am choosing this. I want this. Now, please—”

“Hey Dad? You up here?”





Chapter 7



Fuck!

“What do we do?” I look up at James.

We’re both frozen in place. In the corner of my eye, I see Nate walk by and do a double take.

“Dad? Whoa, shit! Sorry. I didn’t know you had… Damn. Sorry. I’ll go back downstairs.”

“Uh… yeah. Be right down.” James yells out to Nate. Then he whispers to me, “Stay right here, and don’t say a word.”

He peels the condom off, slips back into his pants, and disappears out the door. I lie on my back, catching my breath for a couple of minutes, but then I can’t stay there anymore. I pull my panties back on and walk down the stairs. With each step, I grow more determined about what I’m going to do.

James is sitting at the dining room table with his back to the stairs, so Nate is the first to see me. He stands up and walks toward me.

“Hey, I’m really sorry about that. I didn’t mean to interrupt. I didn’t know Dad had anyone over. Maybe next time, I’ll text first.” He laughs nervously.

My bare feet sink into the plush rug when I stop halfway across the living room. “You’ll text? You? Just like you texted me to see how I’ve been doing? Just like that?”

“Lauren. Don’t. Not another word.” James is up and walking toward me.

“No. I need to say this. I had the most miserable nights of my life, and you were nowhere to be found. Your dad was there for me. At least at first.” Until he was scared away by his attraction to me. I can understand that. “But not you. The person who was supposed to be my best friend. And then I leave. Without a word, I just disappear, and do you even try to find out what happened? Do you even try to make sure I’m alright? No. Of course not. You don’t care, do you?”

“I’m lost, lady. I really don’t know what you’re talking about. But I’m sorry for whatever it was you think I did.”

“Nate, can you just leave Lauren and me? She’s upset. I’ll talk to you tomorrow, yeah?”

“No.” I move as if I’m going to block the door. As if I could stop either of these men from going around me, or through me. “You’re lost, Nate? You’re lost? Take a really good look at me and see if that jogs your memory.”

He looks, but I can see there’s no recognition in his eyes.

“I’m Patrick. Or I used to be. Does that help any, or did you just completely forget about me?”

“You’re… There’s no way. Bullshit. Dad, what the fuck is this?” He looks at James, but James has his head buried in his hands and doesn’t answer.

“It’s me, dude. One hundred percent me. Well, maybe less than that now, I guess. But here I am.” I throw my arms out.

“I’m confused. How? You’re trans? I… Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

“Are you really that dense?” I drop my arms in exasperation, but James comes to life and moves between Nate and me.

“Yes. Yes. She’s transgender and was always just scared to tell you.” I know him well enough to recognize his look. He wants me to either stay quiet or play along. “But she did confide in me. And I’m glad, because there was a new medication at work I was able to give her. And… that’s what this is.”

Nate walks awkwardly close and examines me. “So this is really you? For real for real?” He pokes one of my boobs, and I slap him. It’s hard enough that the smack echoes around the quiet room, but it’s not as hard as I wish it were.

“You do not get to touch me like that.”

He backs away, and James comes and puts his arm around me. He whispers in my ear, begging me to play along and behave.

“Look, both of you, there’s a lot of stuff going on here, but we can all work this out later. For now, it’s a lot to digest, so let’s just—”

“Wait!” Nate suddenly yells. “Wait! That’s Patrick, but when I walked in on you guys, you two were in my bed. You two were fucking. And in my bedroom? That is just… That is beyond disgusting!”

“Nate!”

“No! Just no! I’m leaving. I can’t. It’s too much.”

He storms out the garage door, and I hear his car fire up.

“What the hell did you think you were doing? You couldn’t just stay upstairs?” James is more frustrated than angry.

“He was going to find out eventually anyway, right? I just… I was angry with him and… I’m still angry with him, but I could have handled it better.” I try to hug him, but he shakes me off.

“Yeah. You could have. And I could seriously get in trouble for being involved in this. With that drug. Like jail time if anyone found out.”

“Why? You were only testing it. And we agreed to take it. You didn’t have any idea this would happen.”

He turns away. “I… it could just be bad. So no one can know about it, OK? Just you, me, and Nate. Promise me?” He sinks into a recliner.

“Of course. Hey, it’s alright. We’ll all be alright.” I sit on his lap, but he stands up as soon as I do.

“Lauren, I just… we can’t. You saw what happened. We can’t do this. This has to stop.”

“No. James, no. No. This is fine. Nate will be fine. He’ll come around. You know that. James, please.”

“Let me just take you back to the restaurant so you can get your car.”

We ride in silence. I stare out the passenger window the whole time, watching the drops of rain cling to the glass for just a second before falling down. When we get to the restaurant, he pulls beside my car, and I get out without a word.

“Lauren, I’m sorry. I wish—”

I shut the door behind me and get into mine. I don’t look at him as I drive away.





Chapter 8



“Look, I still think this whole thing is weird as hell. But I guess it’s alright. Sort of. I just wish you would have told me. You know I would have been cool with it. Up until the whole screwing my dad thing.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t think that’s going be a thing anymore. I haven’t talked to him since that night.”

“Nothing?”

“Nope. Like father, like son? Sorry. That was supposed to be a joke. I wish he would at least text. Something.”

“Maybe he still will. And I deserve all the shit you throw at me about not contacting you. That was just bad. I’m sorry. Again. For the hundredth time.”

“I know you are. It still bothers me, but I’m working on it. I’m trying, OK?” I reach out and take his hands.

“It’s all good. So I suppose you’ll need my help?”

“I thought Dave and I could handle it, but I think I overestimated myself.” I smile at him.

Nate and I had been texting for a week, working through things. Neither of us is comfortable yet, but we’re slowly moving in that direction. I’m here today to get my things from his apartment. Dave, one of the bartenders at work, is here to help me. My original plan was for him and me to do all the work ourselves, but as soon as I tried to lift my side of the mattress, I realized just how much muscle I lost.

Nate and Dave finally get the last load hauled into my bedroom at Kayla’s apartment. It’s going to be so nice to finally have a bed again. I promised them both we would go out for drinks sometime, but not now. I have an hour before my shift starts, so I need to get cleaned up.

My life settles back into its new routine over the next couple of weeks. Kayla and I manage to go out a couple of times, but it’s mostly just work and then relaxing at home. Pretty boring. Pretty calm. Exactly what I need now that I’ve decided I’m better off without James. Then I get the text.

“Can we talk?”

I delete it without responding. No. No, we cannot.

The next day there’s another one. And another. Then another. Three texts spaced out over a few hours. He wants to talk. He wants to apologize. He screwed everything up. Yes, he did, and that’s exactly why I don’t want to talk to him. When the texts continue the next day, I block his number. I need a clean break from him.

Tuesday afternoon, he shows up at work. I watch as Anaya leads him to a table in my section. I spend the next hour avoiding him as spitefully as I can. Despite his calling to me, his raised hands, his touching my arm, I walk by without making any eye contact. When it looks like he won’t leave, I ask Tamara to trade sections. From the other side of the restaurant, I watch as he sits there all day. Sometimes on his phone, sometimes looking out the window, sometimes watching me work.

When we’re both on break, I ask Tam about him. She says he orders a water every half hour even though he never drinks them. Each time she brings him a new one, he gives her a twenty dollar tip. It’s eight-thirty now, and she’s already made two hundred dollars just from him.

A little after eleven, I’m still cleaning my section when I notice Dave talking to James. The other girls and all the customers have left. It’s just me and Dave here now. And James. No doubt, Dave is telling him that he has to leave or he’ll throw him out. When I see James shake his head no and fold his arms, I know there’s going to be trouble. Despite every instinct in my body, I walk to the table where they’re both talking.

“What’s going on?”

“Lauren, this guy says—”

“Lauren, I just need to talk to you. Please. That’s all. Just hear me out.”

I sigh and sit at the table. “It’s OK Dave.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah, I know him. Really well. He’s harmless. In fact, if you want to head home, I can lock up. I’ll give you back the keys tomorrow.”

“You really sure?”

“I’m really sure. See ya tomorrow.”

“Keep your phone in your hand, so you can call the police if he tries anything. I mean it. Get it out right now.”

I pull it out of my back pocket and show it to him. “Happy?”

“Not really.” He turns to James. “I’m only trusting you because she says you’re harmless, but if you do anything to her—anything at all—I will torture you. Brutally. I promise that.”

I would laugh, but the look in Dave’s eyes tells me that he’s completely serious right now. “Dave, go. I’m fine. His name is James Callan, by the way. You know, to help you find him later if you need to.” I laugh, but Dave actually puts the name into his phone before he leaves.

“So? I’m here. What do you want?”

“To apologize. To say I was wrong. To tell you, I’m an idiot. To ask if it’s too late to give things another try.”

“Well, that was short and to the point. Thank you for the apology. Yes, you were wrong. Yes, you are an idiot.”

“And?”

“And?”

“The fourth part. Is it too late to try one more time?”

“Is that what you want? To give it another try?”

“I didn’t sit at this table all day because it feels good on my back.”

“God, you’re such an old man.” I laugh, but he doesn’t.

“I know. And you’re so young. You’re just twenty-four—practically still a kid. That’s why I was scared. That and Nate’s reaction, just—I don’t know—made me question things. And instead of communicating and telling you my feelings like a grown-up, I—”

“Dumped me in an empty parking lot in the rain.”

“Yeah… But I did wait to make sure your car started before I left… in case that makes it one percent better.”

“Eh, maybe half a percent.”

“I’ll take anything I can get at this point. Look, I have feelings for you. I didn’t expect that, so that surprised me. But I do. I don’t know what they are yet, but I really would like to explore them. I think maybe there’s something there.”

“I thought so, but the way things happened and then the way you just pretended I didn’t exist afterward… that really hurt me. You should have been better.”

“I should have. I can’t defend myself. I was completely wrong, and I’m sorry. I don’t expect forgiveness now. I just want to work through this. If you do.”

I know better, don’t I? I know I need to say no. I need to cut my losses. That is what I decided over the last couple of weeks, right? But I don’t want to. I want to take a chance with him. I want to try one more time.

Instead of answering, I stand up and take his hand. “Come with me. I want to show you something.”

“What?”

I walk him to the bar and stop. “This.” I kick off my shoes and hop up so I’m sitting on the bar top. I take both of his hands and pull him toward me. “Do you remember where we left off?”

“I think about it all the time.”

“Me too.” I brush my mouth against his neck. “Why don’t we start by finishing that? Then we can see what happens afterward.”

“I think I’d like that. Back to my place, then?”

“No. Have you ever fucked a woman on a bar before?”

“Are you serious? We can’t do that.”

“Who says? Who’s here to stop us?”

“Aren’t there cameras?”

“They don’t come on until I arm the security system. It’s just us.” I pat the area next to me, and he lifts himself up onto it.

“I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

“I can’t believe I am either, but I know I want to.”

He pushes me down, my back against the smooth wood. I unfasten my pants and lift my hips so I can push them and my panties down. He takes them the rest of the way, and then pulls his pants down too. Before he does, he takes a condom from his pocket and rips the package open. This time I don’t offer to put it on. I just watch as he unrolls it down his perfect cock. There’s so much I want to do to that cock. But before I do any of that, I need to feel it inside me.

“Are you ready?”

“Yes. Are you?”

The only answer he gives me is his erection sliding against me. I hold my breath, knowing what’s to come. That still doesn’t prepare me for the sensation as he plunges inside me. He doesn’t waste time trying to be gentle. I’m uncomfortable as my body adjusts to hold his girth while he rocks me back and forth with his thrusts. With each one, my body grows more accustomed to him. Soon all the discomfort is gone, and there’s only pleasure. Pleasure as I slide up and back on the polished wood. As he rams himself into me. Before I know what I’m doing, I’m driving back into him. I want to fill myself with as much of him as possible.

“Your pussy is so tight around me.”

I giggle a little when he says it. That’s something I never imagined my best friend’s dad would ever say to me. But I never imagined he would make me feel this way, either.

“Oh my God, James. I think I’m going to come already.”

My breaths are ragged, and it feels like there’s electricity flowing through my entire body. I close my eyes and let the feeling of his erection inside me—moving against my sensitive areas—consume me. Everything flows outward from there. All sensation starts in my core and spreads and spreads. I hear him start to breathe harder, and I try to hold out. I don’t want to come before him. But I’m at the precipice, and I can’t stop. My body dives and then explodes. I no longer have control over any of the pieces. My hips are rocking up and back with their own pace. My head is pushing itself into the bar top. My hands are clenched around his back trying to pull all of him, not just his cock, inside me. My lungs refuse to give up their breath.

I feel him tense as he bucks inside me. More. More. Then he relaxes and slows down. Finally, he collapses on top of me. The weight pressing on me allows my lungs to breathe again. I sigh and gasp, trying to drink in as much air as possible.

“I can’t believe that.” I whisper as I nibble on the side of his neck. “That was the most incredible sex I’ve ever had.”

“Am I your first?”

“The first man I’ve had inside me? Yeah. And wow.”

“I agree. Wow.”

When we’ve both caught our breath, he slides off me and sits beside me while I still lie on the bar.

“So what happens now?” I ask.

“First, I take some ibuprofen because that was the most uncomfortable place I’ve ever had sex.” He laughs. “But then… I don’t know. I know I’d like you to come home with me tonight. I want you beside me while I’m sleeping. And I want you there when I wake up in the morning.”

“I’d like that. And maybe dating? I think I’d like for us to date.”

“I think I would too.” He leans over and kisses me. “I remember someone a few months ago telling me that there’s a woman out there for me somewhere. Maybe I accidentally found her.”

“Maybe you did.”





Shy
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Chapter 1



I discreetly tug at the way-too-short hem on my skirt when I approach the three of them. It still doesn’t come close to reaching the top of my stockings. If I could just stand along the wall—or better yet, in the corner—I’d be more comfortable. But I can’t. Not while I’m serving drinks. I stare at the shining black leather of my pumps while I balance the tray to my right. I wish they would take their glasses so I could go back to the kitchen and hide.

I cast a sideways glance at my mistress. With my head down, all I can see is the lower half of her body—her bright red spike-heel pumps, her long smooth legs, the bottom of the red dress that clings to her so tightly it looks like it would have taken a team to squeeze her into it. But it was just me. I love when she allows me to dress her. Especially when I can be naughty and slide my hands in places I know I shouldn’t. I think about those places now, and my finger twitches.

Tonight, we’re hosting two other D/s couples from our club. The dominants are each dressed elegantly—my mistress with her red dress and the two men who might as well be matching with their black suits. All three subs are dressed alike. We’re wearing black corset-style tops that are sheer enough to show our nipples but with enough boning to draw everything in tight and force shallow breaths. Below that, we have pleated black skirts that end at the tops of our freshly shaved thighs. Then black stockings and black pumps with the highest heel I’ve ever worn.

“Rebecca, your sub is so adorably sexy.” My breath catches when I hear him talk about me. Maybe if I hold my breath, I can disappear.

“Isn’t she wonderful?” Mistress reaches a hand under my skirt and slides it up my ass. “Such a good girl.”

I blush at her words as she takes a glass from my tray. The silent Dom also takes his drink. I hope the third gets the hint and takes his glass now, but he doesn’t.

“Maybe you’d let me play with her one day? My girl is fantastic. I do really love her. But there’s just something special about playing with someone else’s toy, isn’t there? Especially a toy that comes with a little bonus part between her legs.”

My cheeks are blazing my embarrassment to anyone who looks at me. I want to scream take your drink, but I stay as still as I can, staring at my shoes, focusing on the pinching pain in my toes.

“Hmm… Perhaps.” I can feel her turn to me. “But I’m sure right now she’s dying for you to take the last drink from the tray, so she can go hide in the kitchen.” She laughs.

“Well, as much as I hate to see her go…” He takes the last drink from the tray.

I want to hug my mistress to thank her for knowing me so well, but I can’t. Instead, I simply curtsey and walk toward the kitchen door, having never made eye contact with any of them.





Chapter 2



“We need to discuss last night now that you’ve had time to process it.”

Being reminded of last night draws my attention to the outfit I’m currently wearing. It’s a green sleeveless dress that ends just above my knees, and it’s so unlike the servant outfit I wore last night. “It was different.”

She sets her fork down and stares at me from across the table. I know better than to answer like that. Today is a low protocol day, but our number one rule is that I always be honest and completely open with her.

“Different from what I wanted, I mean. There were parts I liked. But parts I was uncomfortable with.” I look at her, hoping it will be enough, but she still says nothing. “You know I love serving. Especially you. And the clothes. I did sort of like the clothes.”

“Sort of?”

“OK, I loved the clothes, but… It would have been different if it was just you and me.”

“But you knew everyone last night. We’re all friends. Not one of them would ever judge you. That’s why you wanted to try it with them.”

I look down. It’s all true, and that’s what makes it so much more disheartening.

“So, was it a total failure?” she asks.

“No, not totally. It was still just so embarrassing, though. You know how I am. I wish I weren’t like this.”

“I know, honey. Maybe I shouldn’t have agreed to last night. I never wanted to embarrass you. I just… I love you. The real you. And I wish you’d let more people see it. I wish you didn’t think it was something to be ashamed of. Because it’s not.”

I run my eyes along the woodgrain on the table. We’ve had this conversation before. Many times. I wish I were comfortable as myself with everyone. Free. The way I am with her. And I’ve tried. I just can’t.

“What if there were a way you could truly be yourself? Not just around me, but around others, too?”

My stomach sinks. She really does mean well. And I constantly show her how much I appreciate that. But last night was so bad I can’t bear the idea of repeating it. I spent the entire night comparing myself to Sabine and Tara, the other subs. We’re friends. We talk all the time—unless one of our masters is restricting phone time as a punishment. We know everything about each other. But I can’t help being jealous when I’m around them. They’re so short and slender, especially compared to me. I’m over six feet tall and most people who see me assume I played football in school. Everyone thinks I’m so manly, yet here I am in a dress after I just finished serving dinner to my mistress.

“You’re not answering me.”

“I’m sorry. I really do appreciate that you care so much about me, but I don’t want to do another night like last night. It was too much. I know that disappoints you.”

She stands and walks toward me. I look down to avoid her eyes, but she drops to her knees. Her hand slides under my dress, and she starts rubbing me through my panties.

“You could never disappoint me. You’re my little girl, no matter what. And it’s not just that I care about you. I love you. You know that, right?”

“Of course, I know that.” My cock is hard under her touch. “And I love you. It hurts when I can’t do something that I know means so much to you.”

I’ve loved her ever since I laid eyes on her in college. She strutted into the common room of the dorm like she was a queen. I can still see her looking around at all of us sitting at the table. When she got to me, she stopped. Our eyes locked for what seemed like hours. Then I lowered my eyes and bowed my head. No one else noticed it, but she did. A couple of days later, I came home from class to find an envelope taped to my door. I could tell it wasn’t from someone who knew me because it was addressed to Rafael instead of Raf. Inside was a note. “I’m the woman you bowed to on Tuesday. If you are who I think you are, you will meet me tonight at 8pm outside the east entrance to the library. Do not be late.” I was there twenty minutes early.

“Shh, this isn’t about me. More than anything in this world, I want you to be happy. And what if there were a way? What if you could finally be who you were meant to be?”

“What do you mean?”

“You remember my friend James?”

“Of course.” She met him a few years ago at a former job. They’ve stayed in touch ever since. He and his wife are two of the only people outside the lifestyle who know about the way Rebecca and I live. They’ve even visited several times, although I dressed as a man when they did.

“He and I had lunch today, and he confided in me about a side project he’s been working on. It’s something that could really help you.”

“What do you mean, help me?” I start to feel jittery.

“I mean, he has a drug that can make you who you should have been. Not hormones. He has something that can transform your body. You would be a woman. A cisgender woman.”

My body is so large that I’d long ago given up on the thought of hormones or transition. There’s no way I could ever look like a woman, and I wasn’t brave enough to always be singled out as transgender. “But I’d still be—”

“No. It changes your body. He’s tested it. On a human. And it works. I’ve seen it. It works very well. He said he’s even made some minor improvements since then.”

“You’ve seen the results?”

“So have you. Do you remember his wife Lauren?”

“Yes, why?” My eyes widen, and I look at her. Lauren? She’s gorgeous? Is she saying that Lauren used to be a man?





Chapter 3



“So you really did this?” I ask her.

“I did.”

“And it worked? I mean, obviously, I guess. That was a stupid question.”

“It did. Here.” She pulls her phone from her purse, looks through it, and hands it to me. “I’ve never shown this to anyone else, but that’s me on the right.”

Rebecca and I both lean in to see the picture. James looks away.

“That was you?” Rebecca asks.

Lauren smiles. “Yep. Two years ago. Seems like a lifetime.”

“But you were… and now you’re…” I’m so shocked I stumble over my words.

“A woman?”

“Stunning.” I finish my thought.

She blushes.

“What was it like?”

“Well… that’s the not so good part. I honestly thought I died and went to hell. I had to make James come over in the middle of the night. He held me through the worst of it.”

“I didn’t have a choice. She wouldn’t let me go.” We all chuckle as Lauren slaps his shoulder. “But the associated sickness is one of the things I’ve been working on in the last year. It still might be very, very uncomfortable—maybe even bad—but not as bad as what Lauren went through. Thank God.”

“You’re a lucky girl. It was truly awful.” She leans forward to put her hand on my knee and smiles.

My cheeks feel like they’re on fire, and I want to withdraw from her touch. She knows about me. And if anyone is going to accept me, it’s her. But I’m still not comfortable with anyone other than my mistress referring to me as a girl.

“So you guarantee that Rach will be as hot as Lauren right?” Rebecca asks James. Now it’s Lauren’s turn to blush.

“I don’t know. Honestly. She’ll be at least… normal looking? She’s not going to grow another arm or something. And she’ll lose a lot of her size. But it hasn’t been tested in humans enough yet to predict the results on appearance. At the very least, she’ll look like a cisgender woman.”

My heart skips when I hear him say I’ll lose a lot of my size. Even if that’s all this accomplishes, it’ll be worth it. Then when he says I could somehow pass as cisgender—no, not pass, be a cisgender woman… I feel dizzy. It’s all too good to be true. It has to be. There’s no way this works the way they say it does.

“Hmm. I think we’ll have to pass then. If you can’t guarantee she’ll be hot and ready, is it even worth it?” Rebecca says.

“Um, yes?” I fire back.

“Agree to disagree, I suppose.” She laughs. I just roll my eyes.

“So what made you take this?” I ask Lauren. “And how did you even find out about it?”

“Oh. Um…” She casts a quick glance to James who suddenly looks like he wants to be anywhere but here. “I knew James before all of this and had confided in him that I was trans—like you. One day, he told me about a medicine he was working on, and… the rest is history.” She holds her hands up in an exaggerated shrug.

“This can’t be real, right? This can’t really exist, or do all this to a person.” I gesture at her. “This is just a joke, right? It’s not funny at all if it is, but it’s a joke.”

“It’s real.” James’ smile returns a tiny glimmer of hope to me. “It’s not a joke. Lauren really was a boy. All boy. Nothing girly about her. And now… But like we said, no one other than a few family members knows that, so we’d like to keep it a secret, please.”

Rebecca and I both nod our heads. If this is real and they’re willing to give it to me, I’d be willing to keep any secret they could possibly have.

“So, what do you think?” I turn to Rebecca.

“This decision isn’t up to me. You have to decide this all on your own.”

“Then yes. If everything you both said is true—and no offense, but I’m still skeptical—I want this. Absolutely.”

Lauren squeezes my knee.

“It is real,” James says. “You’ll see soon enough. I can synthesize a new batch in just a couple of days, so you let me know when you’re ready to start.”

I look at Rebecca, but she just smiles and takes my hand.

“Twenty years ago.” I laugh. “As soon as you’re able. I’m ready anytime now.”

◆◆◆
The following Saturday morning James comes to our door with a small cloth cooler, and despite myself, I’m giddy. I’ve tried to tamp down any hope that bubbled up inside me. This can’t be real. If I expect it to work, then I’m going to be heartbroken when it doesn’t. And I know it won’t work. There’s no magic shot that can do something like this. But what if there is?

I look at the cooler in his hand and think that it seems almost disrespectful that the first dose should be in there. If this is what he says it is. If it really is magical, then it should be in a gold cylinder. When he opens the diamond encrusted lid, fog should roll out and the vial slowly ascends. Instead, he simply unzips the top, and I see it resting between two ice packs.

“Can I touch it?”

“The vial? Sure, go ahead. I haven’t sanitized it yet.”

I hesitantly reach out and lay a finger on it. It feels so normal. Like an ordinary glass container. Inside, it could just be water. It probably is just water. “This is really it? It doesn’t feel special.”

James chuckles. “This is really it. And the first dose won’t be anything special, so don’t get your hopes too high yet. Your body destroys must of this dose, and what isn’t destroyed isn’t enough to change anything. It just lays the groundwork for the following injections. That’s when the magic happens.”

“So those are the gold and diamond ones.”

“What?”

“Never mind. So where do we do this? Arm, butt, leg?”

“Butt.”

“It sounds like I walked in at just the right time.” Rebecca sits at the dining room table beside me.

“Rachel was just complaining about my packaging.”

“She’s naughty like that. Always complaining about people’s packages. But don’t worry, I’ll give her a good spanking once you leave.”

James laughs. “No spanking for at least a day or two. The injection site might be a little tender.”

“Spanking the tender bits is the fun part.”

“Sorry.” He turns to me. “Ready, Rachel?”

My heart is pounding through my chest and I’m light-headed, but yes. I am so very ready. I stand up. “So, pull down my pants?”

“Just about halfway. Lauren made a big show about dropping them all the way to her ankles, but she always has liked the attention.”

“How did you meet her? I don’t think you ever said.”

James freezes for a second. “Um, well, I don’t usually tell people. It’s embarrassing. But I suppose I can tell you. I met her through my son.”

“You stole your son’s girlfriend?” Rebecca cackles.

“No. Nothing at all like that. She was just one of his friends. And, well, things progressed from there.” He turns to me. “Ready?”

I face away from him and pull my pants down a few inches, exposing some of my rear. He wipes across it with an alcohol swab and then injects the medicine.

“So, that’s it? It’s in me now?”

“That’s it. It’s in you now. But remember—”

I want to run out into the street, pull strangers from their cars, and dance with them. I want to skydive naked from a plane. I want to scream so loud and so long I lose my voice for a month. I’ve never been this excited in my life.

“Rach? Earth to Rachel?”

I feel my mistress’s touch on my arm, and I look at her.

“Welcome back. I don’t think you heard a word James just said, did you?”

“No.” I scrunch up my face. “I’m sorry. I just got too excited for a second.”

He smiles as he continues to pack his cooler. “I understand. But that’s what I was saying. Remember, you won’t see any changes from this dose. So don’t get excited just yet. Save that for the following few weeks.”

“Thank you so much for doing this. You can’t even imagine how much this means to me. Thank you.”

“You’re very welcome. I’m excited to see how it performs for you.”

“Not as excited as we are.” Rebecca wraps her arm around me and pulls me tight.

◆◆◆
I know what to expect. James warned me. Lauren even texted to reiterate it. But by the end of the first week, my heart is broken. All week I keep searching for some microscopic change. I know they said there’d be none, but there has to be something. Something tiny, but just enough to let me know that it’s working. But there’s nothing. And when James comes Saturday, I don’t care what container he keeps the shot in. I know it’s not going to work. I know I shouldn’t have gotten my hopes up.

Four days later, Mistress notices that my voice is changing. It seems like every hour the pitch climbs a little more until finally, I have a very breathy, very high-pitched, very feminine voice. Mistress also finds out that I have a very high-pitched cry now, too. At the end of the day, all the emotion—the years of pent up desire and frustration, the week of being so close to my dream but then convincing myself it was all fake when everything stayed the same—every single bit comes pouring out of me, and I sit curled at her feet sobbing. When her touch on my head, something normally so soothing to me, isn’t enough, she sits on the floor with me and cradles me in her arms.

The next few days are both a blur of emotion and something that I’ll never forget a single second of. I’ll always remember the exact time each individual body hair fell out. I’ll always remember the precise spot I was standing when I felt the hair from my head brush against my shoulders. And most of all, I’ll always remember the first time I had to tilt my head up to kiss Mistress.

She’s standing in the kitchen cooking dinner for us. I walk in to try, one more time, to convince her to let me do it, but she refuses to even hear me out.

“We’ve talked about this. While your body is changing, I’m going to take care of you. It won’t kill me. Or you. All of your energy needs to go toward becoming P.A.P.”

P.A.P. The acronym she made up just a couple of days ago. Pretty as Possible. She uses it every chance she gets. Probably because it makes me giggle each time. This time she walks up to me as she’s saying it and throws her arms around my neck. As she leans in to press her lips against mine, I gasp. She hurries me to a seat at the dining room table, scared that I’m in pain. I’m too stunned to tell her I’m fine. Am I fine? I don’t know. Maybe it’s good I’m sitting.

“What is it? What can I do?”

“You didn’t notice?”

“What? Notice what?”

“Me… You… I…” I’m absolutely speechless.

“What is it?”

“I’m… short. Shorter at least. I’m shorter. I’m shorter than you.”

“You… Are you?”

I nod my head and we both stand. She’s so close I can feel her breath on my nose.

“Oh my God, you are! How did we not notice?”

“Probably because you’re running yourself ragged because you won’t let me help with anything.”

“Not up for debate, young lady. You’ll do as you’re told.” Her voice is suddenly commanding and makes me feel even smaller than I already do.

“Yes, Mistress. I’m sorry.”

“I know your heart. I know you want to serve, and this is hard on you. But the best way to serve me now is for you to be healthy while your body is going through these changes. These wonderful changes.”

“Do you really think so? That they’re wonderful?”

“Of course I do. It’s what you’ve always wanted, isn’t it? Don’t you think they’re wonderful?”

Even the word wonderful doesn’t do them justice. “Very, very much. I just want to make sure that you do.”

“Look at me—it’s so strange to have you look up at me; I’m going to like this—but look at me while I say this. You’re my little girl, no matter what. I want what’s best for you. Just like you’re devoted to me, I’m devoted to you. So if there’s anything that will make you happier or make your life better, I will do everything I can to make sure you have it. Do you understand me?”

“Yes. Thank you, Mistress.” I know this. I never had any real doubts about it, but I just needed to hear her say it.





Chapter 4



“On your knees, girl.”

Without thinking, I drop to the floor in front of her and look at her feet. My hands are clasped behind me. We begin every scene with me in this position. It allows us both to slip into our roles during a moment of contemplation. I wasn’t expecting to scene today, so my pulse races, wondering what she has in mind.

“This house is in terrible need of a proper cleaning. I fired my old girl. Such a waste. She spent all her time mucking about with the stable boy. His cock in her hand instead of the feather duster I was paying her to hold. I don’t have to worry about that with you, do I, girl?”

“No, Mistress.”

“I certainly hope not. Now go change into your uniform. You are not to wear those… dreadful rags on this estate. It’s like you’ve shown up to a fancy dress party as a sack of flour.”

I smile just a little as she describes the baggy clothes I’m wearing. Will she really let me do this? I love when we role play as the widowed duchess and her maid, but she’s been so insistent that I not serve her while the shots run their course. Does this mean that she—

“And I don’t want to catch you swanning around either. You’ve a job to do. Now go do it. Chop chop.”

I hurry to our bedroom, where I change into my maid’s uniform before she changes her mind. The uniform is now much too large everywhere except around my hips and ass. I tighten the straps as much as I can and hope that will be enough to hold it in place. I pull the shoes from the closet, but as soon as I put them on my feet, I realize I won’t be able to wear them. My feet have shrunk so much that they now slip right out. I blink back the happy tears threatening to form in the corners of my eyes.

“Where are you, girl? I’d better not find you in the larder stuffing yourself with a tin of biscuits. I had to replace a girl once for that very reason. Now do hurry! These floors are not vacuuming themselves.”

I giggle. “Yes, Mistress. On my way.”

I flounce out of the bedroom and pull the vacuum from the hall closet. As I bend over to plug it in, I feel a swift thwack across my ass.

“Why are you not dressed appropriately?”

“I’m sorry, Mistress.” I drop to my knees. “I did the best I could. Everything is too large for me. Your last girl must have been quite hefty. I’m doing the best I can with her clothes, but her shoes slide right off my feet.”

“The last girl was a little on the larger side. Nothing like you. I suppose I can forgive you this time. Carry on.”

Once she walks away, I stand up and start vacuuming. I pass the next several hours vacuuming, dusting, and then cleaning the kitchen and master bathroom floors on my hands and knees with a rag. By the time I finish, I’m exhausted and exhilarated. I take a tremendous amount of pride in the service I provide my mistress, and keeping a spotless house is part of that. With everything put away, I walk to the living room and kneel against the couch and at my mistress’s feet.

“Such a good girl.” She puts her hand on the top of my head, and I want to purr. “But you’re not finished yet. Watching you work made me so wet, I seem to have made a sopping mess of myself. Take my panties off me and wash them by hand in the sink. Then come back and clean me. With your tongue.”

“Yes, Mistress.” My hands are instantly under her dress and tugging at the waistband of her panties. As I pull them down, I be sure to accidentally run a finger across her dripping folds a couple of times. The second time earns me a moaning “clumsy girl” that would normally cause my cock to spring up, but now does nothing to it. That realization causes me to smile. Something that my mistress notices.

“What is it, girl? You’re grinning like a ninny.”

I don’t want to break the scene, so I just apologize for now. I’ll tell her later.

After I wash the panties and set them on the back of a dining room chair to dry, I return and drop to my knees in front of her. She spreads her legs, and I bury my head between them. Taking a deep breath, I pull her fragrance inside me and hold it. I want to absorb all of it before finally letting it loose again. When I do, I lap against her with my tongue. I’ve never seen her this wet before.

Every drop, every moan from her mouth, reassures me. They tell me that she wants this as much as I do. It’s not long before she wraps her legs around me and pulls me tighter as she writhes on the couch. Her breathing is more erratic, so I quicken my pace. Sucking furiously on her clit. Circling my tongue around it.

I lose my own breath as my body tenses. She thrusts herself against my face at the same time a spasm rocks through me. I do my best to keep going, but when I finally hear the scream coming from her throat, I collapse on the floor and stare at the ceiling. In a few seconds, she joins me.

“Oh, honey, I’m so sorry. That was too much, wasn’t it? You’ve been doing so well. I just thought you deserved a treat tonight. I should have known better. I’m so sorry. What can I do to help?”

I grin. “Nothing. I’m great. That was fantastic. Thank you.”

“Are you sure? I was worried when I noticed you on the floor.”

I turn so I’m looking at her. Our faces are just inches apart. “I came. I didn’t even get hard, but I came.” I have a huge smile on my face. “I didn’t get hard.”

She smiles and kisses me. I know she can taste herself on my lips, but she doesn’t care. “You make me so happy.”

◆◆◆
After the fourth shot, I become more miserable each day. At the end of the first day, I feel like I’ve been dropped from the roof. By the third day, I feel like my body is being ripped apart.

Not only can I not move out of bed, I can’t move in the bed. I can’t roll over. I can’t reach for a drink. Even the air I inhale feels like it’s made of tiny knives that slice through my lungs with every breath. Mistress calls James, and he reassures her that this is expected and normal. He puts Lauren on the phone and I try to talk to her, but I can’t form any words. Instead, she does her best to comfort me, and tells me that she went through all of this, too. “It’s all going to be worth it,” she says over and over. And I repeat that to myself long after we hang up. It’s all going to be worth it. I will make it through today. Then tomorrow. Then the next. However long it takes, because it’s all going to be worth it.

Mistress refuses to leave my side except to get drinks and pain medication for me. For a while, I’m in so much agony that I can’t even stand to have her pet my head, but just knowing she’s there is an immense comfort.

Then, after a nap, I wake up and I’m better. The pain has simply vanished. I turn my head and see her asleep next to me.

“Mistress.” My throat is so dry the words are like a sticky syrup pouring from my throat. “Mistress?”

She startles awake. “What is it? What do you need?”

I smile and sit up. “Nothing. I think maybe I’m past the bad part already?”

“You don’t—Are you sure? Do you still hurt anywhere?”

I shake my head no. “I’m just a little sore down there.” I hold my hand above the blanket over my crotch. I want to look. There and everywhere. I want to see everything. I’ve been so miserable the last few days that I don’t know what changes have occurred. I’m excited to see. But I’m scared. What if nothing else changed? What if I went through all of this for nothing? What if I ended up somewhere in between boy and girl? I feel my heart beat against the wall of my chest. Even if that’s the case, I’m better than I was before. Even if nothing changed in the last few days, it was all worth it. All the changes that have happened in the last two weeks have been so tremendous. I would have gone through this just for them. But still, I want more.

“Do you think I could stand and see myself?”

“Do you feel like you’re strong enough?”

I pause before answering so I can take stock. “I think so.”

“OK. But let me help you out of bed.”

I slip the covers away from me and slide to the edge of the bed so I can stand up, but I stop when I see her.

“What’s wrong?” She’s in tears, and my heart is beating even harder now. What could it be? Did something go wrong? Am I disfigured? Is it that bad?

She just holds her arms out for me and helps pull me to my feet.

I’m a few inches shorter than her now, so that means I’m just barely over five feet tall. I’ve lost at least a foot of height in the last couple of weeks, half of it coming in the last forty-eight hours. What does that mean about the rest of the changes?

Mistress walks me to the mirror hanging beside the closet, and we both stop in disbelief. I’m… I’m… We’re both in tears now, and I throw my arms around her. For as long as I live, I’ll never forget the first time I saw her in the mirror. Me. The first time I saw the real me in the mirror.

My arms still around her, I turn, so I can look again. I can’t believe it’s me. I move my arms around. I scrunch up my nose. I touch my chin. “Is that really me?”

“That’s really you, little girl.”

“This… isn’t a dream?”

“It is. It’s your dream, but it’s real. This is real.”

I nod my head, and the brown-haired girl in the mirror nods with me. I drop my arms from Mistress so I can really see myself. My face is—I can’t believe I’m even thinking it—pretty. It’s very pretty. If I were a man and saw a girl who looked like this in a bar, I would be scared to approach her because I’d think she was out of my league. Between her face and her breasts. My face. My breasts. I gently run a hand across one and brush against the nipple. I shudder at the sensation. I didn’t know it would be that sensitive. I take my hand away so I can look at my breasts in the mirror again. They look almost too big on my now small frame, but I know they aren’t. I know that once my mind catches up to all the changes, these will be one of my favorite parts of my body. One of my favorites, but not my favorite.

My gaze drops down my slender belly, past my belly button, to the patch of hair, and between I can just see the new lips.

“Is that?”

She knows what I’m talking about, even though I don’t point or say another word. “It is.” She smiles, and a sob racks her frame.

I widen my stance but still can’t see enough to satisfy me. Almost afraid to touch it, I lower my hand and slide it between my legs. It’s gone. It’s gone. And in its place… I slide a finger inside my new folds and gasp.





Chapter 5



“Please, Mistress, no. I feel better than I ever have. I swear. I don’t need you to take care of me again today.”

She sets the tray of fruit at the end of the bed and looks at me. I’m still cuddled under the covers, but I hope she sees the energy in my smile. It’s bad enough that she banished me back to bed after allowing me to see my changes. I don’t need her to continue serving me when I should be serving her.

“Stand up.”

Careful to not upset the tray, I swing my legs over the side of the bed and rise to my feet. Everything still feels so strange. The loss of height, the widening of some parts, and the two large changes on my chest have combined to alter my center of balance just enough that I sway despite my best efforts to hold still. Once I steady myself, though, I take my position as her submissive. I stand at the edge of the bed, facing her but looking down. My now delicate feet are together. Normally, I would look at them. Now, all I can see, however, are my breasts. I stare at them instead. My face flushes with happiness and pride. It’s something I’ve never felt before, but I’m proud of my body.

“Hmm…” From the corner of my eye, I see her look me up and down. “Be completely honest with me. Do you really feel better?”

“Yes. I really do feel better than I ever have.”

“Spread your legs for me, girl.”

The emphasis she gives the word girl sends ripples through my body. I can’t help but smile.

“Wider.” She kicks my left leg out even further. When she does, she runs a finger between my legs, and my breath catches. She glides it along my pussy, and I shiver. “Does my girl like that?”

“Yes, Mistress.” It feels so different. It’s my body, but it’s completely rearranged and amplified. I can’t wait for her to return to work, so I can explore my new self.

“This pussy is mine. That means you can’t touch it unless I give you permission. Do you understand?”

I stifle a sigh. “Yes, Mistress.” She has always been able to do this. It’s like she can sense what I’m thinking.

“Back in bed. You’re to eat all the food I brought you. If you’re a good girl and rest today, I may have a surprise for you tonight.”

I grin as she turns and leaves the room. I love her surprises. I can’t wait to see what it is.

◆◆◆
I lie under the covers and binge shows until I’m absolutely sick of it and can take no more. I’m not meant to be in bed all day. This isn’t who I am. Just as I’m about to march out of the bedroom, Mistress walks in through the open door.

She sits on the edge of the bed, and I scoot over to be next to her. When I am, she strokes my hair. I close my eyes and focus on the feeling of her hand.

“Have you been a good girl today?”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“You haven’t touched yourself, have you?”

“No.”

“Good girl.” She leans over and kisses the top of my head.

“I think we’re ready to test this new body of yours, don’t you?”

My heart rate quickens. I’ve waited all day for this. Yes, I am so ready. “Yes, Mistress.”

“Such a good girl. Stay right where you are. I’ll be back.”

She walks from the room, and I don’t move an inch. The longer she’s gone, the more of a struggle it is. My body shakes. My new, smaller muscles are unused to the strain, but I still manage to hold it.

When she walks back through the door, she’s naked except for a black harness around her waist and legs. In the center of the harness, a pink dildo bounces as she walks. Mistress has had me use dildos on her in the past when I was being punished and wasn’t allowed pleasure of my own. But we’ve never used one on me before.

My eyes widen when she walks near. This one seems so much larger than the ones I’ve used on her. I’m not sure if it really is, or if it just seems that way since this is going to go inside me. Either way, I panic. What if I can’t take it? What if I tear? What if it just pokes all the way through me? I know my worries are unrealistic, but I can’t help myself.

“Look at me. Your pussy belongs to me, remember? Do you think I’m going to damage my favorite possession?” Once again, she seems to have sensed my concerns.

I try to look her in the face and smile, but I can’t. I can’t take my eyes off the giant pink piece of rubber jiggling with each move of her body.

“Suck on it.”

Finally, I’m able to look up at her. Is she serious? She wants me to give a blow job to a dildo? She just looks down at me, though, and I know better than to question her commands. I lean forward.

My mouth is instantly overwhelmed by the rubbery taste. I want to spit it back out, but I don’t. I hold it there on my tongue until I’m ready. I try to think back to the few times girls have given me blow jobs in the past. It was so long ago, and I didn’t pay attention to what they did or how they did it. I was selfish and just concerned with my own pleasure, my own cock. Is there some secret to taking the full length into my mouth?

Holding the dildo between my lips, I move into a more comfortable position. Then I lean forward more. As I do, I feel the textured rubber slide against my tongue. The taste is almost too much, but I have to do this. I gag when it hits the back of my throat and instinctively pull away.

“Don’t stop. Go slow. Focus on relaxing the back of your throat. You might not be able to take all of it, but I want you to try. Do what you can. Relax.”

I do and lean forward again. I go even more slowly this time, and when I hit the same spot in the back of my throat, I want to gag again. But I swallow that impulse. With a couple of deep breaths, I concentrate on my throat. I relax as much as I can, and try to hold it open at just the right angle. When I think I’m ready, I close my eyes and slide more of the pink dildo into my mouth. Still careful to go slow, I take more and more of it into my mouth, and before I realize what I’ve done, I feel the base of the dildo bump up against my nose. I jerk my eyes open and see that I’ve managed to take the full thing into my mouth. Without thinking, I smile, and that smile makes me choke. I jerk my head back and drop the dildo from my mouth. I know I failed, but when I look up at my mistress’s face, she’s smiling at me.

“You did so well. I didn’t expect you to take it all right away. My little girl has a very fuckable mouth.”

I beam when I hear the words.

“Now, on your back and slide up toward the headboard.”

I do, and she climbs on top of me. Her legs are between mine. She runs a finger along my slit, and I’m already on the edge. It feels so supercharged.

“I brought the lube, but you’re gushing like an open fire hydrant.”

I laugh.

“I think that means you’re ready.”

“I’m so ready.”

She gently inserts the dildo between my moist folds, and a little moan escapes my lips. She leans over me, her mouth against my ear. “Is this what you’ve wanted your whole life?”

I nod.

“Answer me. Say it.”

“Yes. This is it. This is every dream I’ve ever had.”

“I love you so much, little girl.”

She plunges the rubber cock all the way into me now. At first it hurts, and I wince. But the pain quickly goes away. It’s replaced by the most wonderful sensation I’ve ever experienced.

“Do you like that?”

“Yes, Mistress.”

She continues pumping in and out of my new pussy—her new pussy—and the entire world fades away except for me and her. My slick opening and the rubber cock she’s fucking me with. Every pump brings a new sound as it slides into my gushing wetness. As her body slaps against mine. As my moans come faster and faster. As they get higher pitched. When she reaches between my legs and massages my clit with her thumb. I scream. It’s too much. I can’t handle it.

“You like that.”

The only answer I can give is another scream. She moves even faster inside me and against me. I try to hold on longer, but I can’t. Every nerve in my body fires at once, and I’m overwhelmed. I’m not in control. My body is writhing under her weight. I try to suck in breaths, but it’s a losing battle as wave after wave passes through me. Finally, she eases up and I start to come back down.

“How was your first time?”

I lift myself up and grab her lower lip with my teeth and start sucking on it while I wrap her tight against me. I’m never going to let her go. I don’t care how much she commands me. We’re staying here, together, pressed into each other forever.

“It was phenomenal. Nothing in my dreams ever felt that good. Thank you so much for this. For all of this. It’s too much.”

“Nothing is too much for you.” She plants a soft, sweet kiss on my lips. “You know how much I love you, right?”

I nod.

“Don’t ever forget. My love for you would burn the entire world if I ever let it all out. I would burn this whole world for my little girl.”





Chapter 6



My heart races when I hear the doorbell. I exhale through pursed lips and glance at Mistress. She smiles and briefly touches my hand, and then I walk to the door to answer it. My heels are clicking on the hardwood, and I can feel the short skirt swaying around my hips and ass. Both are much larger than the last time I wore this outfit. The old version of this outfit. The skirt and corset top have been replaced by new ones that fit me. New ones that amplify my new assets. New ones that still leave me nothing to hide behind.

When I answer the door, I see their feet. Hers are the same as mine. The same as last time I saw her. Black high heels and black stockings. He is dressed differently this time, though. He’s wearing dark wine-red pants and black wing-tip oxfords. The shoes might be the same as last time, but they’re so well taken care of that they look brand new. The pants are definitely different, and they pique my curiosity.

“Mistress Rebecca told me you were gorgeous, but she has vastly undersold you. You, my dear, are breathtaking.”

I blush and step aside so they can enter. They both sweep past me and into the room, but I can feel his eyes still on me. Thankfully, Mistress greets them, and that gives me a brief respite in which I can slip away to the kitchen to check on the meal.

I know this should be easier. This should be fine. I’m completely a woman now. In every way. Why do I still feel like I need to hide myself? When he stares at me, why do I automatically assume the worst? This is everything I’ve ever wanted. Finally, my chance to be myself.

Standing here in the kitchen, I can’t believe I asked for this. I wanted another chance. I wanted the thrill that comes from the exhibition, even if it is for an audience of just two. And I wanted to show off the new me. I think Mistress wanted that, too. She wants the whole world to know that I belong to her the same way she would show off a new bracelet or a sports car.

Maybe this would be better if it hadn’t been him. Master Gavin. When Mistress said we could invite him over, I should have said no. Anyone but him. Literally, anyone would be better than him. Pick any other Dominant. Just make sure it’s one who isn’t so handsome. Who isn’t so charming. Who isn’t so self-assured. And who doesn’t make my stomach flip whenever I’m around him.

“You’re so pretty!” Sabine sneaks up and wraps her arms around me.

“Thank you! Do you mean it?”

“Girl, it’s like someone asked a famous artist to paint ‘hotness’ and you’re what they painted.”

I blush as we finish putting the meals on our master’s plates. “I just hope the artist wasn’t Picasso or someone like that.”

“Do you have all the right parts now?”

“Yes.” There’s no way I could hide the smile on my face just thinking about it.

“Then it’s Georgia O’Keeffe. You’ve got one of those pretty Georgia O’Keefe flowers.”

I chuckle and walk out the kitchen door.

“Someone is happy,” Master Gavin says. “You’re even more magnificent when you’re smiling.”

My entire body is on fire. I can see the red blooming across my chest as I set the plate in front of my mistress. Thankfully, she saves me once again.

“Rachel, you and Sabine will sit at our feet during dinner.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

I’ve never been so grateful to be ordered onto the floor during a meal. From down here, Sabine and I can see each other. Master Gavin can see her, and my mistress can see me. But Master Gavin can’t see me. And I can see only his legs and waist. I can imagine what it would be like to wrap myself around that waist. I look at Sabine and smile to stop the thoughts. I wonder what she would think if she knew I felt this way. How would I feel if someone felt this way about Mistress? Jealous? Proud? Lucky that I was with someone who inspired such feelings?

Mistress’s hand strokes my hair, and I close my eyes. I truly am the luckiest woman in the world to belong to someone like her. Her touch soothes away every thought that was running through my head. There’s just her and me now. The way I wish it were. But soon the rest of the world intrudes once more.

“Girls, you may clear the table, but then join us in the living room.” It’s his voice. Gavin. The deep, commanding tone sends shivers up my spine.

Sabine and I take the dinnerware into the kitchen and then join them in the living room.

“Rachel, Sabine,” Mistress is the one to address us. “Gavin and I have decided to change things up for tonight. A little exchange. Just for the evening. We each want to see how good the other one has it.”

She can’t mean what I think she does. Can she?

“There will be no repercussions or punishments for anything that you decide tonight. You have our permission to do anything you want. Of course, the same rules of consent apply. How far things go is entirely up to you. We both use red, yellow, green in our normal lives, so it will be the same here. Don’t be too shy to use them, but also don’t be so shy that you don’t give yourself a chance. Have fun and let yourself be free.”

I know she’s looking at me as she says this, and that’s the only reason I don’t safeword out right now. I can hear myself breathe, but I’m going to do this. I’m going to try this for her because I know she’s doing this for me. I’ve told her the way I feel about Master Gavin. What just thinking about him does to my body. So, I know this is her gift to me. A chance to experience yet another of my fantasies. I always thought this fantasy would be unfulfilled, but I’ve thought that about other ones, too.

The touch of Master Gavin’s hand on the small of my back startles me. I didn’t notice him stand or walk over to me.

He leans close to my ear. “I’ve fantasized about this since I first met you. The very first time I saw you parading around in your heels. I knew then I had to have you. No matter what parts you had between your legs.”

I can’t breathe. This can’t be true. He couldn’t have been attracted to me back then. Back before. Even now, I know there’s no way he could be attracted to me. He’s… well… And I’m me.

“Come with me, little girl.” As I follow behind him, I see Sabine on the arm of the chair where Mistress is sitting. I’m surprised that I’m not jealous, but Sabine is truly a good friend, and I trust Mistress completely. I know that no matter what they do—and no matter what it is, they have my blessing—I still belong to her, and I always will.

Master Gavin leads me to the spare bedroom, where he shuts the door behind us and then sits on the bed. I stand just inside the door with my eyes pointing almost directly down.

“Look at me.”

I do, and my heart flutters. He is so gorgeous.

“Come here. I want to touch you.”

I take a deep breath and walk toward him. He puts his hands on my hips and gently pulls me even closer. Yellow! Yellow, yellow, yellow! Both hands move inward as they glide up to my waist, and my skin tingles under his touch. When he stops—his hands cupped around my breasts—I can’t help the loud exhale that comes from my parted lips. Even through the fabric of the corset top, I can feel the heat from his hands, and my body is matching it. I haven’t taken my eyes from his face. He hasn’t given me permission to look away, and I don’t want to. I wish I could touch him. I want to know what his face feels like. What his body feels like.

“Walk to the door and then turn and face me.” He drops his hands, and my breasts feel naked. “Good girl. Now strip for me.”

My jaw drops open. I… can’t do this.

“You heard me.” The growl in his voice is driving me mad. I would do anything that voice commanded me to do. “Strip. Slowly. I want to enjoy this.”

I move my hands to the waistband of my skirt, but they stop and won’t go any further. His eyes are fixed on me and melting a hole in my belly. Red? This is red, right? I want to say the word. I want to make him stop looking at me. My stomach always pits when people look at me, and it’s doing it now. My heart is racing. My hands are cold. So why is there a part of me that doesn’t want him to look away?

I close my eyes. I expect an order to look at him, and if he does, then I will safeword out of this. But he doesn’t say anything. With my eyes closed, I can pretend I’m alone. And if I’m alone, I can do this.

I hook my thumbs in the waistband of my skirt and slide it down while I dance my hips from side to side. I take my time. There’s no one else here. This is just for me. As I move them lower, I slide my hands down my legs. First rubbing the smooth tops of my thighs and then my silky stockings. I go lower. Holding the skirt between my fingers while I rub my palms against me. I’m crouched now, my knees bent, my legs spread. I drop the skirt, grab my ankles, and stand up.

I’m bent over at the waist now. My hands are still clasped around my ankles. But inch by inch, I glide them up my legs. Goosebumps pimple my skin as I do. When I’m fully upright, I slip my index fingers under the waistband of my panties and guide the fingers around to the back, but these are staying on for now. Instead, I run the fingers back to my front and then up. Up over my belly button and my chest. Over my top. Between my breasts.

In each hand, I take one of the laces of my corset top and pull. Teasing each one out until I feel the knot come apart. Row by row, I pull the lacing looser until I feel the straps start to slip on my shoulders. I raise it above me, trying to count to thirty as I do. I don’t want to rush. But at last, it’s over my head, and I feel my breasts bounce free in the chilly air of the room. I drop the top next to me and hold my breasts in my hands. Hiding them. Shielding them against the cold. Against… him. My thoughts go back to him. He’s sitting on the bed. I’m sure he’s still watching me. I inhale sharply. I can’t believe I did this. What was I thinking?

I open my right eye just a crack to see if he’s still watching. He is. I slam it shut, but he must have seen me. I hear him walk toward me, and then I feel his hands on my arms. I want to run away. I want to scream red, but I can’t move.

“You truly don’t know how exquisite you are, do you?” He wraps me in his arms, and I feel his lips press against the top of my head. It’s not until then that I realize how much larger than me he is. I put my arms around him and he pulls me tight against him. I feel so safe like this with him, and I know he would never hurt me. Maybe I can trust him. Maybe I don’t need to be scared of him. I feel tears roll down my cheeks and my body begins to shake.

“It’s alright, my dear. You remember your safewords?”

I nod my head against his chest.

“Do you want to use them?”

I shake my head and just squeeze him.

“I’m right here as long as you need me.” He squeezes me back, and that makes me cry more.

Finally, I pull away just a little and look up into his eyes. “I never did finish for you. Master. I’m sorry. I can do it now… if you still want me to, that is.”

“Of course I do, but only you’re able. Do you feel comfortable trying?”

I do, so I step back out of his arms. I don’t try to raise my hands to cover myself. “Do you want…” I put my hands on my panties.

“Let me.” He steps forward and puts his fingers between the waistband and my skin. So gently I don’t even notice at first, he guides my panties down. When he’s got them to my ankles, I raise my feet one at a time and he pulls away both the panties and the skirt that was pooled there. Everything inside me is screaming that I need to cover myself, but I don’t. I stand there naked for him. When he takes a step back to look at me, I can see the desire in his eyes. I give a slight nod, and the slow burn that was building inside me ignites.

“On the bed. On your back.” His growl makes me want to moan.

I rush across the room and practically throw myself on the bed.

“I’m going to look you in the eyes while I fuck you.”

I can’t believe the thought, but I want him to do this. I want him to see me. I open my thighs to make room for him. My pussy is so wet that I’m sure it’s dripping onto the bedcover. He mounts the bed between my legs.

“Even your pussy is ravishing.”

I swell with pride.

“I am starving, and I just can’t resist something as heavenly as this.”

I gasp when his tongue skates across my sex, and my entire body bucks as he presses it against my clit. I wrap my legs around him to hold him in place. I need more of this now. His tongue works across me like flames lapping at the sky. I’ve never felt anything like it before. Is this—his teeth scrape against my sensitive folds and interrupt all thought—is this what Mistress feels? I imagine her between my legs instead of him, and a new wave of heat sweeps across me. My breathing is more and more shallow, and I know I’m going to come soon. But I have to stop. I don’t want to do it this way.

“Yellow. Yellow.” I gasp the words, and he immediately pulls back. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” I stop for a second to catch my breath.

“Don’t apologize. What is it, my dear?”

“I was about to come, and I had to stop you before I did.”

“You’re permitted to come. Your Mistress specifically said you can do anything you want tonight. Think of it as a free night.”

“I know. It’s just. I want to come with you inside me.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that. You will. I promised you a fucking, and you are going to get it.” He slides away from me and unfastens his pants. Before he pulls them down, he takes a condom from his pocket. “I’m clean, but I don’t know if you, well…”

“I’m clean too.”

“No. I mean, I don’t know if you can get pregnant.”

Oh. My eyes widen. Oh. “Um, yes. So yes. Condom. Please, Master.” A flush runs through me. Not because I think about getting pregnant—that will never happen with Mistress and me—but because I wonder about my first period. My first period. When will it be? Lauren said she’s completely regular now, but her first few times were extremely heavy. Her first time scared her, so she made sure to warn me. I’m prepared. I just don’t know when to expect it. It’s been two weeks since everything formed, so does that mean—

I jump at the touch.

“Are you ready, Rachel?”

I look and see him between me. The condom is already on. His cock at my entrance. That’s what startled me. My jaw drops when I look at it.

“I don’t know if I can take all of that. I’ve only tried dildos, and they weren’t… um.” I laugh. “You make a dildo look small.”

He chuckles. “I’ve been told I’m a little larger than average.”

A little?

“But don’t worry. I can be very gentle. When I want to be.” He leans down and bites my nipple. It sends a shock through me.

“No. No gentle. Green. Anything. Green”

He straightens up, winks, and then I feel him push inside me. At first, he is gentle. He pushes slowly and then withdraws. But after the second time, he slams into me. Each thrust is heavier than the last one. My already aroused core is on fire now.

“You’re so tight. You feel so good around me.”

I clench myself to make it even tighter, and I hear him gasp. He pushes harder now. Thrust after thrust. His body slapping against mine. This isn’t the gentle fucking my mistress gives me. He’s plowing into me, and each push brings a flash of pain and slides me higher on the bed until my head is against the headboard. I push my hands against it to keep me in place, but each time his cock shoves into my pussy, my head bangs against it. This is him doing whatever he wants with me. This is him claiming me. Not forever. Just for tonight. And just for tonight, just for now, I’m his as he pushes inside me.

As I get closer, he finds one of my nipples and pinches it. Hard. The pain is unbearable. I scream and arch my back, but that just encourages him. He lets go for a second only to pinch again. Even harder this time. I scream again. And I feel it now. It’s overwhelming me, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. I would never want to stop it. I throw my hips against him, matching thrust for thrust. Shrieking with each one. I want to look at him as I come. I want to see his eyes on mine. But I can’t. My eyes squeeze closed, and with one last scream, the fire fills my body and I collapse back.

After a couple more pumps into me, I feel his body tense and then relax as he comes too. Both of us catching our breath, he takes the condom off and lies next to me, wrapping me in his arms.

“I would never trade my Sabine for anything in the world, but if you didn’t belong to someone else, I would convince you to join us. I can be very, very convincing.” His finger traces around my nipple. “Mistress Rebecca is exceedingly lucky to have you. And she knows that. She adores everything about you.”

I beam but don’t look at him. “And I’m exceedingly lucky to belong to her. I adore everything about her, too.”





Chapter 7



I pull into the driveway and force my hand to the door handle. Every part of my body is fighting against me, but I have to do this. I swing the door open and step out. As I walk to the door, the click of my heels on the concrete reminds me of what I’m wearing—a dark grey bra with white lace on the cups, a tiny black skirt, and black stockings clipped into a garter belt. Nothing else.

I ring the doorbell. There’s nothing here to hide behind. Everyone driving by can clearly see me. Anyone walking past can stare as much as they like. And as I wait, I see them do just that. But they don’t matter to me. Only the person inside these doors matters. And that person is making me wait.

After what seems like an eternity, she finally answers through the doorbell speaker.

“Yes?”

“Kind Mistress, could you help a poor, lonely girl? I’ve nowhere to go.”

“I don’t make a habit of letting in stray girls off the streets.”

“I promise I don’t eat much, and I’m very petite. I don’t take up much room. Maybe there’s even some way I could repay you if you’d let me stay?”

“Hmm… I suppose maybe we could come to some sort of agreement. Wait right there. I’ll come open the door as soon as I get a chance.”

“Thank you, my lady.”

This was all my idea. I wanted to role play as a sexy orphan who will do anything for a place to stay. And I insisted to Mistress that I do this outside dressed as I am. The idea of being so exposed to the world still frightens me, but it excites me, too. I’m getting wet just thinking about all the people who might be able to see me right now.

As I stand here waiting, Brett comes home next door. I blush, but then I remind myself that he doesn’t matter to me. He stares as he drives up the driveway, and I simply stare right back at him. You don’t matter Brett. Stare all you want. Judge all you want. I don’t care. I watch as he jerks his head away from me and slams on the brakes. He’s so distracted that he doesn’t notice the garage door hasn’t gone all the way up yet. I giggle and turn back to face the front door.

My mistress keeps me waiting for almost ten minutes before I hear her turning the doorknob. When she opens it, I look at her. It’s still strange to be shorter than her. She’s wearing a bathrobe and a pair of heels. I know that means she’s naked underneath, and I get even more wet at the thought.

“I was just going to take a bath. Maybe you could make yourself useful and draw it for me.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

I saunter up the stairs. I know she’s watching me from below, so I want to make sure she gets a good look at every part of me. When I get to the top, I sneak a sideways glance at her. Her eyes are fixed on me, but it doesn’t seem that she noticed my peek. I go into the bathroom and smile.

When I have the water running and two capfuls of bubble bath poured into the tub, I rummage for candles. I pull out several and set them all around the bathroom. One by one I light them. When they’re all going and the tub is full, I turn off the lights and drop to my knees, waiting for her to come. I don’t have to wait long. Her bathrobe and heels are gone now. I want to look, but I keep my eyes down.

“Look at you. Such a good little girl. Maybe you’re not a feral stray after all. The candles are a very nice touch, but did you get the water warm enough?”

I hear her set something on the vanity counter, and then she sits on the edge of the tub. I can hear her twirling a finger around in the water.

“Mmm, perfect.”

My heart beats a little faster at the way she says it, and I hear her lower herself into the water. She must be running her hands around, swirling it, pushing it over her body. Then I hear her purr.

“Girl?”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Stand up and face me”

My body tenses, and my breathing grows more rapid. “Yes, Mistress.”

I rise from my knees and look at her. The bubbles are covering her entire body from the neck down, and she doesn’t look at me.

“Take off everything except your garter belt and stockings.”

I step out of my shoes and slowly slide the skirt and my panties down my legs. I fold them and set them on the floor behind me. Then I remove my bra, freeing my heavy breasts. I fold it and set it on top of my other clothes.

“I have a gift for you. On the vanity.”

I look, and a tiny gasp escapes my lips.

“Put it in.”

I walk the two steps to the purple rabbit vibrator. I’ve used this on her several times before, so I’m familiar with it. My eyes are wide as I hold it in my hands now, though.

“Don’t be shy. Put it in.”

I spread my legs and slide the bulbous end inside my moist entrance. As I push it inside me, I position the other end, the other ear, over my clit. Just the presence of the toy is enough to give me goosebumps.

“Good girl. You’ll keep that in until I give you permission to remove it. You’re not to let it slip or fall out. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Now bathe me.”

I set a folded washcloth on the edge of the bathtub and grab the scented bar of soap before dropping to my knees. Every movement causes the quiet vibrator to rub against my clit. Once I’m on my knees, I try not to move the lower half of my body.

I run the bar of soap across the top of her chest. Just the simple touch sends tiny sparks of electricity through me. Moaning softly, I move my hand lower to her breasts. I move the bar of soap slowly around each one, swiping a finger across her firm nipples as I do. Without thinking, I lean forward until my face is just inches away. I want so much to take her breast into my mouth, but I don’t dare. Not unless she tells me to. I have to settle for running the bar of soap across them.

While I’m focusing on her breasts, I don’t notice her hand move toward her phone. Suddenly, I jump up as the vibrator comes to life between my legs. I struggle to catch my breath.

“A jumpy little thing, aren’t you?”

“Sorry… Mistress.”

She laughs. “You are so adorable right now.”

I want to laugh with her. I want to even just smile. But I can’t. I can’t do anything with this inside me. My breathing grows even more shallow, and I whimper.

“Tsk tsk. Maybe you’re not such a good girl after all. You’re supposed to be bathing me.”

“I’m… s-sorry, Mis-mistress.” I can feel myself losing control, and I know I won’t be able to hold out much longer. My body is starting to rock back and forth, and I close my eyes. I clench my muscles to hold the vibrator even tighter inside me. Just a few more seconds. Almost. Then it stops. I open my eyes and see the phone in her hand once again.

“You can’t play with your toys until you finish your chores.”

I exhale. “Yes, Mistress. I’m sorry.”

I lean over the side of the bathtub again and run the bar of soap across her body. When I’ve covered every inch with soap, I lift one of her feet from the water and hold it in my hand while I gently scrub it with the soaped washcloth. I wash between every toe and along her ticklish sole. I see the twinge in her body as I do, and it makes me happy that I could get a tiny bit of revenge for what she just did to me. When both feet are done, I move up her legs. Slowly. I want to make sure she enjoys this. First up the calf of her right leg. Then the calf of her left. I give extra attention behind each knee because I know that she’s ticklish there as well.

Then I move up her thighs. I do both outer thighs first. Then the fronts and backs. At last I run the cloth along the insides. I’m barely touching the cloth to her skin here. Just a faint breath running up each one toward her core. I hear her breathing harder, and I know I’m doing it right. On each side, I stop before I get to her delicate slit, and run the cloth back down toward her knee again. I do this several times. Each time I get closer, but each time I pull away. When I finally do brush lightly against her, she jerks back from my touch.

“Get in.”

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me. Get in here with me. Now.”

“But Mistress, what about—” Her glare cuts me off. “I’m sorry.”

I step into the tub. As soon as I lower my body to the water, the vibrator begins again and I fall on my ass with a splash. She cackles and sets her phone down.

“I want you on your knees in here. Then continue what you were doing.”

I struggle to my knees as the vibrations expand through my body. Once I’m up, I slide toward her. Her legs are now spread and resting on the edges of the tub. I move between them and press my body against hers. With one hand holding on to her leg for support, I move the other one between her legs. I slide a finger along her folds and then bring it up to her clit. As soon as I touch it, she moans, but she never breaks eye contact with me.

I move my finger around slowly, and she starts breathing faster. In her hand, I see her touch the screen of her phone and the vibrator starts rapidly alternating between each of its arms. A rumble inside my pussy and then a buzz on my clit. Rumble, buzz. Rumble. Buzz. I squeeze her leg as I struggle to keep my balance. She grins, and I know I have to push through this.

I circle her clit again. Pressing harder this time as I do. She slowly bucks against my finger, but then I pull away. She squints her eyes at me, but I have a different idea. I slide back in the tub, still on my knees but with my feet raised out of the water. I stop when my toes are resting on the far ledge. Then with my hands on the sides of the bathtub, like doing a pushup, I lower myself until my face is between her legs. Now she understands what I’m doing, so she presses down on her legs and raises her pussy for me. It’s still under the surface of the water, but it’s high enough that I can reach it.

My tongue slips easily into her wet folds under the soapy water. I flick it up and down and along her crease before moving up to her clit. Here, my nose is just above the water, so I can still breathe while I pleasure her. I wrap my lips around her clit and suck as I run my tongue under the skin of her hood and directly against her sensitive nub. As soon as I do, I feel her hand on the back of my head, pulling me tighter into her. A few seconds later, the vibrator inside me starts buzzing at a higher frequency.

With the buzzing between my legs and her hand pulling me into her while she grinds against me, I know that neither of us can hold out more than a few more seconds. I wait as long as I can. I want her to come first. And she does. As soon as I feel her body tense, I release and let the energy flow through me. I try to keep swirling my tongue around her clit, but I can’t. Every muscle in my body goes weak, and I just collapse on top of her. I can barely keep my head above the water.

We lay there silently, my body resting on top of hers, until the water gets uncomfortably cold. She just strokes her hand along my head over and over. Finally, I look up at her.

“You know how much I love you, right?” I ask.

She nods.

“Don’t ever forget. My love for you would burn the entire world if I ever let it all out. I would burn this whole world for my Mistress.”





Extra Credit
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Chapter 1



I drop into the chair, and it skids a little. Behind the mountain of papers on his desk, I see a single raised finger telling me to hold on while he types on his computer. He’s not what I think of when I imagine a professor. His dark-framed glasses make him look nerdy. The rest of his body is anything but. Under his tight white button-down shirt, his muscles are obvious at a glance. He looks like he’s chiseled in granite from the surrounding mountains. His eyes, though, are blue pools whose surface reflections conceal their true depth. It’s easy to see why every girl has a crush on him. Even if he is in his mid-thirties, and therefore at least ten years older than everyone in my class.

“Lucas. It’s good to see you again. How are you?” His white teeth are aligned in perfect rows except for one tooth that’s just the slightest bit crooked. You only notice it when he gives his broadest smile, like he is now. I’ve heard plenty about that tooth. I was in Dr. Rivan’s Introduction to Literature course last semester, and if you listened to the girls in that class, you’d almost think he was a famous singer or actor. They all talked about his smile and that tooth. I heard so much about it that now I can’t not see it.

“I’m good.” I hate these advisor meetings. Such a waste of time. And it doesn’t help that he’s a pompous asshole.

“Good? So things are better than our last meeting then?”

“Well, no. I’m having trouble in psychology. I’m still having trouble in everything, but that’s the worst. I’m failing, and I’m pretty sure Professor Douglas hates me.”

“I’m sure they don’t.”

“Oh no. She hates me. She singles me out a lot in class, but especially when I don’t know the answer. There are one hundred students in there. If she didn’t hate me, she wouldn’t pick on me all the time.”

“Have you tried talking to her?”

“No, but that wouldn’t help. There’s no talking to her. She’s just one of those people.”

“I’m sure that’s not true, but that’s not the reason you’re failing the class. No professor fails a student just because they don’t like him. Have you looked into the academic support programs at the student center that I told you about last time? ”

“No. Not yet.”

“It’s an excellent resource. And you’re running out of time. They can help you more than you think.”

Having a tutor is the last thing I want. I’m in college. That’s something for ten-year-olds who struggle with math. “I’m not sure. I don’t think that would really help me.”

“I’m sure that it would. You can’t keep doing the same thing and expecting different results. Something needs to change. And soon.”

I want to roll my eyes, but he’s right. If I fail this class, I lose my financial aid. I’m desperate enough to try anything. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to look into it.”

“Make sure you do. Let’s meet every week from now until the end of the semester. I want to make sure you get back on track. Same time next week?”

Great. More useless meetings so he can point out everything I’m doing wrong. “Sure. See you then.” My backpack is over my shoulder, and I’m out the door before he says anything else.





Chapter 2



I pull open the door to the student center and walk in. People are everywhere, and everything is so busy. I’m already lost. I look for a sign, but all I see are fast-food restaurants and the student-run coffee shop. I walk past them all and keep looking, too embarrassed to ask anyone. Then I see the announcement board. Maybe something on there mentions tutoring.

NEED EXTRA CREDIT IN A 100 OR 200 LEVEL PSYCHOLOGY COURSE?

It’s a flyer recruiting volunteers for a four-week research study. And it’s being run by Dr. Douglas. This is exactly what I need. I scan the QR code and look through the website that comes up. There’s not much more information than on the flyer. Four weeks… Extra credit… No obligations… Not everyone will be accepted… Meet at Andrews Hall B74 Sunday at 4:00 p.m. That’s just two days away. This is perfect. I skip looking for the tutoring center and walk back outside into the cool spring air.

Sunday afternoon I get to Andrews Hall early. This basement is the same as every other basement on campus I’ve seen. The same halls with the same greenish-grey tile floors and painted white concrete block walls. All lit with the same dim and buzzing florescent lights. Each door is metal and painted light grey. Most of them have windows in them. The door to B74 does not. I pull it open and enter. No one is here yet. This is perfect. I sit in the center of the front row. I want the extra credit points, but I want Dr. Douglas to see that I’m trying. She can’t miss me here, no matter how many students show up.

It turns out I could have sat anywhere, and she would have seen me. At four o’clock, there are five of us in the room.

Dr. Douglas walks in and sets her bags on the desk. She looks around the room, taking all of us in, stopping and smiling when she gets to me.

“Mr. Hanford, I’m surprised to see you here, but it’s a pleasant surprise.”

She pulls papers from her bag and gives us each a set. I skim through it when I receive my copy. It’s a twelve page questionnaire with questions ranging from our personal and family lives to how we would react in several different situations.

“I need each of you to fill out this brief form. It’s to determine eligibility for the study. Not all of you will be selected. The final number will depend on your answers to these questions. There are no right or wrong answers. We just need to make sure you’re an appropriate candidate.”

I raise my hand. “What is the study?”

“I can’t get into specifics yet. If one of you is selected, we will cover that then. Our funders would be upset if we talked about things before that point, though. All I can say is that it’s a self-report observational study. We will ask you to keep a diary and answer specific questions along the way. It’s not complicated at all. This,” she holds up the questionnaire, “is the most complicated part of the entire process.”

Twenty minutes later, the other students have already turned in their forms and left, but I’m just answering the last question on mine. Imagine you’re abducted by aliens and taken to a foreign world. You’re treated well, but nothing is as you’re used to. On the following scale, how comfortable would you be after your first month in this new life? What a weird question. I think I would be pretty comfortable though. Most of the time, I go with the flow in life. Of course, that’s one reason my grades are so poor. I circle my answer and hand her my form.

“Are you doing this for extra credit in my course, Mr. Hanford?”

“Yes. I need all the help I can get for that class.”

She chuckles. “Well, I’m personally hoping that you make the cut. I’d like to see you get the help that you need.”

“Thanks.” I smile and walk away. Maybe coming to this will pay off even if I’m not chosen.





Chapter 3



The following Wednesday, I receive an email from Dr. Douglas telling me I’ve been selected for the study. If I choose to take part, it would add fifteen percentage points to my final grade. That’s so much more than I expected. Depending on my final exam score, it should bump me up to a C. This could be my highest grade in any of my classes. I suddenly feel weightless. I respond right away, agreeing to meet her tomorrow evening at eight. There’s no way I would miss this.

The next night, it’s dark when I walk into Andrews Hall. The building is different at night. Quieter. Just a smattering of voices instead of the hundreds all competing with each other that I’d hear on a normal weekday. As I walk to the stairs, I go past one class that’s still in session and a couple of rooms where small groups of students are working. Other than that, there appears to be no one here.

In the basement, the thumps of my sneakers echo through the hall every step I take. I imagine the movie that could be set here. A lone student walks down the half-dark hall when a door springs open and he’s confronted by a psychology experiment gone wrong. A former student transformed into a grotesque shell of his former self by an evil professor. I laugh and open the door. Dr. Douglas is already inside, waiting for me.

“Lucas. I was so glad when I analyzed the results and saw that you qualified.”

“Yeah, me too. That literally saved my whole semester. I don’t know what I would have done without it.”

“Well, you could have always studied or visited me during office hours to get help with anything you didn’t understand. But we’re here now, and this can be quite helpful for your grade.”

“Yes. Thank you for this. Is anyone else coming?”

“No. It’s just you, so I suppose we could get started. Before we do anything, I need you to sign this non-disclosure agreement. You cannot tell a soul about this. If you do, you lose the extra credit and you’ll be liable for damages. This is a very big deal, so the damages would be millions of dollars. Be sure that you don’t tell anyone.”

Millions of dollars? That would ruin my entire life. No way will I tell anyone about this. I take the paper from her and sign without reading it.

“Next, we just have a couple standard consent forms. Before you sign those though, I can tell you a little more about the study. Like I said the other day, this is to record your emotional and mental responses to a stimulus. In this case, it’s a series of injections that you receive. You’ll answer a quick series of questions every day about how you feel. It’s very easy.”

“Injections? What kind of injections?”

“I can’t answer that. That’s part of the study. If I told you, it would invalidate the research. But I can tell you that it’s harmless. Nothing dangerous. It’s possible you won’t experience any effects from it at all.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course. We couldn’t do this otherwise. All research conducted by a university has to be approved by an independent board. Their only purpose is to make sure that study participants are safe at all times. They would never sign off on something unless it was safe.”

It makes sense that everything would have to be approved. Otherwise, someone could sue the university and make millions. Unlike me, they can afford to be sued for millions, though. I take the last of the forms and sign them all. She smiles and pulls out a vial and a syringe.

“This is a series of four shots. You’ll take them weekly. So, we can meet here every Thursday at eight if that works for you?”

“Yeah, that’s fine. We’re starting this tonight? Already?”

“Do you need a day or two? We have to start soon or you won’t be able to get the extra credit before the end of the semester.”

“No. Tonight is fine. I just wasn’t expecting it, I guess. But tonight is good.”

“Now, come up here, lean over the desk, and lower your pants. This shot has to be given in your rear.”

When the shot is in me, I pull up my pants and walk back to my apartment.

◆◆◆
“Morning Lucas.”

“Morning Dr. Rivan.” I can’t help the sigh that escapes from my lips.

“Tired this morning?”

“Yeah, a little. I was up late last night.”

“Did you go to the student center for your psychology class yet?”

“I did, and I think it’s really going to help. Thank you.” Of course, I don’t tell him that I didn’t bother with the tutoring he had sent me for. I found something much better than that.

“So everything should be good by the end of the semester, then?”

“Yeah. Everything should be fine.”

“Good.” He smiles. “Next time don’t wait so long, though. Sometimes you have to be assertive and just go after it.”

I just nod my head. I know I should be more concerned about my grades, but I’m not. I couldn’t care less about college. I’m just here because that’s what people do after high school.

“So, is everything fine in all your other classes?”

“Yep. All good. I’ll definitely pass everything now.”

“I’m glad. I still want to meet again next week, though, just to make sure there aren’t any surprises. How about lunch next Friday? My treat since it’s the end of the semester.”

If he’d asked for another meeting in his office, I would have said no. But free food could lure me anywhere. “Sure, that sounds good.”

“Great.” He grins and then turns to his computer as I walk out of his office.

◆◆◆
The next week passes more quickly than I want it to. It’s the final week before exams, and I want it to last forever. I want to delay that pain as long as I can. My professors are either cramming in as much new material as they can or using the class time to recap things they’ve already covered. Either way, all of my attention is focused on that, and I forget about the second shot until the calendar reminder pops up. I rush to fill out the last of this week’s diary entries and submit it before I walk back toward campus. Nothing happened, so there’s nothing to record.

Dr. Douglas doesn’t seem surprised that my diary is mostly blank, but she tells me to keep recording anything related to how I feel or about my emotional state, no matter how small it seems. I promise I will, and then she gives me the second shot of… whatever. I still think it’s just water. Maybe I should note that in my diary. That’s a reaction, I assume. It’s a mental state for sure.

The next day, I meet with Dr. Rivan again. It’s chilly for late April, so he’s wearing a navy blue sweater over his usual white button down. Between the sweater and his glasses, he looks especially nerdy today, and it’s a good look for him. I guess maybe I can see why every girl goes crazy for him.

We’re at a Thai place, and it’s packed. I make the mistake of ordering my curry with what the menu calls “authentic spice.” By the time I’m halfway through, I can’t hear a single thing Dr. Rivan is saying. I can only focus on the sharp burning all across my mouth. I try drinking more and more water, but that just spreads the pain around even more. The professor laughs at me as the sweat drips down my face. At one point, he nudges his glass to my side of the table and I take it. As I reach for it, my hand brushes his, and we both freeze. I look at his face, and he’s not smiling anymore.

“I’m sorry,” I say

“It’s fine.”

No, it’s not fine. Some imbecile just ate more chiles in half a meal than he should in his entire life, and now he’s holding his professor’s hand and isn’t letting go. I want to let go, but I can’t. His touch makes my skin burn hotter than my tongue. After way too long, he pulls his hand back and looks away. I gasp at the sudden vacuum it leaves. What was that about? What got into me?

“I’m so sorry. I don’t know—it’s my mouth. I just can’t think of anything except this burning.” Only, now that’s not the only thing I’m thinking about.

“Don’t worry. So, are you going home for the summer?” It’s obvious he’s trying to paper over the awkwardness.

“No. I don’t really have a home to go back to. I don’t get along with anyone there. So I’m here year round. Just me in my apartment.”

“Oh. I’m sorry. What about roommates?”

I laugh.

“What’s so funny?”

“I can’t stand roommates. That was the whole point of the apartment. I wanted to live on my own. Last year in the dorms was… just no thank you.”

“Not good?”

“It wasn’t bad. It was just too much. You know? I sometimes like being around other people but in small doses.”

“Yeah, I get where you’re coming from.”

I don’t answer, and we fall into a silence that lasts too long.

“So, what about you? What are you doing this summer?”

“More of the same. Teaching. Writing. I’ve got a couple of articles I want to have published before the fall semester starts up.”

“That sounds—”

“Boring?”

I laugh, possibly for the first time with him. “I was going to say interesting.”

“Which is code for boring.”

“No comment.”

His eyes brighten, and I can see his famous tooth. It’s strange how a little imperfection can make him seem more perfect.

◆◆◆
With the stress of exams and end-of-the-semester essays, I notice that I’m putting on weight. Thursday morning, the day of my psych exam, I pull on my jeans, but I can’t get them zipped up. This is the last thing I need. Today is already stressful enough. I hurry and pull a pair of sweatpants from a drawer and throw those on instead. Then I’m out the door and walking to what I’m sure is certain doom.

My pulse gets heavier as the exam goes on. Each beat is a loud thump against my chest wall. My blood has thickened, and it takes every bit of force my heart can muster just to push it out. The questions make no sense to me. It’s like taking an exam for a class I’ve never even been in. At the end of the hour, I sit still in my seat, unsure if I can move. The teaching assistant just looks at me before coming to take my paper. I let her without saying a word.

That evening, I’m scared to see Dr. Douglas. I’m afraid that she’ll have already graded my exam and will tell me that no amount of extra credit can save me. But she doesn’t say a word about it.

“Anything to report this week?” She skips the pleasantries and gets right to business when I walk into the room. I’m relieved.

“No. I thought maybe for a couple days I was more tired than usual, but it’s exam week. So it has to be that. I put that in the diary. But that’s about it. Other than that, these salt water injections aren’t doing a thing, so there’s nothing to report. I hope that doesn’t mess up the study.”

“Just keep doing what we ask, and your data will be valid.”

I wonder if she ever doesn’t sound like a robot. She’s so unlike Dr. Rivan. He’s definitely a nerd, but once you get to know him, he’s just a regular person. A regular person who happens to be extremely charming and handsome. Dr. Douglas seems like she’s all scientist all the time.





Chapter 4



The following week starts off like a dream. I have nothing to do and nowhere to be. So each morning I wake up whenever I want to. Then, I can do anything I want. Normally, I can’t think of anything I want to do, so I watch movies or shows or play games. I could read, but after the semester I just had, I have no desire to ever pick up another book for as long as I live. Or until I start my next set of classes this fall. I’m not even anxious about my grades anymore. The semester was a struggle, but it’s finally passed. If this extra credit works the way it’s supposed to, then I should have Cs in all my classes. That’s way better than I imagined just two months ago. I don’t let myself look forward. I don’t want to think about still having two more years of this.

Tuesday, though, my bliss shatters. As usual, I brush my teeth right after waking up, but as I’m brushing, something in the mirror catches my attention. Something isn’t quite right. Maybe my face is puffier than normal? But not everywhere. In other places, it seems more slender. When I spit out the toothpaste, I stare at myself a little longer. Then I talk to myself. And that’s when I notice my voice.

My voice sounds nothing like my voice. It’s too high pitched. Am I catching a cold? Maybe my ears are plugged, so I sound different to myself. Could that explain the puffiness in my face, too? I spend the next few minutes paying close attention to the way I feel, but I don’t notice anything unusual.

I open the voice memo app on my phone and record myself. Oh my God! That’s not me. That sounds just like a… No, that can’t be. I try another recording and then another, but they’re all the same. In each one, I sound like a girl.

I sit on the couch and close my eyes. If I really concentrate, I might feel a little pressure in my sinuses. That has to be it. Allergies have plugged my ears. They must have made my throat raw, too. That’s the only explanation.

Even though I’m sure it’s just allergies, the shock makes me restless. I need to do something, so I go out for lunch. There’s a New York style pizza place just down the street from me. I’m there so often that the guy working the counter sometimes gives me a discount. Maybe he’s working today. I look in the window before I walk inside, and I see him there. Him and a crowd. I assumed no one would be here since all the college students are gone. I open the door and join the line. Things move quickly and soon I’m at the counter.

“Hey Jerry. Two slices with sausage, please.”

“Yes, ma’am. Coming right up.”

Ma’am? I think about correcting him and letting him know it’s me, but he’s already taken my money and moved on to the next customer. It’s probably just because they’re so busy. He didn’t even look at me. And with these allergies affecting my voice, I can’t blame him.

“For the lady right there.” Jerry’s voice yanks me away from my thoughts.

“Miss? Two sausage?” The man working the pickup counter is staring at me. It feels like everyone else in the restaurant is too.

My face is redder than the sauce as I take the pizza from him and rush out the door. I can’t stay in there and eat after that. It’s not until I finish the first slice that I realize I walked in the wrong direction. I’m on campus now. Since I’m here, I decide I to walk around and hope the quieter than usual campus will help me relax. There are still some students, but compared to just last week, it’s like a ghost town. I can stop in the middle of the sidewalk without someone running me over or yelling at me. I take my time. I’m not in a hurry, and there’s plenty of room to go around me.

While strolling around, I see him through the window. Dr. Rivan. He’s sitting by himself at a table in the new coffee shop on Preston Avenue. There’s a book in his hand, but he’s looking out the window. And that’s when he notices me. We stare at each other for a minute before a look of recognition comes across his face and he waves me inside.

“Lucas? I almost didn’t recognize you. Join me. Unless you have plans.”

“No. No plans. Just out for a walk.” I throw my grease-stained wax paper and napkins away in the trash can beside his table and sit down.

“Are you alright? You seem… I’m not sure.” He looks at me more intensely than usual. It makes me uncomfortable, so I look away.

“I’m having some problems with allergies today, so that’s why I seem a little off. But I’m good other than that.”

“Are you sure? It seems like more— Anyway, it doesn’t matter. How’s your first week off?” He gives a short laugh, but then looks at me again, like an audience member trying to figure out a magician’s secret.

Before I know it, an hour has passed, and he starts to pack his things. I can’t believe I didn’t like him just a few weeks ago. He’s so easy to talk to, even when it’s not about school. And he’s easy to look at too. I never thought that I could be gay, but I’m starting to wonder. Maybe it’s just him. Maybe I should join the girls in my classes as a member of his fan club.

As we walk to the door together, I look down at his shoes. They must have a higher sole than what he normally wears because he seems taller today. His extra height adds to his allure.

“It was good to see you today. Maybe we’ll see each other around during the summer.” He smiles and puts his hand on my shoulder. My body heats at his touch.

“Yeah, I hope so. I’d like that.”

◆◆◆
Thursday I meet Dr. Douglas for the final injection. Just one more week of keeping this stupid journal. Every day it’s the same thing. Day after day of “nothing different,” “everything is the same,” “no changes.” But that stupid journal is the reason I got a C in her class, so I won’t complain about that.

“Mr. Hanford, you look good today.”

For a second, I wonder if there’s some other Mr. Hanford she could be talking to. She certainly can’t mean me. She would never compliment me like that. “Um, thanks.”

“How did you do this semester?”

“All Cs. Thank heavens. Thanks to the extra credit from this research project. This saved my college career. I’m glad I found out about it.”

Her lips turn up in what I assume is probably a smile from her. At least that’s how I’m taking it.

“I am too. I looked through your diary entries before I came. Still nothing this last week?”

“No, I had a couple of strange days, but nothing from this. So, it’s the same as usual.”

“What do you mean by strange?”

“Well, for a couple of days, it seemed like my voice was different from usual. I guess it still seems like that, but I’m getting used to it. And then I had a day where I felt like I was shorter than I used to be.” I laugh. “I know it sounds stupid. It’s probably just all this weight I’ve lost. It’s making my clothes baggy, so it’s playing with my mind or something.”

This time, she is definitely smiling. So a smile and her face can coexist in the same space after all. “That does sound strange, as you say. Are you ready for the fourth dose? The final one?”

“You bet. Then just one more week of journaling, right?”

“Right. And let me remind you about the NDA you signed. The terms are very rigid. There can be absolutely no sharing of anything that happened or anything that you learned as part of this research. The consequences are severe if you would break that.”

What exactly would I share with someone? That I got a weekly shot of water for four weeks in a row in exchange for extra credit? I doubt that’s top secret, but it’s also not something that I would share with anyone. What a boring story. “No worries. I won’t say a word.”

“Of course. I just wanted to remind you since we’re coming up to the end of this. And since the penalties are so stiff. Millions in fines and even jail time because you’d be held in contempt.”

“Jail time? I don’t remember that.”

“It was there. Page three or four, I believe. But you won’t say anything, so we don’t have to worry about it.”

Now I wish I would have read the agreement. Maybe I shouldn’t have signed it. But there’s nothing to share, so there’s no reason to panic. “My lips are sealed.” I bend over the desk.

As I walk out the door, she wishes me luck. I’m not sure what that means, but I assume it’s just her trying to be less socially awkward than she normally is.





Chapter 5



I try one more time to text Dr. Douglas, but I doubt if she answers this time, either. The last shot must have been real. I don’t know what’s in it, but I feel awful. It took all my energy to walk from my bed to the couch this morning, and I haven’t been up much since. I’m just lying under a blanket, alternating between periods of shivering cold and sweltering hot. This can’t be a normal reaction to whatever it was.

The day goes on and I don't improve. I try to keep drinking, but I can barely make it to the kitchen to get refills now. Every time I move, I feel like my body is going to break apart. It’s like everything is fractured and under such stress that the slightest bump will cause the whole thing to collapse. I lay as still as possible under the blanket, but even shifting to a different position causes a cascade of misery to roll through me.

I wish she would answer me back and tell me what this is. Or at least if this is normal. She could tell me that. I don’t know if she’s really busy or if this is just her being her usual self. It seemed like she was trying to be nice on Thursday, so I want to give her the benefit of the doubt. But the longer I go without hearing from her, the less certain I am.

By evening I still haven’t heard anything, and I’m desperate. Someone. I just want someone. But there isn’t anyone. I don’t really have any friends. I’ve tried to call a couple of people that I’m sort of close with, but neither of them answered. I don’t even need much. Just a human voice to talk to me. Someone, so I know I’m not alone. I’m scrolling through the short list of contacts on my phone when I see his name.

Dr. Rivan gave me his cell phone number at our first meeting. He said to call him if there was ever anything I needed. Does that include just needing to hear someone while my body is being squeezed in a vice? Would it be inappropriate? How would he react if I did call? Some needy boy that he barely knows is calling because he doesn’t feel good. Since when do I care about his reactions? Maybe a phone call is too much, but a text could work. It’s still an interaction with someone. Still a chance to let me know that someone is there.

“Hey, it’s Lucas. I’m sorry to bother you, but I’m not doing well. I feel like my body is trying to kill me….” That makes no sense. “I feel like everything is too tight, and I’m suffocating.” He would think I’m just being overdramatic. “Like something is tightening down on every inch of my body.” No, not that either. I delete version after version of the text. None of them are right. They all just make me sound like someone who’s desperate for attention, which I guess I am, but not—

I gasp. I can’t text him. I can’t text anyone. The NDA I had to sign. I forgot about that. I can’t pay those fines or go to jail. There’s no way. And how else could I explain to someone why I feel so terrible? I can’t just say, “oh I know the reason, but I can’t tell you. It’s top secret.” That would sound even more like a lie. Dr. Douglas is the only one I can tell any of this to, but she’s still not answering me. I close my eyes and try to find a comfortable position. Maybe if I can somehow fall asleep, even if it’s just for a little bit, everything will be better when I wake up.

When I do open my eyes, I forget for a second about everything. Until I move. I reach for my phone, but as soon as I remember, I jerk my arm back into my body. My eyes are wide open now, and I’m waiting for the pain to come. But it doesn’t. At least not like before. I edge my arm away from my body inch-by-inch. I’m ready to pull it back at the first sign of pain, but there isn’t any. Just discomfort. I move both arms. And now my legs. They feel like I’ve slept for too long in an uncomfortable position, and maybe I have. Maybe it was all just a dream. I give a slight stretch and then stand up. Pausing there for almost a minute, I’m sure that I’m able to move now, so I walk toward the bathroom. It’s more out of habit than from anything else. Halfway there, I stop. Then I sprint the rest of the way.

“Oh my God. This can’t be. This can’t be—I’m still asleep. That has to be it.”

My heart slows down with the realization. I’m so relieved. It seemed so real for a second when I first felt them. And then when I looked in the mirror and saw… that…. I exhale. Now, how do I do this? I reach across my body and pinch my now slender arm with my equally slim and feminine fingers. Nothing, so I do it again. Hard enough this time to make me yip, but I still don’t wake up. I walk back to the couch.

Maybe I need to go back to sleep? Maybe it’s like a doorway, so to get back to the real world, I need to fall asleep here. I sit there with my eyes closed, but I don’t drift off. I don’t yawn. I don’t even feel tired. In fact, I feel very well-rested. Other than the stiffness in my body, I feel better than I can remember ever feeling.

I take my phone and see all the messages that I sent to Dr. Douglas. Even in my dream, she hasn’t answered back yet. I thought I’d seen on some TV show once that you can’t read things when you’re dreaming. Guess that was wrong. I giggle, and it sounds so feminine that it makes me laugh more.

I scroll through my music app for a sleep playlist and turn it on. Pushing away any thought that pops into my mind, I take slow and steady breaths. But even then, I’m just not tired. I open my eyes and look around, unsure of what to do. Maybe…

I slide my hand between the waistband of my boxers and the tight skin of my belly. My heart quickens as I do. I’m almost scared to touch it, but masturbation always helps me fall asleep in real life. Maybe it will do the same here too. I inch my fingers down lower and lower until I’m past where my cock is—should be. Where it is in the real world. It’s almost disconcerting to not feel it there now, but I keep my hand moving until I feel… that. I take a deep breath and stop. I don’t know if I want to do this, but the sooner I fall asleep, the sooner I’ll wake up and get past all this. With another breath, I move my hand the rest of the way.

My cupped hand is over it now and I feel the heat coming off it. This is definitely the most detailed dream I’ve ever had. I’ve never been with a woman before, so I’m not sure what to do. I try patting it a couple times, but that doesn’t do anything. Grinding my hand against it does, though. My muscles tighten, and I can feel the dream pussy clench. OK, so more of this then. I rub my hand against it faster. Then I push on it harder. My body responds and I can almost feel the heat building inside me. I rub more and more, but I never get anything other than an initial surge that fades the more I do it.

I finally bite the bullet and slip a finger inside me. I’m surprised how easily it goes in. It’s so slippery. At first, this does nothing for me, but then I add another finger and move them around inside. There still isn’t—oh! Oh, I think that’s it. I rub against the delicate spot, and yes, this is it. My pussy clenches around my fingers, and every muscle in my body is on edge.

It’s not long before I’m moving my hips against my fingers, trying to get all the pressure I can. My breath comes in sharp and shallow spurts now, and I moan with each exhale. I slide my fingers in and out, trying to concentrate on that spot now. And soon it’s all I can think about. Everything is revolving around it. And then my entire body seizes. My eyes roll backward, and even my feet tighten and curl.

Oh my God.

I don’t want to slip my fingers out. I want to keep pushing. Keep thrusting them. I want more. But I know I need to stop. I only did this to help me fall asleep, so I pull my wet fingers away from my body, wiping them on my boxers as I do. Then I lay back and close my eyes. I try to quiet my mind, but it’s on fire with pleasure. I can’t stop thinking about what I just did. I can’t stop wanting more. I just start to slide my hand into my boxers again when my phone rings.





Chapter 6



I don’t know whether or not to pick up the phone. Shouldn’t it wake me up if I let it ring long enough? When I look at the screen and see Dr. Douglas’s name, though, I instantly answer it.

“Hello?” I can hear a very faint echo of my voice through the phone, and it startles me. I sound even more like a girl than I do in real life. But given everything else in this dream, I should expect that.

“Mr. Hanford. How do you feel?”

“Dr. Douglas?”

“I assume by now all the changes are complete, and you should be through the worst of the side effects.”

“You… wait. Yes. I’m confused.”

“You’re confused? I wish I could say I was surprised.”

“What—”

“Don’t bother with the silly questions. You know what happened. The medication that you’ve been taking has transformed you into a young woman. So what do you think of her?”

“Who?”

She sighs. “You. What do you think of the new you? Tell me all the details. What was it like when you finally discovered what was happening?”

My brain must be projecting the extra credit project onto the dream now. “It was scary at first. I panicked. But then I realized it was a dream, so it’s been fine.”

She laughs so loudly I have to pull the phone away from my ear. “A dream? What an interesting coping mechanism you’ve created. How has your dream been so far? Have you explored your new body yet?”

I feel the blood rush to my cheeks. “Um…”

“What do you think? Do you like the way it feels?”

Does she really expect me to answer this? But then again, what does it matter? It’s not like it’s actually her. “Um, yeah. I, uh… I did.”

She laughs again. “Wonderful. I may have trapped you in this new body, but I do hope that you enjoy it. I don’t want you to be miserable. But as to—”

“Wait. What is all of this? What was the point?”

“You’ve always known the point. Research. I’ve always been honest about that. This moment is the point. I wanted to see how a healthy young male would respond if he suddenly found himself living as a young woman. I expected shock and anger and sadness. I didn’t expect you to have convinced yourself that it’s a dream. Even after all these years of studying it, the human mind never ceases to amaze me.”

Why does she keep acting as if this isn’t a dream? Shouldn’t she mirror my thoughts since I’m imagining her?

“But why me?”

“That was a joyful accident. I only needed one volunteer, but I had to find just the right one. When you showed up for the initial meeting, I knew it had to be you. And your assessment scores were almost exactly what I was looking for. It helped that you were a nobody who would make nothing of his life. This is a new start for you. You really should thank me.”

“Thank you?”

“You were already struggling with introductory-level courses. Your advisor said my class wasn’t the only one causing you problems. I knew it wouldn’t have been long before you failed out of school. I’m saving you the embarrassment and the cost.”

“So Dr. Rivan is involved too?”

“No, of course not. He called to see if I could do anything to help you pass my class. He didn’t realize how pointless it was. But in the end, I did what he asked and even more than he would ever imagine.”

I roll my eyes. My mind is working overtime to come up with this. “Oh okay. Um, thanks then, I suppose.”

“I can tell by your voice you still don’t believe it. That’s fine. You will eventually. Once you realize there is no waking up from this because it’s not a dream, then it will all crash down on you. I recommend you take this time now to process things, so the impact isn’t as forceful when it does come. Spend time to think about what you would do if this were real. You can even tell yourself it’s all fake. If it is, then thinking more about it won’t do any harm. And if it’s real, then preparing now will pay huge dividends for you in the near future.”

“I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”

“No. I suppose you don’t. I’m saying make a plan now for when the truth hits you. You are a girl now. I need to go, but let me emphasize again the NDA that you signed. Remember the damages and the jail time. But I want you to think about what would happen if you told someone. A young woman claiming that she’s really a man. Claiming that she lived an entirely different life once. No one will believe you. There’s no proof that you’re Lucas Hanford. As far as the world will ever know, he’s just another college student who disappeared. Your DNA is even different from his. You’re literally a brand new woman… Lily. I hope you like that name. I have an associate who made all new records for you. Lily Hart. I thought keeping the same initials might make it a little easier on you. Check your mail tomorrow. I mailed your new driver’s license and social security card. All anonymously of course. There’s even a birth certificate in there for you.”

“Even for a dream, this is getting very strange now.”

“It certainly is.” She laughs. “I assume this will be the last time you ever wish to speak to me, so let me say that it has been a pleasure, Ms. Hart. And I really do wish you the best in whatever your new life has in store for you.”

I pull the phone away from my ear as it beeps. She hung up.

◆◆◆
When I wake up the next morning, I’m too scared to open my eyes. Nothing I did yesterday would snap me out of this dream. I tried pinching myself again and again, slapping myself, staring at myself in the mirror, taking a freezing shower. Nothing worked. The shower did more harm than good. I was naked and alone with a body I wanted to explore. Thankfully, the cold water kept me from staying in there too long, or I might never have gotten out. Going to sleep was my last chance to come back to reality, so when my eyes started drifting closed on their own, I went to bed right away. I just wanted this to be over with. I wanted to wake up and be back to myself.

Well, I’m awake now. I know it was all a dream. I know none of it was real. And as soon as I open my eyes, I’ll see that. But what if that’s not what I see? What if this isn’t a dream? What if all of it is real? That’s why I can’t open my eyes. Not yet. Not until I’m sure. Not until I’m ready.

My filling bladder does everything it can to make me get out of bed, but I’m determined to resist it. I wonder if I can walk to the bathroom with my eyes closed. If I’m careful and take my time, maybe I won’t notice any bouncing or jiggling parts. And I’ve lived in this apartment for months, so I’m sure I can make it there without looking. Then I realize there’s no way for me to do what needs to be done without finding out the truth. And as uncomfortable as I am, I’m not ready for that yet.

I can only hold out for so long, though, and now the urgency to go is becoming a literal pain. I open my eyes and stare at the ceiling. My heart is pounding against my ribs, and it feels like there’s an enormous weight crushing down on them from the outside. My breathing is shallow, and no matter what I do, I can’t slow it down. I just need to do this. I can’t stay in bed forever.

Pinching my eyes closed again, I swing my legs out of the bed. I scoot further and further until they touch the floor. So far, everything is fine. Only it’s not. As I stand up, I think I notice the weight on my chest. Not the heart attack weight, but a weight that would give me a heart attack if I acknowledged it. I move carefully so I don’t disturb it. If I feel it bounce or shift, then I’ll know it’s real. Right now, I just suspect that there’s something there, but I can’t be sure.

In the bathroom, I move to where I think the toilet is. I turn around, so my rear is facing it. And I pull my boxers down, touching as little of myself as possible. In bed, I decided on this plan. No matter what, I would sit on the toilet. If I’m still a man, then no problem. The burden will be lifted and life will go on as it has. If I’m… something different, then I need to be sitting anyway. Not just to use the bathroom but because of the shock. I don’t trust myself to be standing at that moment.

When I’m on the seat, I reach between my legs. My eyes are still squeezed, as if just keeping them closed will make everything alright. My fingers grasp in the usual spot, but there’s nothing there. It feels like my stomach falls through my body. This can’t be. There’s no way this is real. I open my eyes and look down. The first thing I see are the breasts. My breasts. It’s hard to see anything other than them. I lose a breath. Then two. This can’t be real.

I move my hand further, knowing what I’ll find. And just like yesterday, there it is. The start of my new sex. I yank my hand away like it’s on fire, but it feels the opposite. My hand is freezing. My entire body. I’m shivering uncontrollably. I hug my arms around me but realize immediately that’s a mistake when, instead of the usual flat chest, they come across two large mounds. This can’t be real. I feel the tears welling in my eyes, and there’s nothing I can do to stop them as they run down my cheeks. I can’t even relax my muscles enough to use the bathroom despite my bladder screaming that it’s going to burst.

I don’t know how long it takes, but the shaking finally stops. The crying stops. And at some point I’m able to relax enough to do what I came in here for. When I’m done, I stand and move to the sink. And the mirror. I know what to expect. I just don’t want to see it now. I don’t want to see the cute brown eyes, the long, chocolatey hair, the rounded cheekbones, the soft and delicate chin, the small pretty nose. But I look anyway. I have to. If this is going to be me, then I need to get used to it. I can’t avoid mirrors for the rest of my life.

Instead, I do the opposite. As I stare at my face and breasts in the mirror above the sink, I decide that I need to go all the way. I walk to the bedroom and stand naked in front of the full-length mirror. I never imagined the mirror would reflect this back to me, but it is. This is the new me. The full new me. From my hair that’s longer than normal, to my face that is undeniably attractive, to my breasts that are so incredibly sensitive, down to the spread of my hips, and between that the mound of my new pussy. I sit on the edge of the bed and spread my legs so I can see it. Part of me always thought that vaginas were gross. But as I look at it, I realize it’s not. The more I look, the prettier it becomes to me. In its way, it’s every bit as beautiful as my face or my breasts or the curves of my waist. Realizing how pretty I am makes me cry again and I fall backward on the bed.





Chapter 7



That afternoon, I pull my driver’s license from my wallet and stare at it. Lucas Hanford, nineteen-year-old male. My mind keeps replaying Dr. Douglas’s words. No one would believe you. There’s no proof that you’re Lucas Hanford. Looking at the ID, I realize that she’s right. Nothing about me is the same. Who would believe that I’m really this man? Would I believe it if some woman told me this story?

I walk downstairs to the lobby of the building and reach into my mailbox. Inside, there’s an envelope addressed to Lily Hart. No return address. This must be it. I take it back up to my apartment, thankful no one was around to see me in the common areas.

Back inside, I drop the envelope on the couch and sit next to it. Staring at it. Ripping open that envelope will tear my life in two. There will always be the before and the after. A rip always separating them. But this life isn’t getting less real. I wasted all day yesterday thinking that it would. It didn’t. It won’t. This is me. This is my life now.

I grab the envelope and run my finger along the seal. I trace the line along the split and feel the slight ridge under my fingertip. Dr. Douglas handled this envelope. For a split second, I think that I should save this for forensic evidence, like a team of gender change investigators might storm through my door. With gloved hands, they would take the envelope from me and seal it in a plastic storage bag. Then a man, clearly in charge and wearing jeans and a black T-shirt that hugs every chiseled muscle on his body, would look me in the eye and tell me that everything will be alright. For no reason, he might even take his shirt off while he tells me this. I look at the door. Nothing like that is going to happen. There’s no man who can save me. I slip my finger into the slit and tear the envelope open.

There’s no note inside. I don’t know why I expected to find one. It should have been obvious that she wouldn’t include anything that could be traced back to her. I open the folded piece of paper first. Certificate of Live Birth. Lily Hart. Sex: Female… Wait, that part can’t be right. But the driver’s license says the same thing. That makes me twenty-five years old. She made me older? Why would she do that? My stomach twists, and I feel like I’m going to be sick. I’m a twenty-five-year-old woman?

My mind slams into a wall I never saw coming. I can’t go back to school. She said I would flunk out sooner rather than later anyway, and maybe she was right. I wasn’t doing well. I didn’t care enough to put in the effort. But this takes away every chance that I had to prove her wrong. There won’t be a record of Lily Hart ever attending school. No college classes. No high school transcript. The documents in my hand are now my only records. I have no history, and I have no future.

No, that’s not right. I do have a future. It’s a blank slate. There’s no past to guide me or confine me. I can make whatever future I want. My shoulders rise, and for the first time all day, I feel hope. Dr. Douglas did this to me. She was in control of this. But she’s not now. No one is. This is a clean break from everyone in my life. From all the baggage that I carried with me. I can be who I want to be from here on out.

The first thing I need to do is find a job. Even as a boy, I needed a summer job, but I kept putting it off. I can’t do that now. There’s no more financial aid. Once this semester’s loan disbursement is gone, there won’t be another. Besides, I need to get out of this apartment, even for just a few hours a day. There are too many reminders here. I know me. I know I’ll just sit around and think about what was taken from me. But I can’t let myself do that. This is a new start. I need to take advantage of it.

It takes only two days before I receive phone calls to set up interviews. I’m not ready yet, but I schedule them anyway. The night before my first, I have to search the internet for “women’s interview outfits.” I have no idea what to wear. Most of the outfits are for office jobs rather than the food service work that I applied for, but when I find some outfits that seem appropriate, I save them. Then, phone in hand, I drive to the store.

Shopping in the women’s section is embarrassing at first. Whenever someone passes by, I turn my head away from them so they can’t see me. But then I realize I am a woman now, and everyone here sees me as a woman. There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. Picking out bras and panties, though, still makes me blush. I don’t understand the sizes or the letters, so I just take several bras into the fitting room. After several tries, I find one that seems to fit me. I’m not sure the proper way to test it, so I bounce up and down and move from side to side. My boobs still jiggle, and I feel like an idiot jumping up and down in the fitting room. But the bra doesn’t fall off, and nothing falls out. That must mean it fits. I add several more of the same size to my cart.

By the time I’m done, I have the bras, a pink floral ruffle-sleeved top, a plain white blouse, two pairs of black pants, a pair of black flats, and a multi-pack of boy shorts. They seem the closest to what I’m used to wearing, so I hope I like them. And I hope they fit. I needed small in all the other clothes, so that’s the size I bought in the panties, too.

The next morning, I dress in a navy blue bra, the pink ruffled top, and black pants. I don’t have the first idea of how to do my hair or makeup, so I do without. I just pull my hair back into a ponytail. When I look in the mirror, I’m shocked. I’m pretty even without makeup or my hair done.

I have three interviews today. The first is at 9:30 a.m. and the last is at 1:00 p.m. They’re all downtown, so I’ll just spent the whole morning there. At nine o’clock, I leave my apartment and walk to Preston Pressed Coffees.

When I open the door, I look to the left. There’s a woman working on a laptop there now, but that’s where Dr. Rivan was sitting when I saw him two weeks ago. My entire world has changed since then. Tears form in the corners of my eyes, but I blink them away. I take a deep breath and march to the counter.

Thankfully, I’m able to lie my way through almost all the interviews. There was one restaurant that required references and previous job experience. The others were satisfied when I told them I’ve been a student and my last job was during my senior year of high school.

By the end of the week, I have four job offers out of the six interviews I attended, and I’m excited. Yes, these are low-level jobs, but they’re my fresh start. This is my chance to move on and live this new life. The coffee shop offers me the best combination of money, hours, benefits, and working environment, so that’s the job that I take. I start Monday.





Chapter 8



I see him my very first day. The concentrated blue of those eyes that I’d recognize anywhere. My stomach flips, and I can’t look away. When he sees me, he smiles, and I look for that tooth—his one adorable imperfection—it’s hidden behind his lips. I smile back but turn away, disappointed. Of course, he’s not going to give me his real smile. I’m no one to him. Just a barista in training.

He comes in every morning. And soon, I’m the one at the counter who takes his orders. I make sure of it. My body reacts to him—the sight of him, his voice, his smell—in a way it doesn’t to anyone else. I know there will never be anything between us, but I’m quickly addicted to the little jolt that he gives me every morning.

Today, though, I’m not at the counter when he comes in. I’m sure I just imagine it, but it seems like he looks around until he spots me. When he does, we smile at each other and I go back to wiping tables. Just then, a large group walks in, and I snake my way through them so I can help Noah behind the counter. I’m passing by Dr. Rivan—Anthony—twisting my body to squeeze between him and the counter when someone bumps into him from behind. He moves forward and I feel his body against mine. I’m pinned to the bakery case. He apologizes, but I don’t answer. It takes all my strength to not touch him. I want to put my hands on his chest. I want him to lean down until our lips are brushing against each other. My slit grows slick as I think about it. Then I feel his cock poke against me. I look down to see his bulge, but he pulls away, shouldering aside the man behind him as he strides toward the door.

He doesn’t come back the rest of the week, but twice I catch him staring at me through the window. Each time, he rushes away as soon as our eyes meet. I want to tell him that it’s fine. That it’s more than fine. I used to me a man. Penises work independently. I want to tell him I understand that it doesn’t mean anything. At least not to him.

When he does finally come back in, I’m working the counter alone. He’s carrying a vase of white lilies.

“I owe you an enormous apology. I hope you like them.” He sets the flowers on the counter in front of me. “I was just going by your name, and assumed that you—but maybe I was wrong.”

“No. You weren’t wrong. I did like it. Them. I do like them. They’re gorgeous. Thank you.”

He gives me a shy smile, and I want to drop to my knees and beg for more. Instead, we just stare at each other.

I’m the first to break the silence. “About the other day… You don’t have to apologize. You really don’t.”

“It was embarrassing. I couldn’t believe… It was just being so close to someone so beautiful. It did something to me.”

“I understand. I know it can have a mind of its own.” I giggle to help relieve some of the tension. He continues to look into my eyes.

“It wasn’t acting on its own.”

I bite my lower lip, and his eyes fix on that.

“I know I shouldn’t do this, but I’m incredibly attracted to you. You’ll never see me again after today if you don’t want to.” My heart stops. That’s the last thing I want. “But I had to come today to apologize and also ask if you’d like to go out with me sometime.”

My jaw hangs open, and I can’t respond. I can’t breathe. My entire body is screaming yes, but I’m standing here mute.

After a couple of awkward seconds, he gives a faint smile. “I understand. I just wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if I didn’t at least ask. I won’t bother you again. I hope you enjoy the flowers.”

He’s at the door before I can move. “Wait!” I rush around the counter, but by then he’s already on the sidewalk. I push through the door. “Wait! Yes.”

He turns to face me. “Yes?”

“Yes.”

There it is. The grin I used to think was stupid, but the one I crave so much now.

“Great, um, I didn’t expect you to say yes, so I didn’t really plan anything after this. Dinner maybe? I don’t even know anything about you.” He laughs.

“How about tennis?”

“Tennis?”

“If you play, that is.” I do know things about him. I know he plays. I remember the racket that he keeps in his office, usually propped against the side of the couch. I never asked him about it. I never cared to. I played tennis in high school, but it was behind me.

“I do. I love tennis. What are you doing Friday evening? There’s a lighted court downtown. Seven o’clock?”

“Friday at seven. I’ll see you then.” I smile and somehow end up inside. I don’t remember walking.

◆◆◆
I get off work at three and go right to the sporting goods store. Why did I suggest tennis? I have nothing I need for this. I’ll have to spend my entire week’s paycheck on one date. The cute outfit. That’s why I suggested this. I want him to see me in a short tennis dress. I want to see myself in a short tennis dress.

Over the last few weeks, I’ve started to love dressing up. There’s so much variety available to me now. Every payday I add more and more. Dresses, skirts, shoes. Recently, even makeup. I am unabashedly Lily, and I’ve thrown myself into my new life. My new life that could be made perfect by getting the man I dream of almost every night.

At 6:50 p.m., I walk onto an empty court and set my drink and towel in the corner along the fence. I’m wearing a light blue sleeveless tennis dress that just barely covers my ass. After a few practice swings, I’m not sure I can do this. I was a decent player in high school… Lucas was a decent player in high school. Lily has never played before. And I have two rather large obstructions on my chest that make some swings awkward.

Just a couple of minutes later, I see him walk up. He’s wearing the classic all white. Shorts and a T-shirt. He smiles at me as he runs a hand through his perfect blonde hair.

“You came,” I say as he walks up.

“Of course. I wouldn’t want to make the city’s best barista mad at me. Do you know the things she could do to my coffee?”

“Do you know the things she could do to you?” I whisper.

“What?”

“I said, I’m hardly the best barista in the city.”

“I disagree. The best and the hottest. Look at you.”

I smile and pirouette for him. “You’re pretty hot yourself.”

He mimics my pirouette, and I laugh.

“Lucky for both of us, I can’t make coffee to save my life.”

“Maybe I can teach you someday.”

“Maybe you can just make it for me at home in the mornings.”

I blush. “You have to prove you can keep up with me first. Your serve.” I toss him a ball and he walks around the net.

He wins the first two points easily. Then I come back and take three in a row. We go back and forth on the next, but he finally hits it long, and I win the first game.

“I let you have the first two. What happened? Need me to take it easier on you?”

“I’m just getting warmed up. I’ll break you this time.”

“You can try.”

The next four games are exhausting. We’re evenly matched, and each point goes on forever. It’s during the fifth game that I howl and fall to the court. Anthony is at my side in an instant.

“What is it? What’s wrong?”

“Cramp. Hamstring.” I’ve never had a cramp like this before. The entire muscle feels like it wants to rip away from my body.

“Roll onto your back. I’ll stretch you out.”

I do, and he lifts my leg. Higher and higher until it’s pointing above my head.

“God, you’re so flexible.”

“That’s a terrible pickup line.”

“It wasn’t my finest.”

He leans his body over my leg, forcing the tension from my hamstring.

“I feel so much better. Thank you.” With his body on mine, how could I not feel better? Even if he is just stretching away my cramp. Even if it is in the middle of a public tennis court.

“You know, you don’t have to fake an injury just because you’re scared I’m going to beat you.”

“Maybe I like the idea of you beating me.”

“Oh, you’re that kind of girl, are you?”

I yank his hand and twist my leg out of the way, forcing him down on top of me. “Do you really want to find out what kind of girl I am?”

“I think you already know the answer to that.”

He sweeps his lips down over mine, and his tongue glides over my mouth. I open for him. Our tongues dance while our lips push and pull against each other. He wraps his hand around my waist and pulls me up into him. I’ve fantasized about this moment. But this is more than I imagined. Even fully clothed, I can tell that our bodies fit together perfectly. The heat builds inside me just thinking about it.

“That was the best serve you’ve had all night.” I lean up and bite his neck. I want to leave a mark. I want to see it in the morning when he walks into the coffee shop and know that I put it there.

“You haven’t seen anything yet.” He pulls me up and we sit facing each other. “You’re gorgeous.”

“I’m all sweaty and my hair is probably a mess.” I reach up and brush away the strands that have come loose from my hair tie.

“You’re still beautiful, no matter what. Did you drive here?”

“No. I don’t live very far. I walked.”

“Then I’m going to take you home. Do you think you can stand?”

“I’m fine. It was just a cramp, and it’s gone now. Thanks to you.”

“You’re welcome. But I’m still driving you home. I won’t have you walking alone in the dark. Just a ride home. Nothing more. Are you ready?”

No. I want to sit here all night and stare into his eyes. Both of us breathing the same air. Our legs touching. “I’m ready.” I move to twist my legs under me, but before I can, he takes my hands in his and pulls me to my feet.

“Still feel alright?”

“I beat you three games to one. I feel great.”

“No, you’re beating me three to one. We’ll finish this later.”

Knowing that he wants there to be a later between us makes me smile. I take a step and wince a little as my hamstring tightens.

“Hamstrings are the worst. Come here.” He steps next to me and wraps his arm around my waist. “There’s no way you can walk home by yourself. I’ll help you to my car.”

I close my eyes for a second and just enjoy the feeling of his body next to mine. Then I put my hand on his shoulder and we walk to the parking lot. By the time I’m at the car, I feel better, but he insists on taking me home anyway. And even though I protest, I want him to.

He turns to look at me as we pull up to the curb outside my apartment. When I just stare back, my lips slightly parted, he puts his hand under my chin and guides me closer. His lips find mine above the center armrest, and we sit parked on the street, making out like two teenagers until the windows are fogged in the moist air.

“Do you work in the morning?”

“I do. Do you want to come up anyway?”

“More than anything. But I’m not going to. I’m an old-fashioned man. Just kissing until the third date.”

“We need a second date before we can have a third date.”

“Yes, we do. Do you want a second date?”

“Are you asking?”

“I hope that’s not too forward of me.”

“My daddy would not approve. Maybe you could send him a telegram first to get his permission.”

“Being naughty is part of the fun. What are you doing Sunday?”

“Oh, sorry. A very handsome but rather old-fashioned man is taking me out. Sodas and ice cream. Maybe roller skating. At least I assume. He hasn’t told me yet.”

“Maybe even a moving picture at the theater downtown?”

“That sounds like a great way to spend my Sunday.”

“I’ll pick you up. One o’clock?”

“One.” I lean forward and kiss him, and it’s like our lips are stuck together again. Finally, I break free. “I really should head upstairs. A lady saves her best kisses for at least date two.”

“Then I have something to look forward to.”

“Yes, you do.”

The air is chilly compared to the warmth of being with him. I shiver and walk up the stairs. He stays parked, watching me until I’m inside. I blow him a kiss as I unlock the door.





Chapter 9



Sunday, he knocks at my door at exactly one o’clock. I’m wearing a white dress that covers just a little more leg than my tennis dress. It shows a lot more of my breasts, though. My blonde hair is curled into waves—something I’ve recently taught myself to do—and I’m wearing pink lipstick with a matching eyeshadow.  My feet are strapped into black high-heeled sandals. Red toenails peeking out the ends.

When I open the door, I feel instantly underdressed. He’s wearing a brown three-piece suit with a gold tie and on his head is a fedora the same color as his jacket.

“I should go change.” These are the first words out of my mouth. Not come in or you look very handsome today.

He steps inside anyway. “Don’t. Please. You’re beautiful.” He leans forward and kisses me.

When we pull away, I’m blushing. “I thought I looked good, but then you show up like this.”

“Do you like it? I teach 1920s poetry at the college. This was my costume for an English department party a couple of years ago. I’m an old-fashioned guy, remember?”

“I see you mean that literally.” I laugh, but he quiets me with another kiss.

“Just this. Just this suit. But for you, I’ll be anything you want me to be.”

“I just want you. I mean, you don’t have to pretend to be anything. Be you. It’s more than enough for me.”

“You say that now, but just wait until after this date.”

“I’ll say it then too.” I lean forward and kiss him this time. “But if we keep this up, we won’t make it to our date. I don’t even know what our date is.”

“Of course you do. Soda and ice cream. Then a moving picture. Just like you said Friday. No roller skating, though. That would just be too wild for a proper second date.” He laughs.

“Naturally. Just let me go freshen up. I need to touch up my lipstick for some reason.”

“I think you look perfect. But I can’t wait to see you with lipstick smeared all around your mouth.”

I’m glad my back is to him because I know I’ve turned fifteen different shades of red.

After the movie, we walk three blocks to an ice cream shop. He teaches the girl behind the counter how to make a chocolate soda with ice cream, chocolate syrup, and soda water. Despite his pleading, I stick to a sundae and a normal soda. When I see his face after his first sip, I’m glad I did.

“It’s terrible, isn’t it?” I ask.

“No. ‘Terrible’ doesn’t quite do it justice. Horrendous? Atrocious? Unspeakable. That’s it. Let’s never speak of this again.”

“Done.” I zip my fingers across my lips and then slide my Coke across the table to him. I hope our hands will meet, but they don’t. “Here. We can share. You know, I love that you looked up an old drink just for me. Even if it is complete garbage.”

“Such total garbage. But it was worth it to make you happy. I’d drink the whole thing if you want me to.”

“Please don’t.” I chuckle.

“Oh thank God. I hoped you wouldn’t make me. This is genuinely not good. Everything else about today, though, is perfect.”

“I think so too.”

“Open up.” He runs a finger around the edge of my sundae dish and raises it to my mouth. I suck on it and lick it clean before letting it go. “This gives me an idea. Promise you’ll wait right here for me? I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

“Where are you going?”

“Just promise you’ll wait here.”

“I promise.” I watch him disappear out the door.

When he comes back, he’s wearing shorts, sneakers, and a wrinkled tank top.

“Lily? Is that you? What are the odds of seeing you here? Do you mind if I sit here?”

I raise a palm. “Not at all. What brings you here?”

“Oh, I was just in the neighborhood, and I thought I would try the place. I’ve never been here before. What do you recommend?”

“I recommend you don’t ask them to make some custom 1920s drink for you.”

“I would never dream of it. Hey, since we’re both here, do you want to both be here together?”

“That sounds like a great idea.”

“I think so too. And if my math is correct, that would make this our third date then.”

Now I understand the rushed outfit change and the way he’s acting. “Ahh, yes it would. For an English teacher, your math is superb.”

“I have a variety of skills. My office is just around the corner. Maybe I can take you there and show you some of my other skills.”

“I would like that. As long as you don’t mean juggling or magic.”

“I can certainly make magic. I just need the right assistant for that. Come on.”

We walk hand-in-hand through campus and up to his third-floor office. There’s no one in this building today. Our footsteps echo in the silence as we climb the stairs to his third-floor office.

The office is just as I remember it. Papers are still piled high on his desk. The couch is still covered with colorful books tossed casually. I smile when I see the spot where his tennis racket usually rests. I remember Friday and the feeling of his body on mine. I wonder what it would feel like to touch him here in this office.

I don’t have to wait long to find out. As soon as the door closes behind us, his hands are on my shoulders and his lips are pressed against mine. He pushes me against the wall, and I can already feel the erection rubbing against me.

“Is this OK?”

“‘OK’ doesn’t do it justice. Wonderful? Magnificent? Glorious?”

“So it’s everything that a chocolate soda is not.”

“Shh, we promised to never speak of that.”

“Especially not when I can think of so many other ways to use my mouth.”

I feel like I’m going to collapse as he sucks against the side of my neck. I know it’s going to leave a mark. A mark matching the one I gave him Friday night. The thought of our feelings openly branded on each other warms my core more than it already was.

Without taking his lips off me, he sweeps the couch clear and lays me down. His hand slides between my legs and rubs against my panties.

“You’re soaking wet.”

“I know. I need this. I need you.”

“Then let’s not keep you waiting.”

He rips my panties down my legs, and I gasp as I feel a finger slide inside me. Then another. He moves them in and out while he rubs on my clit with his thumb. I throw my arms around him and pull his mouth to mine. I moan each breath into his lips as he takes me closer and closer. When his hand stops, I can’t help but whimper.

“Don’t worry, little girl. This is just the beginning.”

I salivate as he slides a condom down his hard cock. I want to take him in my mouth. And I will. But right now, my pussy is aching for him. He moves his tip to my entrance, but I stop him.

“This is my first time.”

“You’re a virgin?”

I nod my head and bite my lip in embarrassment.

“Oh Lily, I am going to make this magical for you then. After this, you’ll never want to be with anyone other than me.”

It’s too late for that. I already feel that way.

He slides into me gently, and after a couple of quick thrusts, I yelp. A sharp pain letting me know that he’s made me his. He moves inside me further until I’ve stretched around his entire length. Part of me can’t believe that I can take his whole cock, but another part of me always knew that I could. We were destined to be together.

“You’re so tight. It feels great.”

I clench down on him. If he wants tight, I’m going to give him exactly what he wants. Between the soft slaps of his skin against mine, I hear him groan, and I smile, knowing that it’s because of me.

It’s not long before my back is wet with sweat and sliding on the leather couch. With each of his pushes, we move up and then down. Our moans fused together. Our bodies. Our lives. My breaths come faster. Shorter. And I know this is meant to be. When he rubs on my clit with his finger, I arch back into the couch and move my hips in time with his thrusts. Pushing as he pulls. Making sure his cock never leaves my pussy. Keeping his finger pressed in that magical spot. I try to hold in my cries of pleasure, but they force themselves out. And after a couple of quick grunts, I feel him spasm as his cock tenses inside me.

His softening cock slips out of me, and he reaches for the condom, but I put my hands on him, stopping him.

“Let me.”

I peel it from him, and then I use my tongue to clean every inch of his manhood. He starts to swell again with my lips wrapped around him. Now, it’s my turn. I push him onto his back as I move between his legs. I slide my hand up and down his length as I suck the head of his cock. Then I lower my head. Down and back. Keeping my hand wrapped around him and sliding it along with me. It’s not long before his hips start bucking. Soon he’s fucking my mouth, and I’m taking as much as I can. I feel him stiffen and he pulls away from my mouth.

“No. This is mine.” I moan and put my lips back around the head of his cock. As he explodes, I swallow every drop of his seed. I’m greedy and want it all, and he gives it to me.

“Rapturous. That’s the word for that.”

He pulls me on top of him, and we cuddle together. I know this is perfection. I could never want anything other than this.
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