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~

The ransom note was beyond weird: “Dear Mr. Buenavista. If you ever want to see

your lovely wife again, you must follow these instructions faithfully. This package

contains a female bodysuit—put it on. Do so correctly and the back will seal itself.

Dress up in your wife’s best clothes: the gold-lace floral dress she often wears to

parties will do nicely. Apply makeup as best you can. Await further instructions.”

What the hell? I opened the package. It did indeed contain a full-body skin suit of

some sort, and it was definitely female. There was a long slit down the back and a

full head of wavy brunette hair attached to the scalp.

I felt sick. Cheryl had been missing for nearly twenty-four hours, ever since I got

home from work the day before. I had been on the verge of notifying the police,

but now I hesitated. Kidnappers usually frowned on that sort of thing. What if they

were watching the apartment? What if the place was bugged? If she was home

when they took her, anything was possible.

I examined the bodysuit. The exterior had the consistency of real skin, although it

was cool to the touch. The inside was soft and smooth, which would make it easy

to put on, assuming that it fit at all. I’m pretty slim as guys go, but still…

Why? Why on earth would they want me to dress up as a woman? The situation

had ‘sick’ written all over it, but what choice did I have?

I bore the package into the bedroom. After undressing, I sat down and slid my legs

into its legs, like a tight pair of pants. A gentle pull and my feet popped into place.

It felt a bit like wearing pantyhose, which I’d actually done once when Cheryl and

I attended a Halloween party in reverse-gender costumes.

Deep breath. I pulled the suit up around my hips. There was a sheath on the inside

for my schlong, and a ridiculously realistic vagina on the outside. What was the

point of that? It was about to be covered up by three layers of clothing.

I stuck my arms inside. The fit was tight, but the slippery fabric made it simple

enough to reach all the way into the fingers. My now-feminine hands were tipped

with neatly shaped nails, painted with clear nail polish. I couldn’t help thinking

that they looked an awful lot like Cheryl’s hands.

I slipped my shoulders into the bodysuit, twisting and wriggling to get it properly

settled. Surprisingly, it fit quite well. Then I pulled the headpiece over my own

head, scrunching and smoothing my face until both it and the mask were moving

in unison. I centered the nicely firm breasts that graced my chest, then reached

behind my neck to tug on the edges of the slit.
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I wasn’t ready for what happened next. With no zipper in evidence, the slit simply

closed itself. From the bottom up, the edges came together and sealed, leaving no

trace of an opening. I probed the back of my neck, but found only vertebrae. My

thoughts scattered. How on earth was I supposed to get the damn thing off?

I closed my eyes and damned my stupidity. Of course: the bodysuit was a trap and

I had stepped right into it. I shook my head, surprised by the feel of long and

weighty hair sweeping back and forth across my shoulders. Dammit!

However, I am a man of practical bent. It didn’t take long to realize that I now had

no recourse but to follow the note’s instructions, and hope that once I knew what

they wanted I’d be able to do something—anything—to rescue my wife.

But when I opened my eyes—there stood Cheryl. Stark naked, for some reason,

and standing on the other side of the room. I raised my hand—

—and so did she. It took several long seconds for my thoughts to unscramble, to

fully grasp what I was seeing. Of course, it was the full-length mirror on the closet

door. The woman in reflection was me. But, but—why did I look exactly like

Cheryl? The woman in the mirror could’ve been her twin sister.

Obviously, this was no simple kidnapping. The perpetrators must’ve been spying

on us for weeks, if not months, snapping pictures by the dozen—enough data for

some high-tech company with more greed than scruples to build a sophisticated

bodysuit that duplicated her image in every aspect. The technology behind this

sort of thing was a hell of a lot more advanced than I would’ve guessed, but I’m a

high school math teacher—not a scientist.

Alas, none of this shed an ounce of light on why they wanted to turn me into a

duplicate of my wife. Did they want me to infiltrate the law office where she

worked? Did they want me to steal industrial secrets? Cheryl was a junior partner

in the firm, specializing in corporate law, so that seemed like a possibility.

Although one would think there’d be easier ways to do it.

I pulled her gold party dress from the closet, then realized I should probably wear

something underneath. “Sorry to do this, babe…” I rifled through her lingerie

drawer and chose, almost at random, a beige bra-and-panty set, a pair of sheer

pantyhose, and a creamy white slip. Then I stepped into the dress. Surprisingly, it

fit perfectly, just as it did her. Apparently, the soulless builder had nailed her specs

just right. I added a pair of black pumps, then sat down at the vanity and studied

Cheryl’s face in the mirror. Not surprisingly, she looked worried.

I brushed the hair flowing over my shoulders and did my best to follow her usual

makeup routine, insofar as I could remember. Foundation, face powder, blusher,

eyeliner, mascara, lipstick… slowly, the face I knew so well emerged—and my
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worry faded, at least a little. Cheryl rarely wore much jewelry, so I made do with

her favorite pair of earrings, a small gold band for my right hand, and a chain

bracelet for my left. A quick spritz of her signature perfume—the classic Chanel

No. 19—and I was ready, although for what I had no idea.

~

The phone on the landline rang ten minutes after I began wearing a trench in the

living room rug. A cultured male voice spoke my name: Arvid Buenavista.

I didn’t hesitate. “What kind of freak show is this? This ‘bodysuit’ thing looks an

awful lot like my wife—” I stopped. The voice coming out of my mouth wasn’t

my voice—it was Cheryl’s.

“Indeed it does, Mr. Buenavista. Have I given you sufficient time to dress?”

“Yes, dammit. I’m wearing the bodysuit and I’m dressed up like her. What’s going

on? Is she—” My voice caught. “—is she okay?”

“But of course. I’m not a monster. Your wife is in perfect health.”

My knees nearly buckled. “I—ah… okay, good. Can I speak to her?”

A suave chuckle. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible.”

“Look, mister—please. I got dressed up, just like you wanted. Can’t I talk to her?

Just for a moment? I need to know she’s all right.”

“She isn’t here. Be assured, she’s fine. If you doubt me, look in the mirror.”

There was a mirror over the fireplace. “Is that what this is to you—one big joke?”

I watched Cheryl giving hell to the jackass on the other end of the line. “And

whaddya mean, she isn’t there? Where the hell is she? You said—”

“Calm yourself, sir. Or perhaps I should say, ‘madam’.” Another chuckle. “If you

wish to see your wife again—anywhere other than a mirror—you will bring

yourself posthaste to the old Excelsior Hotel on Alanby Street, room 610.” He

paused. “One word of advice, though. Do try and avoid telling anyone about this

little incident. One suspects you would not be believed.”

~

I pulled into the hotel’s parking lot less than an hour after leaving home. The

Excelsior was an ageing but still elegant example of the Art Deco architecture that

had ruled the land nearly a century before. I studied the upper floor, wondering

which room might hold my captive wife. Then I stumbled across the pavement on

the high heels I was not yet accustomed to, and tap-danced through a near-empty

lobby to the elevators. The clerk on duty paid me no heed.
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The door to room 610 opened as I approached. “Ah, Ms. Buenavista. So lovely to

see you. Do come in.” The speaker was a tall man in his fifties, fit for his age, with

a shock of graying hair and a distinct English accent.

Dammit, I knew him. “Mr. Blackwood?” Giles Blackwood was the senior partner

at Cheryl’s law firm. Her boss, in other words.

“Call me Giles. We aren’t at the office.”

I minced into the suite and looked around. “All right, where is she?”

“All in good time. May I take your coat?”

My hands clenched. “You’ll get my fist if you don’t gimme some answers!”

The older man looked amused. “A woman with fire in the belly. I like that. But it

won’t bring your wife back any sooner. As I told you before, she isn’t here.” Then

he hesitated. “Although, I suppose that is debatable.”

Here or not here—how could he not know? I was helped out of the long faux-fur

coat Cheryl favored on cold evenings. Blackwood hung it up in the closet next to

the door. I dropped my purse on the coffee table and faced him.

“All right, if you won’t tell me where she is—what do you want?”

“Champagne?” Blackwood busied himself with the wine trolley parked next to the

fireplace, filling two glasses. He offered one to me but I ignored it. Shrugging, he

set it next to my purse and sipped from his own. “Tell me, Arvid, have you ever

heard of a device known colloquially as a ‘costume gun’?”

“The what—a costume gun? What the hell is that?”

“I’ll take that as a ‘no’. Simply put, it is an ancient artifact—of alien origin, no

doubt, as such things usually are—that can transform a man, or anyone else, into a

sort of costume that can be worn by another person. That person then becomes, in

effect, a duplicate of the first person. Do you see where I’m going with this?”

I stared at him. “That’s ridiculous. It’s impossible.”

“I assure you, it is possible. I’ve done it myself.” He pursed his lips. “By that, I

don’t mean that I myself have been turned into a costume. What would be the

point? But I have transformed another person. It’s quite a sight, let me tell you.”

He lifted his wine glass, eyeing me through the liquid. “And then I became that

person by donning the bodysuit. It’s quite a shock, looking into a mirror and

seeing someone who isn’t yourself. But then, you know all about that.”

I like to think of myself as a logical man. Characters like Sherlock Holmes and

Spock always appealed to me. Once you eliminate the possible, whatever’s left,

however impossible, must be the truth. But I still couldn’t accept what he seemed

to be saying. It was simply too fantastic—too horrible to contemplate.
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All I could do was stand and stare. 

“What are you—” I shook my head. 

“What does… You can’t possibly…”

His voice was calm, unnervingly so. 

“That is precisely what I mean. You 

are, at this very moment, wearing the 

bodysuit that was once your wife. As 

did I, earlier this afternoon. A strange 

experience, being female, is it not?”

A shiver slid down my spine—or was 

it Cheryl’s spine? “I’m wearing—her? 

But how is that possible? Is—is it—?” 

I couldn’t bring myself to speak the 

last word: Is it permanent?

“I have no idea how such a thing can 

be done. We just have to accept that it 

can be, however magical it may seem 

to us. But I assure you, the process is 

fully reversible. I’ve seen it happen. 

Another shot from the gun and your 

lovely wife will be as good as new.”

It was a lot to take in. I felt relieved, 

of course, to know that she could 

be revived—but mingled with that 

was the fear I’d felt at first learning 

I had somehow been turned into the 

real Cheryl. Between the two of us, 

she had always been stronger. How 

could I possibly handle the incredible 

responsibility of being her?

“The good news,” Blackwood added, “is that now you know she’s safe. As long as

you yourself remain intact and unharmed, so does she.”

I stared down at the body I now wore. This skin was actually hers. This body was

nothing less than the real Cheryl, and I was inside her. Part of me was revolted;

could there be anything more invasive? Could there be any greater violation of a

woman’s body? But I must admit that another part of me felt a secret thrill; could

there be any better way to become closer to the woman you love—than to become

her? To merge with her and get to know her body from the inside out?
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I took a deep breath, fighting to remain calm. All of a sudden, champagne seemed

like a good idea. I picked up my glass and drank. It was cold and sweet in my

mouth—but was it my mouth, or hers? If I was female then my internal organs

must have changed, which meant it was probably hers—but it was still my brain,

wasn’t it? My brain inside her slightly smaller head? That wouldn’t fly. So it had

to be her brain, yet it was filled with my thoughts. It was all so confusing.

I drained the glass and set it down. “All right—sir. Why did you do this?”

“That’s my girl. Grace under pressure. I always said, there isn’t a prosecutor in the

land who could rattle Cheryl Buenavista.” He returned his own glass to the trolley.

“We are lawyers, you and I. We cut deals. So let’s make a deal.”

“I teach math. And you must know, we aren’t exactly rich. If it’s money…”

“This isn’t about money. You—or perhaps I should say, your husband wants his

wife back, correct? But what is it that I want? There’s the rub.” A smile spread

across his face. “A date with an angel. One night in paradise.”

I felt the blood drain from my face. “You can’t be serious.”

“Deadly, I’m afraid. You spend the evening with me, with all that that implies, and

tomorrow morning—the hotel does a lovely brunch—you get her back.”

“You sick bastard—”

“Now, now! Mind your language. Remember, you’re a lady.” He stepped closer.

“I should add that the artifact—the costume gun—isn’t here in the hotel. It’s in a

safe place, under lock and key, so don’t get any heroic notions about finding it and

blasting me with it, or what have you. I’ll send for it tomorrow.”

I struggled to find my voice. “Why? Why would you want to, uh… ‘be’ with a

man in a woman’s body? You’re a good-looking guy, not to mention rich. You

could have any woman you want!”

He chuckled. “Thank you for that. Alas, it isn’t true. Cheryl wasn’t interested. She

said she loved her husband too much to cheat on him. Touching, is it not?” He

moved to the fireplace, staring into the flames as they flickered and danced. “I

seem to have developed quite a—what is it you Americans say? A ‘crush’ on your

wife. It isn’t love,” he added, candidly. “I’m too old for that sort of thing. It’s

desire, plain and simple. All I want is one night. That’s the deal.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. The old fucker actually wanted me to sleep

with him! Well, that was so not gonna fly. All I had to do was refuse and sooner or

later he’d have to bring her back. Otherwise, questions would be asked.

He seemed to read my mind. “I should add that this is the only deal on the table. If

you don’t play along, I’ll leave you in that body—forever. You’d also be out of a
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job. I won’t fire you—I wouldn’t have to. All I need do is wait until it becomes

obvious that ‘Cheryl’ doesn’t know a damn thing about corporate law. You

couldn’t go back to your old job either, because you aren’t you anymore.”

My mouth went dry. “I—I’ll go to the police. I’ll report her missing.”

Blackwood grimaced. “She isn’t missing, genius—you’re her! You can’t walk

into a police station and report yourself missing. In fact, it’s Arvid that’s

missing—and the lads in blue might start to wonder if the crazy lady who thinks

she’s him had anything to do with his disappearance.”

God help me, the bastard was right. I was trapped.

“One more thing—and you must do this or the deal’s off.” He gripped my arm.

“From now until I say otherwise—probably sometime tomorrow, but we’ll see—

you bloody well better act like you are Cheryl. Is that clear?”

Clear as the diamond winking at me from the tip of his tie clip.

He shook me gently. “Let me hear you say it.”

I wet my lips. “I am… Cheryl.”

“That’s right, you are. And your husband—he’s off at some teaching conference.

He won’t be back ‘til next week, so for a few days you’re free as a bird. And that

means we can go ahead with the affair we discussed, and dear Arvid will be none

the wiser. Great news, eh?”

Horrified, all I could do was nod.

~

Blackwood headed for the bedroom and I sank onto the couch like a deflated—

and thoroughly defeated—balloon. I had to pretend to be Cheryl, but I wasn’t sure

I could pull it off. Yes, I knew her well enough to mimic her style of speech, and

the way she moved, but there’s more to being a woman than that. And how could I

possibly pretend to be attracted to a man like Giles?

I looked down at my chest—her chest—crossed my arms and hugged myself. For

an instant I could almost believe she was there, hugging me back. “I’m so sorry

we’re in this mess, my love,” I whispered, unsure if she could hear me or if she

was even aware of what was going on. Upon reflection, probably not.

It was just as well. I didn’t want her to remember what I was about to do. Bad

enough that I would remember. No point both of us being traumatized.

Giles returned wearing a set of silk pajamas and a red velvet smoking jacket.

“Hello, my dear,” he said jovially. “Have any trouble getting away?”

Pun intended? “Ah—no, not at all. Arvid didn’t suspect a thing.”
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“No surprise there,” Giles said, decanting champagne into a pair of crystal flutes.

“The man strikes me as a rather dim bulb. No offense.”

“None taken,” I said, gritting my teeth. I tried to relax: stay in character. I was the

sexy wife of a high school math teacher, embarking on a fling with her boss—her

rich boss. Living the American dream, in a twisted way.

He served me, then seated himself. “I could never understand why such a brilliant

woman as yourself—to say nothing of your beauty—decided to marry a man like

Arvid. Decent enough chap, I suppose—treats his mother well and all that. But as

for being much of a catch…” He shrugged.

What did he want to hear? “We dated in college,” I said, which was true. “At the

time, I suppose I really didn’t know any better.” Probably true as well.

“I see. And now you’re stuck with the silly bugger.” He touched the rim of his

glass to mine. “My sympathies.” We drank.

Very gently, Giles touched my hair, tucking a stray tress behind my ear. “I knew

this would happen, you know. Your first day as a junior partner, I sensed we were

on common ground.”

“I felt something too,” I said, ad-libbing furiously.

He looked surprised. “I’m pleased to hear it, my dear. Do tell.”

I bit my lip. “Well… you just had this—I suppose you’d call it magnetism. Not the

animal kind, but erm… the manly kind.”

“Yes, of course. That is something one would notice. Such a stark contrast—

myself on the one hand, a rather ineffectual husband on the other.”

I knew then what he wanted: for me to debase myself. To grind my ego into the

dust and walk all over it, en route to having his way with Cheryl’s body. And I had

to let him do it. As the cliché goes, Cheryl’s life hung in the balance. Inwardly, I

shrugged. Might as well get on with it. I touched his arm. “Oh, Giles—you have

no idea. The man’s idea of foreplay is watching Bugs Bunny cartoons before

going to bed.” I’d actually done that a few times, but only now did it occur to me

how that might look from the female side of the bed.

Giles laughed. “You poor thing.” He stroked my hair. “A woman like yourself

deserves a little romance in her life. One might even say… seduction.”

I forced a smile onto my lips. “Is that what you’re doing?”

“Oh, yes. Count on it.” He drained his glass and set it aside. “But let’s define our

terms. In the age of ‘Me Too’, men have to get their signals straight. I know you to

be a liberated woman, so I’m sure you agree. So let us be perfectly clear: do I have

your permission to, as they say, ‘put the moves’ on you?”
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That bastard. He knew I had no choice but to agree. “You do,” I said primly.

“Excellent.” His arm slithered around my waist and he moved in for the kill. “Has

anyone ever told you, Cheryl? You have the most exquisite green eyes.”

“Do I?” I couldn’t look away, for fear of what he might do next.

“Crystalline pools of cimmerian jade.” He cupped the side of my head. “Through

her eyes, it is said, one can glimpse a woman’s soul. Do you know what I see right

now, in the depths of these lovely eyes?”

I licked my lips. “I don’t.” He was right about eyes, though: I could see straight

into his soul, and I sure as hell didn’t like what I found there.

“I see a woman—a beautiful woman, crying out for love. A woman whose needs

are not being met. Until now.” His face drew closer.

A moment later I found myself being kissed. It wasn’t like being with Cheryl, that

much was obvious. Women’s lips are more sensitive. In spite of my opinion of the

man, I found it impossible not to return his kiss. Giles was that good.

I’m not sure how much time we spent on the couch, in front of an ebbing fire. It

was a gas fireplace so it couldn’t ebb all by itself; maybe it was programmed to do

so. Much as my body had been programmed, by the estrogen thundering through

my veins, to respond to a masculine touch the way I did. Cheryl’s body seemed to

want what it was being offered.

“The hour grows late, my dear. It’s time we made a move.” He helped me to my

feet. “After you, m’lady. The chamber of secrets awaits.”

The bedroom featured an ornate four-poster bed draped with gauzy curtains and

enough brocade pillows to keep an elephant comfy. As I gazed upon the scene of

my impending deflowerment I felt hands lift my hair from behind and unzip my

dress. The guy wasn’t wasting any time.

I stepped out of the garment and draped it over the back of a stuffed chair, while

Giles hung up his jacket and climbed into bed. I knew I’d have to follow him in,

but my legs felt like lead. It did me no good to ask what Cheryl herself would do,

because that would involve reducing the dude’s nads to a meaty pulp with the

pointed toe of my stiletto pumps. Instead, I discarded the shoes and removed the

lingerie that concealed my womanhood.

So much for my last line of defense. I climbed under the covers.

Again, he kissed me, and again I found myself returning his ardor. My female self

seemed to drink in his ministrations, absorbing his passion like a sponge—before

returning it threefold. All this time, perhaps throughout our marriage, had I been

neglecting Cheryl? Because her body was spinning out of control.
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Giles set to work on my breasts—pedal to the metal—and suggested that I might

want to speed things along with my own fingers. I knew what he meant. Steeling

myself, I stroked his hardness through the silk PJs, giving it the same kind of TLC

Cheryl had often given me. It’s like trying to defuse a land mine, she once said;

one wrong move and it could blow up in your face. You don’t get a second chance.

So my touch was gentle, and decidedly feminine.

A few minutes later I felt him fumble his way between my legs. Then things got

very weird. My mind wanted, or needed, to believe that my usual junk was still

down there, so when his fingers pushed gently inside it felt like my manhood was

being turned inside-out—but in a good way.

In spite of everything, I found myself whispering his name.

“I’m glad you like it, my dear. Let’s do this.”

Any reply I might have made was smothered by his mouth on mine, and his rough

tongue probing my throat. I closed my eyes, accepting that this was what I had to

do. The masculine part of my brain powered down. Cheryl’s body took over.

Much time passed, with our erogenous zones fully engaged. Then he broke away

and rolled smoothly to a kneeling position. I wiggled my hips invitingly and he

straddled them. A moment later, he was inside.

Pleasure snaked through me like a slow-burning fire. I found myself writhing on

the bed, stuck in place like an insect mounted for public display. Again I spoke his

name. In response, he grunted mine, over and over: “Cheryl—Cheryl—”

I didn’t have to pretend anymore. In a way, I truly had become my wife.

~

I awoke the next morning to Giles singing in the shower. I recognized the song: an

old English hymn, often played before rugby matches on TV. He sang, “And did

those feeeet in ancient time… walk upon England’s moun-tains green? And was

the hoooly lamb of God… on England’s pleasant pastures seeeen?”

His deep voice reverberated in my head. I was remembering what he’d done to me

the night before, and what an eager participant I had been in my own debasement.

Blackwood had turned me into a woman, in more than just body; my mind had

somehow been feminized as well. I was no longer Arvid; I simply couldn’t think

of myself as a man anymore. I wasn’t really Cheryl either, even though I wore her

body. I had, it seemed, become the female version of myself.

Giles was really getting into it: “Bring me my bow of buuurning gold! Bring me

my aaarrows of desire! Bring me my spear—”

I rolled out of bed, clutching my breasts. My clothes were nowhere in sight.
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Dammit! I wasn’t crazy about getting gussied up in Cheryl’s party gear again, but

it had to be better than standing around naked. I opened the dresser, then the

wardrobe set against the far wall. No clothing, but tucked up on the top shelf was

a small black suitcase. My heart nearly shut down. I grabbed the case and set it on

the bed. It was about the size of a small saxophone, but—

The shower cut off. “I will not ceeease from metal fight… nor shall my sword

sleeeep in my hand—‘til we have built Jeru-salem… in England’s green and

pleasaaant land.”

I opened the lid. It wasn’t a saxophone. I wouldn’t have called it a ‘gun’ either,

although it did have a tube that resembled a muzzle and a way to hold the thing

that made it simple enough to aim. I pressed the button that seemed to serve as a

trigger, but nothing happened. There wasn’t much else to it: no forward or reverse

switch, no settings dial. Just a grip to hold it by and a hole at the other end where

something must—

The door opened. Giles stepped out with a towel wrapped around his waist. When

he saw me, his eyes went wide. “Cheryl, don’t—”

I didn’t take the time to consider my options, I just pressed the trigger. I suppose

the thing must work only when it has a target. A ruby-red beam of tightly focused

light leapt from the muzzle and stuck Blackwood in the belly. In an instant, he

began to deflate—a balloon stuck through by a pin.

A moment later I was alone in the room—with a bodysuit.

~

I went home, ordered a pizza, drank too much wine, and passed out on the couch

while binge-watching the lone season of Firefly. The next day I tried to figure out

how to use the alien device to reverse the process.

It was easy enough: all you had to do was aim at a bodysuit, press the trigger, and

presto—it re-inflated into the real person. I tested it on Giles, who found himself

lying, buck naked, on the floor of my living room. He barely had time to sit up and

say, “Oh God, please do—” before I blasted him straight back to being a bodysuit.

Which I found strangely satisfying.

I decided the same procedure would probably unseal the bodysuit I was wearing

and allow me to remove it. But alas, it seemed the costume gun had other ideas. It

appeared to have a minimum range of six or seven feet, within which it wouldn’t

work—I found that out through further testing on Giles, who soon grew resigned

to being repeatedly inflated and deflated. Bottom line: I couldn’t just point the

thing at myself and press the button. Rigging it up like a selfie stick didn’t work

either; it seemed to require a live hand on the tiller.
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Upon reflection, a restriction like that made sense. You couldn’t use the gun to

commit what would amount to suicide, if the process was never reversed. In a

better, more just world real firearms should be so smart.

A day later, I had to admit defeat. I needed help. So it boiled down to that age-old

question: who you gonna call when you need someone to shoot you? Family and

friends were the obvious choices, but who among them would believe that I was

actually Arvid? They’d all assume that Cheryl had lost her marbles, and the only

help I’d get would be psychotherapy. I had no wish to spend the next few years in

a padded cell, with a bunch of well-intentioned doctors trying to convince me that

I truly am a woman and have been all along.

No, for someone to do what I needed them to do, I would have to approach them

as Cheryl—and it would have to be someone who cared more about her welfare

than in finding out why Arvid had gone missing. So I called her sister.

To her credit, Grace came through. She had a husband and two kids, but still

managed to be at the airport within four hours for a sleeper flight to the west coast.

She arrived at the apartment by taxi early the following morning.

“Arvid’s missing,” I told her. “I need your help to get him back.”

“Oh my lord,” she said. “Have you called the police?” After the requisite sisterly

hugs, we were seated side-by-side on the couch with the costume gun lying on the

coffee table. She had looked at it curiously when we sat down, but as it didn’t look

like a real firearm I suspect she assumed it was one of Arvid’s sci-fi toys.

I shook my head. “They wouldn’t understand. It’s hard to explain, but what I need

you to do is fire this thing at me.” I picked up the costume gun.

She looked confused and dismissive at the same time. “What is that thing?”

“Well… the short version of the story is that it’s an incredibly advanced device,

probably of alien origin. But you—like any reasonable person—wouldn’t believe

a story like that in a million years. Just think of it as a toy. It’s absolutely harmless.

Watch.” I aimed the gun at a vase perched precariously on the mantelpiece and

pulled the trigger. Nothing happened.

I handed the gun to her. “Go ahead, shoot me.” She looked extremely doubtful, no

doubt thinking that being married to me had reduced her brilliant sister to the level

of village idiot. But then she shrugged and pulled the trigger.

“I forgot, you have to be further away.” I hopped up and crossed the room to stand

in the doorway to the bathroom. “Try it again.”

Grace frowned. “How on earth is this supposed to help find Arvid?”

“Trust me.” Again she shrugged, aimed and fired. This time it worked.
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The beam struck me square in the chest. Grace squealed in horror and dropped the

gun. I felt the change all over my body, and then the back of my neck split open.

The seam unzipped itself all the way to the base of my spine.

With a gasp of relief, I popped my head out of the headpiece. Grace screamed and

collapsed on the couch; not quite in a faint, but definitely in shock. I stepped into

the bathroom to remove the bodysuit, then returned wearing a bathrobe.

Grace shrank away from me. “Arvid? What the hell?”

Needless to say, I had some serious explaining to do. I’m sure she didn’t believe a

word of it, although she had no better explanation for what she’d seen. But she did

look hopeful when I told her Cheryl could be revived.

I retrieved the bodysuit and laid it on the floor. Grace stared at it in horror as I

aimed the costume gun and fired. Moments later, Cheryl was back, sitting up and

demanding to know what the hell was going on, why she was lying on the floor

naked, and why Grace and I were bawling our eyes out.

Once the tears had dried and my story had been told, the anger came. Cheryl’s

rage was a sight to behold and now that she was safe, my own resentment boiled

over as well. Blackwood could thank his lucky stars he wasn’t conscious to

receive the brunt of it.

Over a bottle of wine, the three of us talked long into the afternoon to decide the

man’s fate. We settled it over a light dinner at Red Lobster. Giles Blackwood

would never be revived; that was to be his punishment. We threw the costume gun

into the river. It was simply too dangerous to leave lying around.

Cheryl and I took turns wearing the Blackwood bodysuit, to avoid having the man

simply disappear. Giles retired from the firm—after promoting Cheryl to senior

partner—and spent the next several months liquidating his assets and giving away

everything he owned; some of it to Cheryl and I, in the form of artworks and a

brand new Tesla Model 3, but most of it to various charities. Then he announced

that he was off to spend his twilight years in the wilds of Madagascar.

We buried the bodysuit in a remote part of the Yosemite Valley, well off the beaten

path, at the base of a giant Sequoia that was probably a thousand years old. I stuck

it inside a teflon tube, even though the fabric of the suit didn’t seem like the sort of

thing that would easily break down over time. God only knew how long it would

last. Perhaps it would still be there, encased in multiple layers of rock, when the

sun became a red giant and torched the surface of the planet.

With that done, I relaxed. Justice had been served. The man who had so blithely

abused my wife had received his due. My only regret was that his fate could not

serve as a lesson for evil-doers the world over. More’s the pity.  �
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EPILOG

Giles Blackwood awoke to find himself lying on a slab of black granite. He was

unclothed, but both the air and the rock itself were warm. Overhead arched a sky

layered with angry red clouds, gathering as if poised to strike. The screech of

metal grinding against solid rock assailed his ears.

Then he noticed the creature standing only a stone’s throw away. It was at least ten

feet tall and nearly as wide, with tentacles for arms and a huge hairless head and a

vast lidless eye and a mouth the size of a dinner plate—with teeth that would put a

Great White to shame. It’s skin was deep crimson in hue and it wore a black toga

casually knotted about its middle. The tip of one tentacle clutched none other than

a costume gun.

A voice spoke in his head. You man—work now.

Giles sat up. “What on earth is all this? Who are you? What are you?”

Not Earth. Far away. Long ago. The massive lips twisted in a hideous caricature

of a grin. You work—now. Slave.

Giles recoiled in horror. In a pit that sprawled far into the ocher distance, he could

see thousands—perhaps millions—of beings of every type of body imaginable

working the land, scraping and tearing at the bare rock with metal tools that rang

like bells through the blood-tinged air. They piled the loose ore in massive carts,

hauled along iron rails by dozens of aliens his own size, yoked to the task with

long ropes. Giles Blackwood’s true punishment had just begun.  �


