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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 t-shirts, 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. Okay, 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.

“Okay. 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 okay. She’s a nurse. She’s going to check you out. Neither one of us is going to hurt you. I promise.”

“Whatever. Okay. 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: “Okay 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 okay?”

“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 okay. 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, T-shirts, 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 okay. 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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