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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mark jogged around the track, trying to ignore his fellow trainees as they pushed past him.  Each and every one of them were specimens of human athleticism; even the women were long-limbed, lean, and built for peak performance.  By contrast, Mark was short, bottom heavy, and slow-footed.  He’d already been lapped once by each of his classmates, and he knew that by the time they finished the training session, that number would climb considerably.   
 
    It wasn’t a question of effort, either.  Mark pushed himself as hard or harder than any of the others.  The problem was that he just wasn’t equipped for physical activity.  Going back as long as he could remember, he’d always preferred books and computers to sports.  Growing up, he had routinely been the last one picked for teams during gym class, and he had also been the victim of bullying. 
 
    As yet another person passed him, Mark found himself wondering if it was really worth it.  Ever since he was little, he’d wanted to follow in his father’s footsteps into law enforcement.  So, when it came time to pick a major, he’d naturally gravitated towards criminal justice.  That, in turn, had led him to law school, mostly due to his father’s insistence.  And when he graduated, rather than take the bar exam, he’d applied for a job within the FBI.  His father had been livid, and Mark had been unable to articulate why he wanted to be a federal law enforcement officer.  It was just what he’d always wanted – a claim that his father had called immature and unrealistic.  As he struggled to continue to put one foot in front of the other, Mark couldn’t help but think his father had been right.   
 
    Finally, almost a full five minutes after the rest of the trainees had finished, Mark shuffled around the final curve and tried to sprint in the straight away.  It was little faster than a brisk walk, but he felt like he was moving twice as fast as normal.  By the time he crossed the finish line, he was huffing and puffing, his breath coming in ragged gasps as a sharp pain stabbed his side.  Unceremoniously, he bent over and vomited on the grass to the side of the track, eliciting groans of disgust from the other trainees. 
 
    “Jesus, man,” came one voice. “Just quit already.” 
 
    “He’s bringing us all down.” 
 
    “He’ll end up getting somebody killed in the field.”  
 
    “Such a little bitch…” 
 
    On and on it went, and Mark tried to ignore them.  It wasn’t as if he’d never heard it before, after all.  Even if he hadn’t spent most of his childhood under the heel of various bullies, he’d been ostracized every day since starting the academy.  The only saving grace was that he’d excelled in the classroom, which served to offset some of his physical limitations.  In his own mind, at least.  The instructors and his classmates were less forgiving.   
 
    At last, his roiling stomach began to settle, and his breathing normalized.  The pain faded to a dull ache, and he straightened to his full height.  Even next to the women, he felt small, almost petite.  Not like his father, who’d been a towering man with broad shoulders, a strong chin, and muscles on top of muscles.  Mark had taken after his mother, though.  Short, slight, and with delicate features, he knew how people like his father saw him.  He’d heard the insults every single day of his life.   
 
    Faggot.  Fairy.  Sissy.  He’d heard all the insults.  It didn’t matter that he wasn’t gay.  He wasn’t even effeminate.  He was just small and pretty in a world where men weren’t supposed to be either of those things.   
 
    The day went on, and after physical training, the group showered and went to classes that were supposed to prepare them for life as FBI agents.  Mark always did well in those, and he hardly even had to pay attention in order to get full marks.  Finally, the day came to a close, and they were dismissed to go back to their dorms.  However, to Mark’s surprise, after they were dismissed, the lead instructor held him back and directed him to the administration building.   
 
    Thinking that he was about to be told that he just couldn’t cut it, Mark slowly made his way to the indicated building.  The training facility was laid out like a college campus, and the administration building was the tallest, most domineering structure in the area.  Mark went through the front doors, his heart beating out of his chest, and rode the elevator to the top floor, where he was supposed to meet with someone named Hiller.  After waiting a big, all the while trying to melt into a chair so the pretty receptionist wouldn’t notice him, Mark was led into an office.  There, he saw Isaac Hiller for the first time.   
 
    Sitting behind a desk, Hiller was a poster boy for what every red-blooded, American man should aspire to be.  Tall, with an athletic body beneath his suit, and piercing blue eyes, he looked every bit the hero, which only served to highlight just how small and insignificant Mark really was.  In Hiller’s presence, Mark was less than an afterthought.  So, he was a little surprised when the man smiled broadly the moment he saw Mark.  Standing, he stepped out from behind his government-issued desk and extended his hand, saying, “I’m Isaac Hiller.  You must be Mark Richards.” 
 
    Tentatively, Mark took the offered hand, not failing to notice just how small it was next to Hiller’s.  But unlike so many of the alphas Mark had met during his training, Hiller try to asset his dominance via his grip strength.  Instead, it was just firm enough, almost gentle in its restraint.   
 
    “Yes, sir,” Mark said, hating his voice.  It wasn’t overtly feminine, but it had never reached the deeper registers most men found after puberty.  That, alongside his petite body and delicate features, had combined to make almost everyone question his manhood.   
 
    “Good, good – I think you’ll do perfectly,” the older man said, releasing Mark’s hand.  He gestured to one of the chairs, adding, “Have a seat, Mark.” 
 
    He complied with the instruction, sitting in one of the indicated chairs.  It wasn’t terribly comfortable, but Mark barely felt it.  Instead, he focused on Hiller, who’d retreated back behind his desk.  After the man was settled in, Mark asked, “What’s this about, sir?  I promise, I’m still working on my fitness.  I’ve been steadily improving since I got here, and I’m confident I will meet the standard before the final –” 
 
    “No, no – it’s not about that,” Hiller said, opening a manilla file on his desk.  He opened it, saying, “It’s the opposite, in fact.  We’ve been watching you, Mark.  Your academic scores are off the charts.  You’ve shown a seventy-three percent improvement in the physical tests as well.  Decent marksman, too.  In short, we feel confident that you’ll make it through training and graduate with the rest of your class.” 
 
    “R-really, sir?” he asked.  “Then why am I here?  I thought…well, never mind what I thought.” 
 
    “Right.  I sometimes forget how stressful this can be for the trainees,” Hiller said, shaking his head.  “You probably thought you were getting kicked out, yeah?  Well, you’re not.  Like I said, this is the opposite.  I’ve got a mandate that will allow me to accelerate your induction into the agency.  Your official training will end right here, right now, and you’ll begin a specialized regimen that will prepare you for a very important mission.  Officially speaking, Mark Richards will cease to exist, at least for the duration of the mission.”  
 
    “Are you talking about undercover?  Am I qualified for that?” Mark asked. 
 
    “You are uniquely qualified for what we need you to do,” Hiller said.  “I won’t sugarcoat it, though.  This is going to fundamentally change the rest of your life.  If we do this, there will be no going back to being the person you are, now.  However, I can tell you that your sacrifice will save lives.”  
 
    Mark looked down at the generic, government carpet on the floor as he thought it through.  Even without details, the question was simple: was he willing to give up his life in order to save others?  The answer was easy.  So, he looked up, saying, “I never much liked my life, anyway, sir.  I’m in.” 
 
    “Just like that, huh?  No questions about what you’re going to be doing?” Hiller asked. 
 
    Mark said, “Sure.  I have a hundred questions.  But this is why I joined up.  I’ve dreamed about making a difference ever since I was little.  Seems like this is my opportunity.”  
 
    “Even if it costs you your manhood?” Hiller asked. 
 
    That surprised Mark, and, for a moment, he stared at the senior agent with wide eyes.  Then, he said, “What does that mean?”  
 
    Hiller stood and answered, “Come on.  I’ll show you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand,” Mark said, hurrying to follow the senior agent through the maze of halls.  After the day’s physical exertion, Mark’s energy was lagging, so it was a chore just to keep up with the man’s long-legged stride.  “My manhood?” 
 
    “I’ll explain when we get where we’re going,” Hiller stated with finality.   
 
    That shut Mark up, but it did nothing to quiet the concerns flitting through his mind.  Clearly, though, whatever he was going to be asked to do, it was confidential enough that Hiller wasn’t comfortable talking about it in the halls, where other government personnel might overhear.  Sensible, sure, but extremely frustrating as well; with so little information, and what was available being as cryptic as it had been, Mark desperately wanted to know what was going on.   
 
    Finally, Hiller led them to a service elevator at the back of the building.   It was old, probably a part of the original building that had been revamped in the last few years to house the academy’s administration.  But it was functional, as demonstrated when it plunged deep underground.  When the doors opened, Mark was surprised to see the white halls of an apparent hospital. 
 
    “This is the facility where your life is going to change,” Hiller said, stepping off the elevator.  “Come on.  I’ll explain everything in a moment.”  
 
    Mark continued to follow along through the twisting turns of the underground facility.  Everywhere he looked, there were scientists or doctors in white lab coats.  Among them were people who were clearly patients wearing hospital gowns or white scrubs.  Some were oversized monstrosities.  Others were a little more disturbing.  And still others seemed perfectly normal, which set Mark’s teeth on edge. 
 
    At last, they reached their destination, and Hiller directed Mark into what appeared to be a therapist’s office.  There was a large, cushy couch, a stylish desk, and, at last, a young woman in a skirt suit.  She was in her early thirties, and with blonde hair tied up in a bun, a pair of chic glasses, and a body that the suit couldn’t hide, she was gorgeous in a way Mark thought was only reserved for magazine cover models.   
 
    The woman rose, introducing herself as Dr. Stephanie Thomas.  Mark mumbled something that might’ve been his name – he’d never been particularly at ease around women, especially attractive ones – and was directed onto the couch.  Hiller remained standing, but Dr. Thomas returned to her position behind her desk.  That’s when the explanation started. 
 
    “What we’re going to ask of you is unorthodox, unfair, and ultimately, necessary,” said Hiller.  “Know that you will be well-compensated with triple your base pay for the duration of this assignment.  In addition, should you do this, know that your pension will be accelerated so that you will earn your full salary for the rest of your life.”  
 
    Mark was struck a bit dumb.  While he liked the sound of a guaranteed paycheck for the rest of his life, he was terrified of the implications.  If they were willing to do that, then it meant that whatever this mission was, it was likely to prevent him from rejoining the agency once it was finished.   
 
    “What is the mission?” he asked, deciding to push past his fears and withhold judgment until he had all the facts.  “And what was Agent Hiller saying about my…uh…you know…my manhood.” 
 
    “There is no easy way to say this, Mr. Richards,” Dr. Thomas said.  “So, I’m just going to come right out and say it.  Rip the Band-Aid off, so to speak.  We want you to become a transgender woman.”  
 
    That wasn’t what Mark had expected, so he couldn’t stop himself from blurting, “W-what?  Why me?  And…what…I…I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “Hopefully, you’ll say yes,” Thomas stated.  “To your first question, the reason you were chosen is due to a combination of factors.  Mostly, it’s because you meet the physical requirements, but there are many other contributing factors.  Your aptitude tests show that you are adaptable, for one.  For another, as a trainee, you leave a minimal paper trail.  We can also build your identity according to exacting specifications.”  
 
    “Why, though?” Mark asked.  “Why do you need a…transgender woman at all?”  
 
    “Preferences,” Hiller said.  “Our target, Cole Stanton, is one of the most prominent importer of illegal weapons in the country.  We’ve been trying to nail the son of a bitch for years, but every time we send someone into his organization, he somehow figures it out.  But Stanton has a weakness.  He likes transgender women.  However, he usually keeps that preference a secret.  If a girl can’t pass, he’s not interested.”  
 
    “And we think that, with a little work, you can pass,” Dr. Thomas said.  “More than pass, really.  All of our predictive models say that you will be quite beautiful.”  
 
    Mark’s instincts said to refuse.  The last thing he’d ever questioned was his gender.  He was a man, and the thought of living as a woman – even temporarily – was something he could hardly stomach.   
 
    He was just about to say so when Hiller preempted him, saying, “Cole Stanton and his organization are responsible for three agent deaths, countless murders, and over a dozen deaths among various local police forces.  He puts deadly weapons in the hands of criminals and domestic terrorists, who are in turn responsible for even more killing.  And in order to stop him, we need your help.  Please, Mr. Richards.  Do it for your country.  Do it for all those innocent lives.”  
 
    It was the perfect counter to Mark’s instinctive refusal.  What kind of a person would he be if he stood on the sidelines and let all those innocent people die?  How could he live with himself if he chose his masculinity over other people’s lives?  He’d always wanted to make a difference.  He wanted to be the hero.  And though this wasn’t the opportunity he’d expected, it was the one on the table.  With this, he could accomplish all his goals.   
 
    And all it would cost was his manhood. 
 
    A small price to pay, he tried to think.  But he knew it was more complicated than that.  He knew it would be much more difficult than a single sacrifice.  He was making a decision that would affect the rest of his life, and he knew he should think about it for more than a couple of minutes.  However, the senior agent’s speech had been effective, and any thought of refusal was met with overwhelming guilt.  He was ashamed that he’d hesitated even this long.   
 
    “I…I think…I think I can do it,” Mark said.  “How do we get started?”  
 
    Thomas beamed a smile at him, saying, “You’ve made the right decision.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Once again, Mark found himself being led through the maze of white halls, but this time, he followed Dr. Thomas.  Once Mark had signed his manhood away, as well as various other contracts, Agent Hiller had disappeared, his job done for the moment.  However, he’d told Mark that he would be back soon.   
 
    “First, I will show you to your new home for the next six months,” said Thomas, glancing back at him.  They were of a height, but Thomas moved with an urgency Mark found it difficult to match.  “Then, we’ll get started on the testing.  When that’s done, we’ll end the day with the beginning of the transformation process.”  
 
    “What does that entail?” asked Mark, scrambling to keep up. 
 
    “Mostly hormones,” she said.  “But these are unlike those that are commercially available.  They work much, much more quickly, and the changes they precede are far more thorough.  When it’s done, your body will look as if you’d started taking hormones before puberty.”  
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    That was troubling, and Mark suspected that the journey into femininity was a one-way trip.  Still, he thought it best to ask, “Is it permanent?  If you can change me, can’t you change me back?”  
 
    “Doesn’t work like that,” was her response.  “Once it’s done, it’s done.  You won’t ever go back to being a man.” 
 
    That confirmation prompted Mark’s sullen silence.  It wasn’t every day you got told that you were going to become a woman, and though that would’ve probably elated any number of actual transgender women, it was wholly horrifying to Mark.  But as terrified as he was, the stakes of the proposed mission served to push him forward.  He couldn’t turn back.  Not when they’d made it clear that his involvement was necessary in order to put a stop to the murder of innocents.   
 
    Over the next couple of hours, Mark endured a series of medical tests.  They took more vials of blood than he could count, and he underwent the most thorough physical he’d ever been subjected to.  He underwent a brain scan, an MRI, and a series of X-Rays.  He was made to give urine and fecal samples as well.  In all, the tests were invasive, embarrassing, and incredibly thorough.  He endured most of it in silence, only speaking when absolutely necessary.   
 
    Finally, they reached the point of no return when Dr. Thomas led him into an examination room and, after instructing him to undress, had him lie on the table.  Reluctantly and with palpable embarrassment, he followed her directions.  Lying on that table, naked and exposed, Mark was reminded of how little experience he’d had with women.  Which was to say that he’d never so much as held hands with a girl, much less been intimate with one.  He was twenty-four years old, and he’d never even shared a kiss with the opposite sex.  So, being naked in the company of a beautiful woman had predictable consequences.   
 
    Mark’s cheeks reddened as he cupped his hands over his genitals, trying in vain to cover his increasingly erect penis.  For her part, Dr. Thomas ignored it entirely.  Instead, she retrieved a case from a nearby cabinet and opened it to reveal a series of vials.  Taking one out, she said, “These first injections are intended to kill your testosterone production.  Hopefully, it will permanently revert your testosterone levels to something approaching that of a typical teenage girl.”  
 
    “O-okay,” Mark said.  “What are the others?”  
 
    “The next injection will begin to rapidly break down the effects of male puberty,” she stated.  “Within a week, you’ll be back to pre-adolescence.  That’s when we administer the next injections, which will force your body to adjust its own estrogen production to mimic that of a pubescent girl.  It takes a couple of months for that to transform your body, but once it’s finished, you will continue to produce a body chemistry that will mirror that of a developed woman.  The only thing you’ll be missing is female reproductive organs and menstruation.”  
 
    “I…I think I’m going to be sick,” Mark muttered.  “This is all happening so fast.  I don’t…I don’t know if I’m doing the right thing.” 
 
    “You are,” Dr. Thomas said.  “Further, you’re the only candidate that I think could make this work.  You have the appropriate body type, the right body chemistry, and the right facial features.  Once you’ve undergone the transformation, you will fit Stanton’s preference to a tee.  The other potential candidates would’ve required extensive surgery that you do not.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said.  “I…uh…” 
 
    “Relax,” the doctor said, leaning over him.  “You’ve already signed on.  Now, you just need to let it happen.”  Then, she pulled a case from her pocket.  Opening, a pair of earbuds were revealed.  She gently put them in Mark’s ears.  “These will help you adjust.  For now, you’ll need to wear them for the rest of the day, but after, just wear them when you go to sleep.” 
 
    “W-what do they do?”  
 
    “Mild hypnosis,” she said.  “To help you adjust, like I said.  Otherwise, this whole process would take twice as long, and there’s every chance you still wouldn’t be able to accept your new role.” 
 
    Mark didn’t like the idea of his mind being manipulated, but he was on the verge of panic, so he accepted the earbuds without complaint.  Over the next few minutes, Dr. Thomas gave him a series of injections.  The first was the worst, because it was applied directly to his testicles – one shot for each one.  After that, he was given various shots in all sorts of places – from his hips to his upper arms, he endured each injection with a stoicism he didn’t know he possessed.  Meanwhile, the earbuds in his ears emitted a subtle tone that was both relaxing and, if he focused on it, a little troubling.  He chose to let it fade into the background; his sanity demanded it.   
 
    Finally, the treatments were finished and Dr. Thomas had a nurse lead him to the dorm room that would be his home for the next few months.  Once there, an overwhelming sense of fatigue washed over him, reminding him just how long of a day he’d had.  That morning, he’d been a normal recruit who’d been struggling to pass through the training process.  And now, he was something else.  A guinea pig.  A potential undercover agent.  A woman.  It was all too much, and he was asleep almost as soon as his head hit the pillow. 
 
    That night, he dreamed that he was a woman, fully and completely.  The events of the dream were fairly tame.  He was just going about his life, walking around, shopping, and eating lunch, but it was also extremely different from the life he had grown accustomed to.  Everywhere he went, there were eyes on him.  Women looked upon him with admiration.  Men, with something far more carnal.   
 
    Thankfully, he woke before it could go any further than looks, but the feelings still lingered.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I…I can’t wear this,” Mark said, holding up the offending garment.  Rationally, he knew his objection was silly.  He’d already taken steps toward becoming a woman.  But even so, the idea of wearing a pair of panties had sent his mind into an irrational panic.  The underwear weren’t even that feminine – just a pair of white briefs – but the cut made it clear that they were meant for a woman.  He glanced at the other clothes, adding, “I can’t wear any of this.” 
 
    The woman in the room sighed.  She had introduced herself as Carmen, and she was clearly transgender, and had just as obviously transitioned pretty early in her life.  Even so, she was taller than most women, with a noticeable Adam’s apple, and hands that could palm a basketball.  By comparison, Mark felt positively diminutive, especially considering the woman’s exaggerated curves that had clearly been the work of multiple surgeries.  With her bottle blonde hair, pouty lips, and enormous breasts, saying that she looked like a typical bimbo would’ve been a vast understatement.  And this was the woman who’d been tasked with ushering Mark into femininity.   
 
    “You don’t have much of a choice,” she said.  “This is the first day of the rest of your life, and the moment you get out of those boxer shorts, you’ll never wear boy clothes again.”  
 
    Mark knew she was right.  More, he knew any resistance was the height of silliness.  So, pushing his reservations aside, he turned around, stripped out of his boxers, and slipped the cotton panties up his legs.  Because of the injections, he’d already started to regress back to pre-adolescence, which meant that he had shed most of his body hair during the night.  According to Dr. Thomas, he’d never have to shave his face again, but after he experienced the second onset of puberty, his body hair would return, albeit in a feminine pattern.  Given his genetics, Mark’s already sparse body hair would probably thin even more, and though he’d have to shave his legs and underarms, he would probably never have to worry about anything else.  But for now, he didn’t have to worry about that.  Even his pubic hair had fallen out, leaving his groin entirely hairless.   
 
    “There,” he said, turning back around.  For some reason, he felt the need to cover his bare chest.  “What now?”  
 
    “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” she asked. 
 
    Mark shook his head.  “I guess not,” he said, resisting the urge to adjust himself.  Panties just weren’t made to contain male genitalia.  “Kind of uncomfortable, though.” 
 
    “It’ll get better,” she said.  “From what Dr. Thomas says, you’re going to get a lot smaller.  But as any trans girl will tell you, tucking is a necessary annoyance.  There’s just not much better than getting home after a long day, untucking, and letting it all hang out.”  
 
    “I’ll have to take your word for it,” Mark said.   
 
    After that, Mark donned a pair of scrubs – pink in color – and the pair of them started discussing makeup, fashion, and grooming habits.  Mostly, Carmen lectured, but Mark did have plenty of questions along the way.  It wasn’t long, though, before their discussion became practical instruction, and Mark began the long process of learning to apply his own makeup.  On the surface, it didn’t seem necessarily difficult.  However, in practice, it was incredibly hard to get everything just right.  Mark failed miserably, but Carmen encouraged him by saying that he’d get the hang of it and that nobody got it right the first time.   
 
    Next, she started his instruction in proper mannerisms.  Mostly, it boiled down to using his hands to talk, but there were also a fair number of changes to the way he moved.  In the end, Carmen gave him an assignment to watch a few movies and Youtube channels so he could learn to mimic the women on the screen.  More, she assigned some instructional videos that would hopefully advance his makeup application knowledge as well as some hair styling videos.   
 
    “This is…a lot,” he muttered. 
 
    “It is,” she agreed.  “But we’re trying to cram a lot into just a few weeks.  Believe me, you’ll be walking and talking like a girl in no time – especially considering what the program has planned going forward.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Mark asked, realizing that he was completely in the dark about what he would be doing going forward.  He knew how his body was supposed to change, but beyond that, he had no idea what was in store. 
 
    “Well, you’re going to be with me for a week or two until you have the basics down, but after that, you’re going to be put through a specialized course of training,” she said.  “Most of it is going to have to do with dancing and such.  Apparently, the assignment is going to have you working in a strip club.  But you’ll also –” 
 
    “Wait, what?  A strip club?  Nobody ever said anything about that!” 
 
    “Calm down,” Carmen said, holding up her manicured hands.  “I’m just the messenger here.  Don’t panic.  I promise you, you’ll be extremely well prepared when you get released into the world, okay?”  
 
    Still panicking, Mark knew that he didn’t have much of a choice, now.  He’d already signed his manhood away, and his body was going to change whether he liked it or not.  He was committed, now.  Nothing would change that.  So, he had no other option but to go along with whatever they had planned for him. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    For the next week, Mark learned everything there was to learn about makeup, hair styling, feminine mannerisms, and womanly grooming habits.  To his surprise, he picked it all up without much issue, and by the end of that week, he had become something of an expert.  When he asked Carmen why he was learning so quickly, she said that it was because of the hypnotic conditioning he had already undergone and continued to experience each night.  That made sense, but he still wasn’t sure how he felt about it.  It wasn’t as if he had any choice, though, so he resolved himself to enduring things as they came. 
 
    That resolve was stretched to the limit when his body continued to revert back to something appropriate for pre-adolescence.  What muscles he’d managed to cultivate faded into a lack of development, his facial features softened, and his manhood shrank something that would’ve been appropriate for a boy a third his age.  Even his voice changed in pitch, and whatever manly tone it had gained with his first puberty dissipated into a youthfully high pitch.  It was quite a shock, but under the influence of the hypnosis, he took it in stride.  In fact, there was a part of his mind that thought that, once he developed as a woman, it might even be cute.   
 
    In any case, at the end of the week, he was given the second round of injections which would jumpstart his feminine development.  That’s when the dance classes started.  At first, it was introductory stuff that he would’ve expected a young girl to be enrolled in.  There, he learned the basics of ballet, jazz, and tap dancing.  More than that, though, his increasingly supple body grew progressively more graceful and flexible.   
 
    All in all, it was a massive change for only a week’s worth of work, but he knew it was only the beginning – a notion that was supported by the fact the tenderness that developed in his chest.  It was the first sign that he was growing breasts, and it heralded his feminine puberty.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mark examined his budding breasts as he looked at his reflection in the mirror.  They weren’t big.  In fact, they barely even qualified as breasts.  However, on his thin chest, and to a man who’d never had any such thing before, they seemed huge.  Moreover, they were sore, and his nipples itched almost constantly, reminding him that everything was changing.   
 
    It wasn’t as if he needed the reminder, either.  Everything about his body had been changing for the past two weeks, and every time he saw himself in the mirror, he saw something new.  Something even more feminine than the day before.  It was maddening, and it had the potential to drive him insane.  Such a huge change, and so quickly – he should’ve been gibbering in the corner.  However, due to the influence of the nightly hypnosis, he was only vaguely uncomfortable.  Mark wasn’t certain if that was a blessing or a curse, but in the moment, he was thankful that he didn’t have to feel the full brunt of the realization that his entire worldview, his whole identity, really, was crumbling down around him.   
 
    If he could even refer to himself in male terms, anymore.  In addition to looking like a pubescent girl, his genitals had retreated in upon themselves.  His testicles were gone, either broken down completely or nestled in his abdomen.  He didn’t have the heart to ask Dr. Thomas which was more accurate.  But Mark knew that he would never see them again.  Instead, there was just an empty sack that grew progressively tighter with each passing day.  Soon, it would be almost completely smooth, save for a few wrinkles that announced the presence of his former scrotum.   
 
    His penis hadn’t fared any better, either.  While it was still there, it had shrunk from what Mark had always thought of as an average size to something more befitting a toddler.  If it was even an inch long, Mark would have been incredibly surprised.  In all, it wasn’t much bigger than a woman’s clitoris, which was fitting, given his intended fate.   
 
    Over the previous week, Mark’s lessons had continued unabated, and he knew that it was only the beginning.  While he still had to think in order to meet Carmen’s exacting standards, it wouldn’t be long before that wasn’t the case.  Soon, he’d do everything unconsciously.  Soon, he’d cross into the realm of womanhood, completely and without thought. 
 
    With a sigh, Mark tore his attention from his reflection and began his routine for the day.  Makeup first.  Then hair.  He was getting better with both, and it was getting to the point where he could do them without much concentration.  Of course, he knew he needed to get better.  The results weren’t perfect.  But for two weeks’ worth of work, he could feel satisfied with his progress.   
 
    Once his hair and makeup was finished, he went back into his bedroom to get dressed.  First, a pair of panties – this time, blue with pink dots.  A training bra.  A women’s top.  And a pair of athletic shorts that were far too short for his liking.  However, Carmen had called them tame, which told Mark just how far he had to go.   
 
    After getting dressed, Mark found his way to the dance studio, where his training began.  So it went for a few more weeks, with each day marking further changes to Mark’s body as well as increased expertise in all things feminine.  His dance ability grew deeper as well – a fact which elicited quite a sense of pride.  He’d never been athletic, so he couldn’t help but feel good about himself for his nascent accomplishments.   
 
    Finally, after he had been there for a little over seven weeks, Carmen declared, “I think you’re ready for your first outing.”  
 
    “W-what?” he asked, still sweating from his most recent efforts in the studio.  At some point, Carmen had begun to insist that he dress the part of a ballerina, complete with ballet slippers, tights, and a leotard.  The outfit made it impossible to hide his budding curves or his increasingly bigger breasts.  They were only an A-Cup for now, but he knew they were getting bigger by the day, with prominent nipples that could easily be seen through his leotard if he didn’t wear a bra.   
 
    “An outing,” she said.  “Over the next few months, you need to go out, to put what you’re learning into use.  Otherwise, you’ll panic when we put you in the field.” 
 
    Rationally, Mark knew that he would have to go out in public.  And just as rationally, he also knew that he could already pass pretty well, though not as an adult woman. Rather, he looked like a teenaged girl.  And given that he was a twenty-four-year-old man, that was a little disconcerting.  However, it wasn’t as if he could refuse.  He’d already committed to the mission.  He had already been wholly changed by their process.  And there was no going back.  So, as awkward as it was, he consented to the outing.   
 
    That was how, a couple of hours later, he found himself sitting across from Carmen in a trendy restaurant, idly scattering his food around his plate.  He was too nervous to be hungry.  It was as if every single eye in the restaurant was on him, and they all knew his secret.  He knew it was silly.  He’d checked and rechecked his appearance a hundred times before leaving the facility.  And on top of that, Carmen had made it clear that she thought he looked perfect.  But reason and anxiety don’t always mix, and he couldn’t stop himself from veering into the latter’s realm.   
 
    “Are you okay?” asked Carmen, taking a sip from her drink. 
 
    “No.  No, I’m not.  I’m about the furthest thing from okay,” he answered, his jaw flexing.   
 
    “Try to calm down,” Carmen said, reaching across the table and putting her big hand on his.  “Nobody here thinks you’re anything but a teenage girl.” 
 
    “I feel like they’re all staring at me.” 
 
    “They’re not,” Carmen stated.  “Maybe that boy over there, but you’re going to have to get used to that kind of thing.  Bit young for my taste, obviously, but he’s cute enough.  If you were really as young as you look, I mean.”  
 
    “That’s…that’s gross.” 
 
    “Yep,” she said.  “But you’re in a weird situation.  Don’t worry, though.  Your development’s actually ahead of schedule.  You’ll be out of this phase in no time.  And in any case, nobody else is looking at you.  If anything, they’re looking at me.” 
 
    “What?  Why?” Mark asked. 
 
    “I’m a six-foot tall tranny with E-Cup tits,” she said.  “People look at me everywhere I go.  Some are just curious.  Some are turned on.  But most of them are transphobes.  Or at least that’s my experience.  I’m honestly a little surprised someone hasn’t said anything rude to me yet.” 
 
    “That…that’s horrible.” 
 
    Carmen shrugged.  “It’s life,” she said.  “And it’s something you have to understand if you’re going to pull this off.  Some people will hate you because they see who you are as inherently wrong.  It won’t be as bad for you because you pass, but it’s something all transgender people have to deal with.  It sucks.  It’s wrong.  And it doesn’t make a lot of sense.  But it’s there, all the same.” 
 
    “I…I’m sorry, Carmen,” Mark said. 
 
    “It is what it is,” she said.  “It’s a small price to pay for living my truth.  Now, eat your brunch, and we can go home.  I think if we stay out here much longer, your little heart’s going to burst.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The days turned into weeks, and the weeks turned into months, and before Mark knew it, he’d been christened with a new name, Mercedes Lane – a clear pseudonym that was meant to sound like a stripper’s moniker.  Which it was, considering the terms of Mercedes’ assignment.  On top of the name change, she was also unsurprised to see that her body had continued to transform itself into a picture of femininity.  With prominent breasts, wide hips, and a narrow waist, she had a perfect figure.  The delicate features that had always caused so many problems had further softened, giving her the visage of a model – especially after getting the subtle lip injections she’d received.   
 
    In short, after five-and-a-half months, she had become just what Dr. Thomas had promised.  It would’ve been disconcerting if Mercedes hadn’t spent all that time learning how to live with her new body.  Or without the hypnosis that sent her to sleep every night.  Even with all of that, she still experienced moments of mental vertigo when she stopped to think about everything she’d experienced.   
 
    But it was nothing compared to what she felt right now, standing across from her mentor, and trying to wrap her head around what she’d just been told.   
 
    “You want me to what?” she asked, wearing a black dress that did very little to hide her curves.  It was so tight and short that even the slightest movement threatened to reveal her every secret.  Beneath that dress was a pair of lacy, black thong panties and a strapless, push-up bra that displayed her breasts to perfect effect.   
 
    “I didn’t stutter, Mercedes,” Carmen said.  “You need to go out, get a guy to pick you up, and have sex with him.  It’s not complicated.” 
 
    “B-but…but I can’t…I don’t…I’m not gay!”  
 
    “You’re a woman,” she said.  “And your mission requires you to get close to Stanton.  How did you think you were going to do that?  Your cover identity is that of a stripper, too.  You know what comes with that, I’m sure.  This is unavoidable.  If you can’t do this, there is no mission, and you will have done all of this for no reason.”  
 
    Mercedes’ narrow shoulders slumped.  It was silly, but for some reason, she’d never even considered that she would have to sleep with a man.  It was as if she just overlooked that as a possibility.  But in retrospect, it seemed obvious that that was always the plan.   
 
    Carmen reached out and gave Mercedes’ shoulder a reassuring squeeze.  “Relax,” she said.  “You’re going to love it.” 
 
    “W-what?  Why do you say that?” she asked, panic in her heart.  She still remembered all the teasing and taunts she’d had thrown at her in the past, which had given her a bit of a complex about even the hint of homosexuality.  But given that she was now a woman – with no going back, either – was it really homosexuality?  Her mind said it wasn’t, but her heart insisted that it was.   
 
    “That hypnosis you’ve been using,” Carmen pointed out.  “It’s meant to ease you into this.  You’ve been under its influence for months now.  You do the math.  It’s there to help you.” 
 
    “T-they changed my sexual preferences?”  
 
    “More that they opened you up to the experience,” Carmen said.  “And they ensured that you would like it.  From a mental aspect, at least.  And I can tell you from experience that you’ll enjoy the physical part of it, too.  We’ve got a built-in pleasure button back there, and let me tell you, you’re going to enjoy it when a man pushes that button.” 
 
    That didn’t make Mercedes feel any better, but there were too many factors at play for her to back out now.  Even if she could go back to manhood, the facts were all still the same as when she’d made her original decision.  Stanton was still out there.  He was still responsible for countless innocent deaths.  And Mercedes could do something about it.  It was enough to let her push her reservations to the side, if only just, and agree to Carmen’s plan.   
 
    Even so, when she was finally dropped in front of the club, she was terribly nervous, and she very nearly turned around and ran away.  To where, she didn’t know.  Before her transformation, she’d been living in the dorms on the training facility’s campus, so she had nowhere to go – not really.  And besides, she didn’t even have an official identity anymore.  Mark Richards was gone as if he never existed, and Mercedes Lane was little more than a line on a computer.  She didn’t have an ID.  She didn’t have any money.  She was nothing but a ghost.   
 
    Which begged the question – how was she supposed to get into a club without an ID?   
 
    It was a needless worry.  Soon, she discovered that beautiful women lived life in a different lane than men, especially when it came to things like getting into a popular club.  She was waved in – under the leering gaze of the bouncer, no less – without even a question, and in minutes, she found herself at the center of attention.  Before, she’d only thought everyone was staring.  But now?  Now, she knew for sure.  Now, she saw it.  It was wholly disconcerting, but, in a way, both gratifying and flattering.  There was a part of her – probably the part that had been influenced by the hypnosis – that enjoyed the attention.   
 
    The next half hour or so was a bit of a blur as various men offered to buy her drinks.  She accepted some and refused others, but she had already decided to keep her wits about her, so she didn’t do more than sip the offered drinks.  And then it happened.  After dancing with the epitome of tall, dark, and handsome, he asked her if she wanted to go back to his place.  Eagerly, she accepted the offer, and before she knew what was happening, she was in the passenger seat of his expensive sports car and on her way to what promised to be an expensive home.   
 
    Was she eager because she wanted to do it?  Or because she knew it had to be done, and she just wanted to get it over with?  Maybe it was even a little of both; Mercedes had no way of knowing.  However, she couldn’t deny the butterflies dancing in her stomach or the tingling feeling she got when she thought about what the night had in store.   
 
    About ten minutes later, she was being escorted into the man’s mansion.  She hadn’t even gotten his name – or if she had, she didn’t remember it – but she knew one thing about him – he was rich.  The mansion, the car, the expensive suit – everything screamed wealth.  Not that that mattered to Mercedes.  Or did it?  She was so confused.  Or maybe it was the inebriation.  She’d only sipped at her drinks, but there had been so many that she might’ve gotten a bit tipsy.   
 
    The moment they were inside, the man’s lips found hers.  To date, Mercedes had never even kissed another person, much less made out with one.  So, the experience was entirely new for her – and to her surprise, she liked it.  She liked his strong hands on her waist.  She liked the feel of his soft lips.  His tongue wrestling with hers.  The feel as he trailed kisses down her neck. 
 
    Her dress slipped down to her ankles, and he expertly unhooked her bra, tossing it aside and giving him free access to her prominent, erect nipples.  The moment his tongue flicked across one, Mercedes let out a low moan as a jolt of electric pleasure coursed through her.  Since her second puberty, she had played with her nipples more than she wanted to admit, but nothing could’ve prepared her for the way they felt under her lover’s ministrations.  It wasn’t just eye-opening.  It was life-changing.   
 
    His efforts trailed down her flat stomach and, in only a few moments, he came to her groin.  He dragged her panties down, and Mercedes was so into it that she didn’t even think to warn him about what he’d find.  That was a mistake. 
 
    “What the fuck?” he muttered, his eyes locking onto the tiny excuse for a penis between her legs.  It wasn’t more than a nub, but its nature was unmistakable.  “You’re a guy?”  
 
    “W-what?  No!” she said.  “I’m not.  I’m just…I don’t…” 
 
    With a sigh and a shake of his head, he said, “Whatever.  A hole’s a hole.  Bend over.” 
 
    The change in his demeanor spoke volumes about how he saw her, now.  In another situation, at another time, Mercedes might’ve left, then.  But she had a mission.  And no amount of transphobia was going to derail her.  Besides – there was something poetic about getting fucked by a man like that.  It was like a confirmation of her femininity.  Like she was so attractive that he was willing to overlook something that would’ve otherwise been a dealbreaker.  Or maybe she was just trying to remain a glass-half-full kind of girl.  Either way, she did as he asked, gripping the doorframe as she bent over.   
 
    In only a few seconds, he plunged his cock inside her.  He hadn’t even bothered with lube; instead, he’d gone in dry, eliciting a whimper of pain.  Even so, Mercedes took it.  Even as he mercilessly fucked her, she made all the appropriate noises.  Some were genuine – especially after the first handful of thrusts had passed and she grew more acclimated to the penetration – but most were feigned.   
 
    In any case, it was over almost before it even started, and she was sent on her way.  At least he’d called her an Uber before pushing her out the door.  So it happened that Mercedes found herself climbing into a sedan, semen still leaking out of her ass as she directed the driver to drop her off back at the facility.   
 
    In all, it was an eye-opening experience.  Not horrible, as it probably should have been.  There had been elements of pleasure there.  And if he hadn’t reacted so terribly to her being transgender, Mercedes knew it would’ve been far, far better.  On top of that, she’d finally crossed the threshold.  She was proud of her accomplishment, and more than anything, she felt more confident about her chances moving forward.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mercedes stood outside the building, her arms crossed under her breasts as she stared at the sign.  Despite knowing for months what was in store, a shiver ran up her spine as she read and re-read the word.  “Peaches” – a simple name for a simple place.  A strip club was a lot of things, but complicated just wasn’t one of them.  In there, Mercedes would be put on display for others’ enjoyment.  In there, she would become a sex worker, doing things she had once thought that no self-respecting woman should do.  Now, on the verge of becoming one of those women, she wasn’t so sure.   
 
    “You got this,” came Carmen’s reassuring voice.  “Everything you’ve done over the past six months has led to this moment.  You can do it.”  
 
    Every word was true.  Her body had finally settled into the shape that, so long as she didn’t go overboard at the dinner table and get fat or something, she’d have for the rest of her life.  Big breasts.  Wide hips.  An hourglass figure.  It all screamed sex, which was the entire point.  Most of it was the result of her own body’s reaction to the hormones, but there’d been a little surgery as well.  Just to make everything perfect.   
 
    And it had worked.  She looked like a brunette Barbie doll given flesh.  Except for that tiny remnant of manhood between her legs, that is.  Other than that, she was a perfect example of femininity.   
 
    On top of that, she had spent all that time preparing for this eventuality.  All those dance lessons.  The makeup.  The hair.  The comportment lesson.  All so nobody would ever think to question who she was.  And so that she could be in place so that Stanton would notice her.   
 
    She had known it was coming.  She had thought she was prepared.  So, why was she so nervous?  Why did she feel like she needed to bend over and vomit?  Both good questions, but Mercedes had no answers.   
 
    The last few weeks of her preparation had been almost solely devoted to sex.  Even as her body settled into its final form, she’d been sent on one “date” after another, set up via various hook-up apps.  And each one had further cemented the fact that she’d left her old sexual orientation far in the past.  She’d sucked so many cocks, been fucked by so many men, that she could scarcely remember why she’d ever hesitated.  They were part of who she was, now – accepted and undeniable.   
 
    “Come on,” Carmen said, grabbing Mercedes’ upper arm.  “I’ll introduce you to Marvin.” 
 
    Mercedes didn’t resist, and as she walked forward, her high heels – five inches tall, which gave her a perspective she never expected to experience – clicking on the pavement as they traversed the parking lot.  The club was closed – it was too early for it to be otherwise – but Carmen didn’t hesitate before pushing through the door.   
 
    The interior of the place looked strange.  Mercedes had never been inside a strip club before, so she didn’t have a lot of context, aside from seeing them in movies and on T.V. shows.  But seeing everything bathed in light, as opposed to the dim scene she expected, threw her for a bit of a loop.  Carmen talked to a thin man behind the bar, who directed her to a door in the back corner of the room.  They wove past various booths and stages as they threaded their way through the area until they reached the door.  Carmen didn’t even knock before going through the door and leading Mercedes down a short hall and into a small office. 
 
    “Carmen!” a short, balding man said, standing up from where he’d been sitting behind the desk.  As he stepped out into the open, he spread his arms wide, then embraced the tall woman.  “So good to see you!  I couldn’t persuade you to come back, could I?  Some of your regulars still ask about you from time to time.” 
 
    Carmen gave a short laugh before saying, “No, thanks, Marvin.  My husband doesn’t like me doing that kind of thing anymore.  You know, the kids.” 
 
    Marvin nodded.  “Can be tough,” he conceded.  “Kids are mean to one another, so having a stripper for a mom…well, I’m sure you’ve thought it through.  But if you ever need some quick cash, the door’s always open.” 
 
    Mercedes’ jaw dropped at the conversation.  Carmen was married?  And she had children?  How?  Adoption?  Or a surrogate?  Something else?  Mercedes had no idea, and she knew it would be inappropriate to ask.  In any case, she wasn’t given the opportunity, because Carmen said, “Thanks.  You know I’ll always be thankful for what you did for me.  But this isn’t about me.  This is about my friend, Mercedes, here.”  
 
    Carmen dragged Mercedes forward, then said, “Ta-da!  Gorgeous, right?  She can dance, too.” 
 
    Marvin rubbed his chin as he looked Mercedes up and down.  She knew that Carmen’s assessment was spot-on.  If there was a better looking transgender woman around, Mercedes would have been shocked.  In fact, she knew she looked light years better than most genetic women as well.   
 
    “You’re really trans?” he asked. 
 
    “Uh…y-yes, sir,” she answered.   
 
    “Cutest, little dick you’ve ever seen,” Carmen added with a wide grin.  “Trust me, Marvin – she’ll be a huge hit.”  
 
    Marvin said, “Fine.  Normally, there would be a bit of a tryout, but I trust you, Carmen.  If you say she’s got the stuff, then I’m not going to argue.  I won’t put her on the good shifts until she proves herself, though.”  He looked at Mercedes, asking, “That okay with you?”  
 
    Mercedes nodded, saying, “Yes.”  
 
    Carmen clapped her hands together, her grin widened, and she said, “Awesome!  Let’s have a drink to celebrate!”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Standing just outside the dressing room, Mercedes clutched her middle, saying, “I think I’m going to throw up.” 
 
    A million questions rolled through her mind.  She wondered why she’d allowed herself to be transformed.  Why she had agreed to become a stripper.  Why she hadn’t objected to the plan.  She knew the answers.  She knew they why of it all.  But that didn’t make it any easier to accept that she was about to step out on stage and strip in front of a gaggle of horny men.   
 
    “It’ll be fine once you get out there,” said one of the other girls.  Mercedes had been introduced to everyone, but she couldn’t remember their names.  This girl was no different.  “We all go through this.”  
 
    Mercedes shook her head.  “I…I don’t know if I can do it…” 
 
    “I know what’s going through your mind right now,” the other dancer said.  “You’re wondering how you ended up here, right?  Not that long ago, you were probably just another boy.  Maybe you pretended you were normal, that you liked all the stuff boys are supposed to like.  Or you were teased and bullied because you obviously weren’t like the other boys.  Either way, you probably never expected to be objectified like this.  You step out there, and nobody’s going to be thinking about who you used to be.  To them, you’re a confident, beautiful woman with just a little extra in her panties.  And that’s what they want.  That’s why they’re here.  So, my advice?  Play that role.  Be that girl.  Save the real you for off-stage.” 
 
    Strangely, the other stripper’s little pep talk eased some of Mercedes’ anxiety.  If she went out there with a real identity intact – the short, nebbish boy who’d never been the center of anyone’s attention – she’d probably collapse and curl into a ball.  But as Mercedes?  The gorgeous dancer with a great body?  Maybe she could endure a little more easily.  Or better yet, enjoy it.   
 
    After all, over the course of her training, Mercedes had discovered that, once she got past the initial difficulties, she liked to dance.  It was rewarding when she mastered a certain move or learned a new dance.  On top of that, her forays into various clubs as well as the plethora of dates she’d been on had taught her that she very much liked the attention she received from men.  It still left her feeling nervous, but in a good way.  So, maybe going out on that stage wasn’t such a bad thing, right? 
 
    “T-thanks,” she said.  It was easier to say she could separate the part of her that felt so anxious from the part that might like dancing than to actually do it.  “I…I think I’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Of course you will!” the unnamed stripper said.  Like most of the rest of the girls, she was pretty enough.  However, like Carmen, she was afflicted with a few masculine characteristics.  They were really only noticeable under close scrutiny, but they were there all the same.  Plus, in her G-String was a significant bulge, making clear that she’d once been a man. 
 
    That was the whole concept of “Peaches” – it was strip club in the vein of the Thai ladyboy clubs and featured nothing but transgender performers.  Sure, it wasn’t quite as popular as a more mundane club, but it definitely filled a niche and had found plenty of success.  Carmen was certain that it was the kind of place where Mercedes could become a star; more importantly, it was frequented by their target, Cole Stanton.   
 
    So, if she was going to fulfill her role, Mercedes didn’t have a choice but to step out on that stage and be the best goddamn stripper she could be.  She was prepared.  She had the look.  And she was resolved to accomplish her mission.  That, as well as her coworker’s pep talk, was all she needed to cement her resolve. 
 
    Finally, the song outside finished and another of the girls stepped through the curtain.  She was entirely naked and carrying her discarded bikini, as well as a handful of crumpled bills.  More, she had a big smile on her face.  As she passed by, she said, “Good group today.  Really generous.” 
 
    Mercedes firmed her resolve.  When the music started, and her cue came, she threw her shoulders back and stepped forward through the curtain.  What she saw nearly took her breath away.  From her elevated position on the stage, she could see that the place was packed.  Dozens of pairs of eyes were on her, watching her every move.   
 
    She ignored them, falling into the exaggerated walk she’d perfected over the course of her training.  Swinging her hips, she put one foot in front of the other until she reached the poll at the center of the stage.  Then, grabbing it, she gave herself a good twirl.  The crowd went wild, already throwing money onto the stage, and Mercedes’ heart skipped a beat.   
 
    They loved her. 
 
    None of the other girls had gotten such a response.  That wave of adoration swept over the stage, bolstering her confidence, and soon, her anxiety fell before it.  That’s when she fell into her routine, first discarding her top.  Then, her G-String.  When she was finally naked, the cheers and catcalls redoubled right alongside the tossed money.  Mercedes reveled in it.   
 
    She didn’t even mind when, as she got down on her hands and knees in front of a particularly big spender, he grabbed her ass.  It was all part of the fun, wasn’t it?   
 
    All too soon, it was over.  The music drew to a close, and Mercedes gathered her discarded clothing as well as the money before sashaying back through the curtain.  The moment she passed into the hall, her legs went weak, and she started to wobble ab it.  One of the other girls reached out to steady her, saying, “You okay?”  
 
    “I…I’m fine,” Mercedes said.  “It’s just…it’s just a lot.” 
 
    “In a good way?” the girl asked. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Mercedes said.  “In a really, really good way.” 
 
    The other stripper grinned.  “That’s what I like to hear,” she said.  “Welcome to the club.  Now, get back into the dressing room, put on your bikini, and then start circulating.  By those cheers, I’d guess that you’re going to have quite a few guys out there wanting to buy private dances.” 
 
    Mercedes nodded.  “Thanks,” she said before doing just as the other stripper had instructed.  The moment she stepped foot back into the club proper, she was inundated by dance requests, and over the course of her first shift, Mercedes made more money than she knew what to do with.  More than that, though, she loved the idea that all those men wanted a piece of her, and that they were all willing to pay their hard-earned money to get it.   
 
    After her shift was over and she’d returned back to the facility, Carmen was waiting for her.  The tall woman asked, “How was it?”  
 
    “It…it was…amazing,” Mercedes admitted.   
 
    Carmen smiled.  “I knew you’d love it,” she said.  “I was the same way.  I’ve already gotten a call from Marvin.  He wants you on the weekend shift.  You’re moving up in the world.”  
 
    “That’s…o-okay,” Mercedes said.  That was much quicker than they’d expected, but she wasn’t going to complain.  The weekend meant more customers.  And, if some of the other girls were to be believed, a few extra opportunities.  Strictly speaking, prostitution wasn’t allowed.  But the club wasn’t in the habit of policing its employees.  What happened in the private rooms was, well, private, and neither the patrons nor the dancers were shy about exploiting that fact.   
 
    Once, Mercedes might’ve been horrified at the prospect, but now, after weeks of sleeping with men and her first shift at the club, she was more than a little excited.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mercedes recognized him straight away.  Cole Stanton.  The target.  The man who was directly responsible for dozens, if not hundreds of deaths.  Indirectly, by virtue of the weapons he’d gotten into the hands of other criminals, he was responsible for many, many more.  Mercedes had read the file every single time her resolve had wavered, so she was intimately aware of the man’s monstrous deeds.   
 
    But as she saw him, sitting in a booth by himself, she couldn’t help but think that he didn’t really look like a monster.  Instead, he was incredibly handsome, looked a little nervous, and clearly was worried that someone would recognize him.  Or maybe that was the information from the file shining through.  For all that he was a criminal, in charge of thousands of others, and at the head of an organization that was worth hundreds of millions of dollars, he was still beholden to the whims of the men who followed him.  And those people were, in general, unkind to anyone who veered outside the accepted norms.  So, finding out that the guy in charge had a preference for transgender women?  That was a ticket for rebellion.  And it wouldn’t be non-violent.   
 
    The fact that he still came, even incognito, said a lot about just how strong his fetish was.   
 
    This was the moment she’d been waiting for.  It had been nearly four months since she’d started working at Peaches, and in that time, she’d fallen hard into the life of a stripper.  After her first few weeks, she’d gotten an apartment.  After the second month, she’d bought a car.  And after the third, she had gotten comfortable in her new role.  Now, she barely even remembered her old life.  She was a woman, through and through, and though her motives were less than honest, she wouldn’t go back to manhood, even if she had the chance.  In fact, she wasn’t even sure she wanted to stop being a stripper after everything was all over.  It was good money, she liked most of her coworkers, and most of all, she was addicted to the attention.   
 
    The sex was good, too. 
 
    Whether or not it was the hypnosis influencing her was irrelevant.  She didn’t care if her enjoyment found its roots in those subliminal messages.  That changed nothing, and more, she didn’t thinks he’d have it any other way.   
 
    And why wouldn’t she feel like that?  After all, her life as a man had been that of an outcast.  A loser.  An outsider.  But as Mercedes?  She had friends, a job she liked, and the amorous attentions of just about any man she chose.  That was more than most people could say.   
 
    But before all of that, she needed to do her job.  Both of them.  As an undercover agent, she needed to get Stanton’s attention.  And as a stripper?  Well, she just needed to do what she did best, what, over the past few months, had turned her into the club’s main attraction.  If Stanton’s preferences were what his file said they were, it shouldn’t even be that difficult.  So, she got to work. 
 
    The dance was one she’d done countless times, and it was designed to show off both her body and her flexibility.  And, almost as a side effect, the tiny thing she called a penis.  After all, it was why all these men – including Stanton – were there.  They didn’t want genetic women.  They wanted girls with that little something extra, and for Mercedes, the emphasis was definitely on “little.”  Over the course of the dance, she made sure to position herself so that he would have an unobstructed view.  And after only thirty seconds, she knew she had him. 
 
    She had seen the look on hundreds of men’s faces.  The parted lips.  The flushed cheeks.  The widened eyes.  He couldn’t believe what he was seeing.  He never though he’d find something that so perfectly encapsulated his fetishistic preferences.  And what’s more, she could practically see the gears turning in his head.  Mercedes could easily pass.  No one would ever question that she was a woman.  Even in a skimpy bikini, there was little to suggest that she’d ever been a man.  So, what was to prevent Stanton from making a move?  From using his money, influence, and looks to make a permanent arrangement?   
 
    Sure, some would look at it less cynically.  They’d call it love at first sight or some other nonsense.  And when he inevitably showered her with gifts, they’d call it his “love language.”  It was all bullshit, especially given that Mercedes had already established that she’d trade herself for money.  It was a trade.  It was a transaction.  And after a few months of being a sex worker, Mercedes was comfortable with that.   
 
    So, when, after her dance, she went back out onto the floor, she was unsurprised to find that he had requested a private dance – which she gave him.  Judging by the size of his erection, she did her job well, too.  So well, in fact, that she was unsurprised when Stanton asked her out for drinks.  She accepted, they exchanged numbers, and then she went back to work.   
 
    The plan had gone off without a hitch.  Now, she just had to make him fall in love.  After that, she’d be free to discover and then reveal all his secrets.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Did it go well?” asked Hiller, sitting on the park bench beside Mercedes, who wore yoga pants and a loose tee-shirt.  Even dressed down, she drew plenty of attention, though.  She was used to it, and barely paid attention to her many admirers.  “Tell me everything.” 
 
    She nodded.  “Very well,” she said, trying to feel a little more comfortable with the fact that Hiller had just asked for a rundown of her sex life.  Mercedes knew he didn’t want all the gory details, but it was still a little awkward.  “We met, had a few drinks, then went back to his house.” 
 
    It was a little more than that, though.  The “few drinks” had been accompanied by  hours of conversation, during which she’d learned that Stanton was a very different man than she’d been led to believe.  Based on that small experience, Mercedes had judged him to be kind, a little shy, and, to all outward appearances, a good person.  Cementing that perception was the fact that he’d spent much of that time talking about his passion – a charity whose goal was to address income inequality and poor living conditions in the city’s slums.  He also donated quite a bit of money to various charities aiming to normalize and ease the transition of transgender men and women.  The second bit was done in secret, but given that she was transgender, he felt no qualms about sharing just how much he cared about those issues.   
 
    In all, the whole conversation had really thrown Mercedes into confusion.  Stanton had been described as a ruthless killer, a man responsible for more deaths than she could rightly count.  Not a philanthropist who spent the bulk of his wealth trying to help other people.  The only thing that marred the image of the peaceful philanthropist was a few peeks into his hatred for the government and the inequality they fostered.   
 
    “You remember the El Paso riots?” Mercedes asked. 
 
    Hiller nodded.  “Of course,” he said.  Everyone did.  Four years back, in response to an overzealous border patrol agent shooting and killing an unarmed immigrant, the Latino community had revolted.  Unlike so many other riots prompted by corrupt law enforcement, the rioters hadn’t been concerned with looting and simple destruction.  Instead, they’d taken over the city, and it wasn’t until the National Guard came in that they were ousted.  The vast majority had been undocumented, and few had been captured and charged.   
 
    “He sent guns down there,” Mercedes said.  “I don’t think he meant for me to hear, but he took a call…after we…you know.  I overheard him talking about it.”  
 
    “Interesting,” Hiller said.  “We suspected that was the case, but to hear it confirmed…shame that’s not actionable.  Anything else?”  
 
    Mercedes shook her head.  “No,” she admitted.  “But if he let that slip after only a few hours together, he’ll do it again.  I think this is going to work.” 
 
    “Don’t jinx it,” Hiller said.  “And don’t overstep.  We’re playing the long game here.  By the time he suspects something, I want you to be such a fixture in his life that he won’t believe it.”  
 
    Mercedes pushed her hair back with a sigh.  “I hope it doesn’t come to that,” she said.  “I hope we can find something quick.”  
 
    Indeed, being with Stanton was incredibly confusing.  It was difficult to marry the two images in her mind.  One, the ruthless criminal who killed without sympathy or hesitation.  Or two, the philanthropist whose whole life revolved around helping the marginalized members of society.  It was easy to like the latter, but the worst part was that, in the face of that, it was even easier to discount the former.   
 
    “Just keep doing what you’re doing,” Hiller said.  “If you need anything, contact Carmen.  She’s your point of contact here.” 
 
    “What?  Why?” Mercedes asked. 
 
    “I can’t keep meeting with you,” he stated.  “If we’re seen together…well, it wouldn’t be good for either of us.  Carmen’s clean, though.  As far as anyone else knows, she’s just a former stripper-turned-stay-at-home mom with an Onlyfans account.  It’s safer this way.” 
 
    Mercedes nodded.  During her training before her transformation, she’d learned the basics of running an undercover operation, and that training had been enhanced during her preparation for her current role.  She knew enough to know that it was the right call, even if she didn’t care much for it.  She trusted Carmen.  She even liked her.  But she wasn’t an agent, and as such, it was difficult for Mercedes to put her life in the other woman’s hands.  However, she also knew that Hiller was in charge, which meant that she had little choice but to follow his lead.   
 
    “Can I ask you something?” Mercedes asked. 
 
    “You just did,” was his smiling reply.   
 
    “I’m serious,” she said.  “Stanton isn’t…he’s not the monster I thought he’d be.  I don’t…when I’m with him, I feel like…like…” 
 
    “You want to believe he’s the man he seems to be, and not the monster the evidence suggests,” Hiller stated. 
 
    Mercedes nodded.  “Is it possible we got it wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” was Hiller’s reply.  “There’s no chance at all.” 
 
    “How can you be so certain?” 
 
    “Personal experience,” the senior agent said.  “We’ve gotten someone close to Stanton before.  My best friend and former partner, actually.  Her name was Erin, and she got close to him.  Not romantically.  Not even sexually.  Erin wasn’t like you.” 
 
    “In what way?” Mercedes asked. 
 
    “She wasn’t…pretty,” Hiller said.  “I hate saying that, even though she said it enough for both of us.  It was one of her favorite jokes.  Calling her a tomboy was generous.  She even played football in high school, if you can believe it.  And not as a kicker or something.  She was a linebacker.” 
 
    As he spoke, Hiller couldn’t hide a small smile.  “That’s how we found out about Stanton’s preferences,” he said.  “Erin got close.  Really close.  He told her everything.” 
 
    “W-what happened?” Mercedes asked. 
 
    “He figured it out,” Hiller stated, his voice suddenly going cold.  “He found out about Erin, and he killed her.  We could barely even identify the body he left behind.”  
 
    That took Mercedes aback, and it was all she could do to stammer, “I…I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Hiller stated.  “That was three years ago.  I won’t lie and say I’m over it, but I have come to terms with the loss of my friend.  Further, I won’t make the same mistake twice.  Erin let her guard down.  She asked me the same question you just asked.  And because of that, she’s dead, now.  That won’t happen again.” 
 
    “I…I understand,” Mercedes said.  “I…I won’t let you down.  I’ll help you get him.” 
 
    “That’s all I ask,” Hiller said.  He glanced at his watch.  “You’d better get going.  We’ve already been sitting out in the open for too long.  If you need me, tell Carmen, and I’ll come in, guns blazing.” 
 
    “T-thanks,” Mercedes said, standing.  “Hopefully, it won’t come to that.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mercedes pulled up to the gate, rolled down her window, and smiled at the security guard.  He was a broad-shouldered man who looked like he’d have been perfectly at home on a football field, and his bulging muscles were only barely contained by the moderately cheap suit he wore.   
 
    “Miss Mercedes,” he said with a nod. 
 
    “Hey, Rick,” she said; over the course of the previous month, she’d been a frequent visitor to Cole Stanton’s estate, and as such, she was familiar with the various security guards.  Still, given her real purpose, she couldn’t help but feel a bit nervous, especially when her eyes skimmed past the man’s assault rifle.  Not that he would need it.  Mercedes was a lot of things, but if her time in the academy had taught her anything, it was that she was better served avoiding fights than getting into them.  “You have a good weekend?”  
 
    “Can’t complain,” he said, pushing a button that caused the gate to slide open.  Waving her in, he said, “You have a good day, now.” 
 
    Mercedes gave the man her best smile.  Would he have reacted differently if he knew what was between her legs?  Cole hadn’t explicitly told her to hide it, but she knew that one of the primary reasons he’d chosen her was because she could easily pass as a beautiful, genetic woman.  There was almost nothing left her former gender, and though she’d never asked for the transformation, she realized with a start that she wouldn’t have had it any other way.  She hadn’t started off transgender.  Before the mission, she’d never considered transitioning to womanhood.  But now?  She was comfortable in a way she’d never been in her old body.   
 
    Of course, that was probably the hypnosis talking.  Or maybe it was just simple positive reinforcement.  As a man, she’d known just how poorly she fit the mold.  But as a woman?  She was celebrated.  She was adored.  The difference was stark, and it was no surprise which one she preferred.   
 
    She pulled forward along the paved driveway and to the house.  More of a mansion, really.  Constructed in the Mediterranean style, it was built from white adobe, with a series of sloping, red, tile roofs.  Ivy crept up along the façade, and she knew from experience that the grounds were just as beautiful as the house itself.  In that driveway, her economy car was distinctly out of place, especially when she pulled up to Cole’s latest sports car.  It didn’t matter, though.  Cole loved her for her.  Not because of what she did or did not have. 
 
    It would’ve been so much better if she hadn’t been lying to him since the very beginning.  But then again, she’d always known it would be difficult.  She knew what she was getting into, and she had accepted it. 
 
    After only a few more moments, she got out of the car and made her way to the front door.  Before she got there, another of Cole’s men opened the door.  A broad grin split his heavily bearded face, and Frank said, “Good.  You’re here.  The boss has been a bit moody today.  Maybe you can cheer him up a little.” 
 
    Frank wasn’t a huge man, but the black tee-shirt he wore did little to disguise the fact that there wasn’t an ounce of fat on him.  More, he moved in a such a way that reminded Mercedes of a hunting predator.  Even without the pistol holstered at his hip, she knew he was deadly.  Tattoos traced their way up and down his arms, ending in a tribal design on his neck.  He looked every inch the dangerous thug he probably was.  Curiously, though, when she’d tried to get some information on Cole’s chief of security, the files had come up blank.  He was there, with a social security number and everything, but beyond that, there was nothing.  No tax records.  No social media.  It was like he wasn’t a real person, but rather just a number on a screen.  Hiller, through Carmen, had said that the thin file was typical of a retired special operator, an assessment that, having met the man, Mercedes could get behind. 
 
    However, as dangerous as Frank obviously was, he was wholly devoted to Cole.  He wasn’t just a minion, but rather a friend.  And as such, he was incredibly protective of Mercedes, his boss’s girlfriend.   
 
    “I’ll do my best,” she said, giving the muscular man a tight smile of her own.  “What’s got him down today?  More business trouble?”  
 
    “Something like that,” Frank stated.  “Nothing for you to worry about, though.  Just be there for him, yeah?  He needs you.” 
 
    The butterflies already dancing in Mercedes’ stomach fluttered wildly.  She was needed.  Wanted.  Desired.  And by someone who, despite knowing he was a criminal, she respected.  And she would be lying if she said she wasn’t attracted to Cole on a fundamental, almost instinctive level.   
 
    That fact came crashing into her when, after assuring Frank she would do what she could, she found Cole by the pool.  Wearing nothing but a pair of swim trunks and an open shirt, he looked like a male model.  Over the course of their two month relationship, Mercedes had become intimately familiar with Cole’s body, and she had to admit that she loved every inch of it.  Especially the bit between his legs, the thought of which brought a slight blush to her cheeks. 
 
    Cole rose from his seat, saying, “Hey, babe.  You have no idea how happy I am to see you.” 
 
    “Is that so?” she asked, stepping closer.  She could see the dark circles beneath his eyes.  “Oh, you haven’t been getting enough sleep!”  
 
    “I look that bad, huh?” 
 
    “No!  I mean, yes,” she stated.  “But…but what’s going on?  Can I help?”  
 
    “Unless you know how to make two disparate groups of desperate people play together, no,” he said.  “I’m trying to help.  It’s just that everyone’s always so damned selfish.  If they’d just work together, they could get everything they wanted.  We’d have…never mind.  I don’t want to bore you with business talk.  Just suffice it to say that I’ve had to pull some long hours lately.  I’m glad to be home, though.  I’m glad to see you.” 
 
    The butterflies did another, little happy dance.   
 
    “Oh?” she asked.  “Why would that be?”  
 
    “I’ve missed you,” he said, stepping forward, wrapping his arms around her waist, and pulling her to him.  In only a second, his soft lips were on hers, and she melted in his arms.  When he broke away, he said, “I wish you’d just come with me next time.”  
 
    “Me too,” Mercedes said, her heart racing.  If she could accompany him on one of his “business trips,” there was every chance she’d discover something important.  Something that could break the whole case wide open.  Regardless of how much she’d grown to enjoy her new life and relationship with Cole, she hadn’t lost sight of who he really was.  Beneath that charming, model-like exterior was the heart of a monster who was responsible for killing thousands of people.   
 
    “How about this?  Next month, I’m headed down to South America,” he said.  “Why don’t you come with me?  I can introduce you to some wonderful people.” 
 
    “What kind of people?  Your partners?”  
 
    He raised an eyebrow at that, and Mercedes thought for a second that she might’ve gone too far.  But then he said, “More like heroes who need a little assistance.  They’re fighting for their country’s sovereignty, and I’m giving them a little help getting the tools to do so.  But don’t worry – where we’re going won’t be dangerous at all.  Trust me.  And I’d like to share this with you.” 
 
    As if a little danger would scare Mercedes off.  This was precisely what she’d been sent undercover to find, and now she was getting the chance she’d hoped to get.  However, she knew she couldn’t appear too eager, so she said, “If you say it’s safe…” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Then, okay,” was her response.  “I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There was nothing?” asked Carmen, her hands on her hips.  “You didn’t see anything?”  
 
    Mercedes pushed her hair out of her eyes and nodded.  She answered, “There was nothing to see.  I spent the whole time in the villa.”  
 
    Carmen sighed.  “And you didn’t even try to look around?  Push it a little?” she asked. 
 
    Mercedes shook her head, saying, “No.  There were guards everywhere.  And Cole had Frank following me around.  It was for protection, I’m pretty sure, but it could’ve just as easily been so that I didn’t get any ideas about snooping.”  
 
    It wasn’t a complete lie, but it wasn’t really the truth, either.  The trip to South America had been precisely what Cole had said it would be.  Despite the fact that he spent quite a lot of time engaged in meetings, a couple of which required him to go somewhere in a helicopter, Mercedes had gotten plenty of quality time with her boyfriend.  And it had been amazing – so much so that she’d almost forgotten why she was really there.  There were opportunities when she could’ve looked around, when she could have searched out the evidence she was supposed to get.  And she could have done more in her brief conversations with Cole’s business partners to find out more about them.  She’d been trained for it, after all.  However, she had grown less sure about her role – more about ending it than about the morality of it – and she still needed some time to decide how she wanted to play it.   
 
    On the one hand, she knew that Cole had killed people.  He’d all but admitted it himself, let alone what she had seen in the man’s file.  But on the other hand, she had a hard time thinking that he would maliciously do anything.  He was so kind, so thoughtful – surely, he had his reasons, didn’t he?   
 
    And then there was her own research, which had been prompted by her doubts, the result of which was even more questions.  For instance, when she read firsthand accounts of the El Paso riots, it had become clear that, insurgents though they were, there was a good case to be made that the rioters were entirely justified in doing what they had done.  Reading about how they’d been treated in the lead-up to the incident was difficult.  Children had died, both of disease and malnourishment – all because they’d been born on the wrong side of an arbitrary line, and they wanted to improve their lives by crossing into a better situation.   
 
    Of course, Mercedes knew it was more complicated than that.  As much as she wanted to sympathize with those immigrants – and she did – she also knew that there were reasons for border security.  There were plenty of evil, unscrupulous people out there that would exploit any weakness to further a violent agenda – and that wasn’t even considering the idea that, without such security, the border would be open to criminals.   
 
    But there had to be a better way, didn’t there?  A happy medium.  A compromise between putting the country at risk and gunning innocent immigrants down.  She just wasn’t really equipped to provide it, though she did understand why someone like Cole would help the people he saw as being oppressed.  He was an empathetic man, after all. 
 
    He was also a criminal – unequivocally and without question, which was the source of Mercedes’ indecision. 
 
    “Hiller isn’t going to be happy with this,” Carmen said.  “He expected something to come out of the trip.”  
 
    “I…I’m trying my best.” 
 
    “I know,” Carmen said, reaching out to give Mercedes’ shoulder a reassuring squeeze.  “But this isn’t just about catching another criminal for him.  It’s about avenging his friend’s death.  He did tell you about Erin, right?”  
 
    Mercedes nodded.  “He told me,” she stated. 
 
    “Then you know how much this means to him,” Carmen said.  “You need to figure this out, Mercedes.  I don’t mean to put too much pressure on you, but things are going to come to a head soon.  If you don’t find something, I’m afraid that Hiller’s going to do something stupid.  And if he does that…” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” Mercedes asked. 
 
    Carmen let out a sigh.  “This would be so much easier if you had any experience with relationships,” she said.  “Listen – you’ve been together with Cole for a few months now, right?”  
 
    Mercedes nodded, unsure where the discussion was going. 
 
    “Good,” the other woman said.  “You need to start hinting about moving in together.  Maybe we can stage an eviction.  You can lose your job or something.  He definitely seems like the kind of guy who’d want to swoop in and rescue a damsel in distress, and you’ve been together long enough it won’t seem too weird.” 
 
    Moving in together?  That was a huge step.  Aside from having a roommate during her time in the academy – and when she still lived at home with her parents – Mercedes had never lived with another person, let alone with a significant other.  It seemed like such a big deal, and she was certain that it would be met with refusal.  After all, her relationship with Cole was barely in its infancy.  They knew one another pretty well, and there was definitely a spark, but was it the sort of spark that would push them to take that next step?  Cohabitation was the last stage before a much bigger arrangement. 
 
    “It would give you plenty of opportunities to snoop,” reasoned Carmen.  “You’d be alone in the house.  I don’t think he’d keep much incriminating evidence there, but it’s possible that you might find something.”  
 
    It was a reasonable shift in Mercedes’ assignment, and she couldn’t think of any reason to refuse.  So, she said, “Okay.  I’ll start pushing it.”  
 
    “I’ll make sure Marvin knows what to do.” 
 
    “What?  Marvin?  What does he have to do with this?” Mercedes asked.  She and the owner of Peaches weren’t particularly close, but he’d done right by her. 
 
    “Sorry, but your days as a stripper are over,” Carmen stated.  “I’ll have Marvin fire you.  We’ll make up some story about a conflict with some of the other girls.  They’re jealous that you took over all the prime shifts, and they’re hostile.  It’s an easy decision.  One girl, even a golden goose like you?  Or his entire roster?  It sucks, but it is what it is.  It’ll be plenty believable.” 
 
    Mercedes sighed.  She wasn’t really close to the other dancers.  She only really knew a few of their real names.  But that didn’t mean she liked the idea of claiming that they’d pushed her out.  It was the first time she’d ever felt truly accepted, and she wasn’t eager to throw that away.  But as had been the case since the entire affair started, the mission came first.  She had a job to do, and if that required her to sever those budding friendships, she would. 
 
    That didn’t mean she had to like it, though. 
 
    “Fine,” she said.  “Do it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mercedes crept through the mansion, her bare feet making barely a whisper with each step.  The caution was probably unnecessary – the only person in the house was Frank, and he was busy with one of the revolving door of girls who seemed eager to make his acquaintance.  Mercedes didn’t quite get it; he was good-looking enough, she supposed, but there was something about the man that just stopped any attraction dead in its tracks.  Perhaps it was the dangerous air, or maybe she just preferred tall men.  Either way, she hadn’t been even the least bit tempted to join the ranks of his lovers.   
 
    Moving in with Cole had been a painless affair.  Her explanation that she’d lost her job and risked eviction from her apartment was barely out of her mouth before he’d offered the obvious solution.  She had moved in the next day, and they’d spent the subsequent three months in relationship bliss.  Sometimes, it was difficult to remember that she was there for a purpose, that the entire reason for her new identity’s existence was to nail Cole to the wall.  Legally speaking, of course.   
 
    Even so, she’d kept her eyes open; it was a force of habit, at this point.  And her vigilance had been rewarded when she discovered the safe in Cole’s office.  More importantly, she got a brief glimpse of what was in it.  At first glance, it seemed like a normal, heavy-duty laptop not dissimilar from what the military issued in the field, but given that it was housed in a heavy-duty safe told Mercedes just how valuable it was.  It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility that it was precisely the smoking gun she needed.  The only question was how she’d retrieve it. 
 
    Cole might be in love, but he wasn’t stupid.  He had let her see the laptop.  He had allowed her that brief look into his world.  And he was waiting to see what she would do.  So, with mingled reluctance and anxiety, she tabled her investigation until she was sure his paranoia had died down.  So, for the next three months, she played the dutiful girlfriend.  It wasn’t a difficult role, given that, in a lot of ways, it was genuine.  She was quickly coming to the conclusion that she didn’t just like Cole.  As ill-advised as it was, she was falling in love with the man.   
 
    And he adored her in a way that nobody else ever had.  It was addictive. 
 
    But it wasn’t just the positive reinforcement that came with being adored.  That was a part that she acknowledged, but it went far deeper than that.  Despite his status as a criminal, Mercedes felt confident in saying that Cole tried to be a good man.  He was a bad guy, at least from the perspective of the government, but he had his rules.  He had his code.  And he tried his best to use his money and influence to help people that nobody else would.   
 
    It extended further than his charity work, too.  He’d invested plenty of money into his favored charities, but he’d also worked hard to give oppressed people some inkling of power.  El Paso had been a good example, but his efforts extended to the downtrodden populations in Africa and South America as well.  She hadn’t seen any hard evidence, but she’d overheard enough conversations to conclude that he was sending money and support to the people fighting against oppressive regimes.  He was practically a hero. 
 
    To the people he helped, at least.  His status as a criminal wasn’t unearned, though.  He was ruthless against his enemies, and he thought nothing of breaking laws, so long as he was able to accomplish his goals.  He was a killer.  He made no bones about that.  But it was in service to a higher cause, which mitigated some of the bite of illegality. 
 
    But she still had a job to do, the terms of which she was still committed to fulfilling.  So, she stalked down the hall and to Cole’s office.  It was unlocked, so she silently slipped inside.  With barely an acknowledgement of the tasteful décor, she crossed the room and found the safe.  Bending down, she opened the keypad and entered the appropriate code.  That had been surprisingly easy to acquire as well.  It only required that she pay attention; Cole used the same code for almost everything, and she was certain that he wouldn’t change the pattern for the safe.   
 
    042378, she entered.  The birthdate of his gay brother who’d committed suicide before graduating high school.  Cole had been seven, but the event had shaped the man he’d grown up to become.  He didn’t talk about it, though.  The only reason Mercedes knew was because she’d read the file, including the police report from the only time Cole had been arrested.  He had beaten one of his brother’s former bullies nearly to death after encountering him at a bar.  There had been no charges filed, so Cole had gotten off clean. 
 
    The safe popped open, revealing the expected laptop.  Mercedes retrieved it, then set it on the desk before opening it.  It booted up quickly, and she entered the same passcode, which let her log in.  Never mind the lack of cyber-security, she was in.  She had what she was looking for. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” came a voice from the door, startling Mercedes.  She jerked her eyes up to see a shirtless Frank standing in the doorway.  “Go ahead.  Read it.  Read it all.  And if you still want to turn it in, I won’t stand in your way.” 
 
    “W-what?  I was just…I only…” 
 
    Mercedes knew there was no excuse she could give that would justify her actions.  She’d been caught red-handed, and by someone she truly feared.  The guards were all hard men who would, if pushed, do whatever was necessary.  But Frank was built differently.  He didn’t seek it out, but Mercedes always got the impression that committing violence, for him, would be like going home.   
 
    “I know you’re working with Hiller,” Frank said, stepping forward.  He drew close enough that Mercedes saw a pair of curious scars on the man’s chest.  Horizontal and directly below his pectoral muscles, they were mostly hidden by hair.  But they were still prominent enough that Mercedes couldn’t ignore them.  “It’s fine.  I wish things were different.  I wish I could talk to him.  Convince him to abandon his crusade.  But some things are impossible.”  
 
    Mercedes’ mind was going a thousand miles an hour.  Frank spoke of Hiller as if he knew him personally.  As if there was a relationship there.  Slowly, Mercedes began to put the pieces of the puzzle together.  The scars.  The height.  The overt masculinity.  The familiarity.  It all clicked together, and she said, “You’re Erin.” 
 
    “Used to be,” Frank admitted without hesitation.  “I’ve known you were with Hiller from the very beginning, and I hoped that, once you saw the truth, you would come to the same conclusions I did.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” Mercedes asked. 
 
    “Cole is a good man who’s doing a lot of good for a lot of people,” Frank stated.  “He helps the marginalized, oppressed, and disregarded of society.  The only reason he’s a criminal is because the government fights him every step of the way.  They don’t want anyone to help.  They want to keep those people down.  So, he’s had to resort to some…less than legal methods in order to accomplish his goals.”  
 
    “And that’s what’s in this laptop?” was Mercedes’ next question. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Are you going to let me take it?” she asked.   
 
    “No,” Frank answered.  “But I’m sure you expected that.  Cole doesn’t know who you really are, and if he did, it would break him.  I don’t want to know what he’d do.  So, I’ll let you copy it.  Read it on your own time.  And I’m confident that when you do, you’ll come to the same conclusions I did.” 
 
    “You expect me to just abandon my mission?” Mercedes said.  “I can’t do that.  I won’t.” 
 
    “I think you will,” Frank said.  “Now, do what you need to do and put the laptop back where you found it.”  
 
    Mercedes wasn’t going to argue with a man who could tear her apart with ease.  So, she downloaded the appropriate files – just a brief glimpse told her that it would be enough to convict Cole of all sorts of crimes – and copied them to a thumb drive.  Once she was done, she put everything back to the way it was when she’d found it.   
 
    “There,” Mercedes said.  “Are you going to just let me go, now?  Really?” 
 
    “Yes,” Frank said. “But one request – don’t tell Hiller I’m still alive.  He’s already moved on.  He’s already grieved my death.  There’s no sense in re-opening that wound.”  
 
    Mercedes nodded, but she’d already decided that she was going to move forward with her mission.  And when she did, she’d have to reveal Frank’s old identity.  However, she wasn’t so stupid that she was going to tell Frank that.  She wasn’t out of danger yet, and she was going to play along until she was. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mercedes looked at the files with increasing discomfort.  There were some horrible things in there, and she forced herself to look at each and every one of them.  Cole was ruthless when it came to dealing with his enemies.  But he was equally generous with his allies, a balance that was supported by the evidence that had been in the laptop.   
 
    However, there was no denying that it was almost all illegal, in some way or another.  There was enough evidence on that thumb drive to put Cole and everyone else in his organization in jail for the foreseeable future.  And there were even some that might get an even worse punishment.  Some states did still have the death penalty, after all, and with multiple murders under their belt, some of Cole’s contractors would certainly qualify.  It was precisely what Mercedes had been looking for.   
 
    So, why had she been staring at the screen for the last hour?  Why hadn’t she called Carmen or even Hiller?  Why was her stomach twisted into knots?  She had the means to successfully end her mission.  There was no reason to hesitate. 
 
    Or was there? 
 
    Included in the information was an account of all the good Cole had done.  He’d donated millions to charities – enough that it accounted for two-thirds of his personal wealth.  On top of that, his organization had armed resistance fighters against some of the most tyrannical governments on Earth.  They’d provided food and logistics as well, furthering their various fights.  Whether it was in Africa, South America, Asia, or Eastern Europe – Cole’s organization had given people the chance to fight back against their oppressors.   
 
    And that wasn’t even considering his actions in America.  The El Paso riots weren’t an isolated incident.  It seemed that, in some way or another, he’d had a hand in most episodes of civil unrest – legal or illegal – the country had seen in the past ten years.  He had bailed protestors out of jail, provided legal support, and in a couple of instances like what had occurred in El Paso, had even added his own brand of militant support.   
 
    On the surface, Mercedes felt convinced that violence was the wrong route.  It wasn’t supposed to be the answer.  But when your back’s against the wall, and the authorities are literally killing people just like you, how else were you supposed to respond?  Just shut up, take it, and hope that you weren’t targeted?  Peaceful protests had their place, but there was a point where things needed to take that next step.   
 
    Those thoughts left a sour taste in Mercedes’ mouth, but she didn’t doubt the validity.  Some things were worth fighting for.  Sometimes, violence was necessary.   
 
    And that realization came with indecision.  Suddenly, she knew precisely why Frank had made the decision he had.  Aside from the personal reasons, which Mercedes suspected to include Frank’s desire to transition, the circumstances demanded it.   
 
    It was easy to trust the law when you weren’t the one targeted by oppression.  But Mercedes had had only a small taste of discrimination.  Frank had seen more of it.  And that had weakened his confidence in the government’s ability to provide equality.  So, when he’d seen the truth of Cole’s actions, it was no surprise which side he’d fallen on.   
 
    But was Mercedes in the same situation?  She hadn’t really faced much discrimination.  In fact, as a woman, almost everyone treated her better than she’d been treated as a man.  So, she really didn’t have the same perspective as Frank, despite their shared transgender status.   
 
    However, she’d have to be heartless not to empathize with the people Cole had helped.  Even more than that, though, it was easy to demonize the people he’d opposed.  Whether they were despots, tyrants, warlords, or corrupt officials, they were not a sympathetic group. 
 
    Her conscience made it clear what she needed to do; however, she couldn’t quite make herself embrace that inevitable conclusion.  Especially when she knew that a good portion of it was dictated by her close relationship with Cole himself.  She wasn’t certain if she would call it love, but if it wasn’t, it couldn’t be that far off that mark.  And from a selfish perspective, if she turned in the evidence, it would mean the end of the only positive relationship she’d ever really had.   
 
    And that was a line she couldn’t make herself cross.  Even by itself, it might’ve been enough, but coupled with everything else?  Her decision was simple, if not easy.   
 
    So, Mercedes unplugged the thumb drive, got dressed, and went back to the mansion, where Frank awaited.  Once there, she approached him and handed the drive over.  She said, “Destroy it.  I don’t need it.” 
 
    “Good decision,” Frank stated, crushing the drive in his bare hand.  “Now, we need to talk about getting you a new life.” 
 
    “W-what?” she asked. 
 
    “You can’t stay like this,” Frank said.  “Hiller will get suspicious.  He’ll try to pull you out.  Knowing what you know, we can’t let that happen.  So, the best solution is to get you out of the country.  I’m sure Cole will agree.” 
 
    “D-does he know?” she asked.  “About me, I mean.” 
 
    Frank nodded.  “He does,” the man answered.  “He doesn’t care, though.  He believes in people making their own choices.  If you would have gone to Hiller, maybe that would’ve changed, but for now, he’s just happy you made the right choice.” 
 
    “O-okay,” Mercedes said.   
 
    “Need anything?  Do you want to say goodbye to anyone?” Frank asked. 
 
    Mercedes shook her head.  She didn’t have anyone in her life she really cared about.  Even Carmen, who’d played the role of mentor, wasn’t more than a coworker.  Her parents had long since cut her loose, and she didn’t have any friends.  No – her social baggage was incredibly light. 
 
    “Good,” he said.  “We leave tonight.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’ve made the right choice,” said Cole, standing at the foot of the stairs attached to the private plane that had just taken Mercedes across the world.  Leaving the United States had been a whirlwind, and the moment she’d gone boarded the plane, her phone had begun to blow up.  Carmen texted.  Hiller called.  And a host of other numbers erupted into her phone.  She had ignored them all, her heart beating out of her chest.  But the implications were clear. 
 
    They knew.  They all knew that she had betrayed them.  What were they thinking?  Perhaps they might believe that she was just playing her role, but something like a trip abroad would have necessitated some level of communication.  If they hadn’t put the two pieces together, they soon would.  She was committed, now.  Even if she wanted to back out and fulfil her obligations as an agent, she had no idea where she was.  And that was discounting that she had put herself completely under Cole’s thumb.  There was a very real possibility that she’d made a huge mistake. 
 
    But the moment she saw Cole’s smiling face, her doubts fled.  The same reasons that had led her to the choice she’d made came crashing back down upon her, and she couldn’t help but smile.  She felt freer than she had since agreeing to transition into womanhood, and it was all because of Cole. 
 
    “I hope so,” she said.  “They’ve been calling me.  My handler.  My boss.” 
 
    “Hiller won’t let you go,” he said, shaking his head.  “He’s like a bulldog.  So, we’ve made arrangements.” 
 
    “W-what kind of arrangements?” she asked.  Though she’d made the decision not to participate in the investigation, she didn’t want anything to happen to Hiller or Carmen.  They weren’t bad people.  They just had a different perspective.  And Hiller was operating under the faulty assumption that Cole was responsible for his partner’s death. 
 
    “They’ll find a body,” Cole said.  “It’ll look like a car accident.” 
 
    “S-so…I’ll be officially dead?” Mercedes asked. 
 
    “I know it’s not perfect, but you know what we’re dealing with here,” he said, stepping forward and hugging her.  “If they think you’re still alive, they’ll come after us with everything they have.  Now, we can have some peace.” 
 
    “Is that really what you want, though?  Peace would mean giving in, wouldn’t it?” she asked. 
 
    He sighed.  “Yes,” was his response.  “Sadly, that’s true.  It’s terrible, but this is the world we live in.  Until the people in power respect human rights – like, really respect them and not just pay lip service – there’s always going to be a fight.  And I won’t stand by and let people do it alone.  I can’t.  It’s just not who I am.” 
 
    “I know,” she said.  “And that’s why I love you.” 
 
    “Love?” 
 
    “Isn’t that appropriate?  I just committed to you in a way I couldn’t have imagined a few months ago,” she stated.  “I put my life in your hands.  I trust you with everything I have.  If that’s not love, I don’t know what is.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Cole said.  “I love you, too.” 
 
    After a brief kiss, Mercedes asked, “What now?  Happily ever after?”  
 
    He laughed.  “No,” he said.  “Not while there are still people suffering out there.  But being committed to the cause doesn’t mean we can’t find happiness to call our own.  And together, I think we have a shot to be happy for a long, long time.”  
 
    And so it happened that Mercedes, a former undercover agent and man-turned-woman, walked hand-in-hand with one of the most notorious criminals in the world.  As she did, she knew she should be questioning her choices.  However, there was no doubt left in her heart.  She was wholly committed, and she knew that wasn’t going to change.  There was comfort in that. 
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