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Chapter 1



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hey.”

“Do you not feel good?”

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

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

“No.”

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

“Tabitha?”

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

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

Her hand stops. “What do you mean?”

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

“Oh… um—“

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

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

“Oh. Did Alexander tell you that?”

“No. It was… someone else.”

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

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

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

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

“No.”

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

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





Chapter 2



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Are you ready?”

I just look up at him.

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

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

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

“To see Mr. Dyer.”

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

“No. He’s not at the office today.”

“Where is he?” My heart beats faster.

“What happened to your brooding and pouting?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You may proceed.”

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

“Are we going out to sea?”

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

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

“Have you been on any boat?”

“No.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Alexander? My heart stops.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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





Chapter 3



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Heard so much about me? Hmm…

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

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

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

She smiles at me.

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

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

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

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

“How was your first day?”

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

“Hmm.”

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





Chapter 4



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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’m not that bad.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I work here. Now let me go!”

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

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

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





Chapter 5



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

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

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

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

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

“I— ”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Are you fucking serious?”

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

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

“What do you mean?”

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

“So you… This was your—”

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

“But… so you wanted this?”

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

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

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

“Then you’re a fucking idiot.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Mmm, these are nice. I like these.”

“Me too.”

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

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

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

“Fuck, Natalie.”

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

“No. I would never expect it to.”

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

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

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

“A conversation starter.”

“A conversation starter.”





Chapter 6



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You’re a dork.”

“You’ve called me that before.”

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

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

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

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

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

“What is it?”

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

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

He doesn’t answer.

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

“I’m going to get you out of this.”

This SUV? This dress? “Out of what?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What are you doing?”

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

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

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

“Are you sure?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“No. Now. Please? It has to be now.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“No. Less talking, more fucking.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

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

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

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

“Is this OK? Does it hurt?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

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

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

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

I wish I could be so sure.





Chapter 7



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

Wednesday morning, however, everything changes.

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

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

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

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

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

“Where are we going?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

When I hear his name, I stop. Bullshit.

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

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

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

“Where are you taking me?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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





Chapter 8



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

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

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

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

“Saving Natalie from you.”

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

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

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

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

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

“How did you find us?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Natalie, get away from her.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Nick! Help! Help!”

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

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

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

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

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

“What?”

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

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

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

“I don’t know if I can.”

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

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

“Good job. OK, in there. Come on!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Where is she now?”

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

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

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

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

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

“You sure about this?”

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

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

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

“This is your car?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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





Chapter 9



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

“Hello? Is anyone here?”

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

“Hello?” I call again, louder.

“In here.”

I follow Alexander’s voice down the hallway.

“What are you doing?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Oh? And what would that be?”

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

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

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

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

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

“Off with it, woman.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Dork.”

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

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

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

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

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

“What is that?”

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

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

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

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

“Is this where the snake enters my garden?”

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

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

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

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