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Part 1
 
 
Staring out the floor to ceiling windows at the Arizona desert, Johnathan J. Preston IV did not want to leave his room. It was true that he rarely did: with an en suite, a tv and computer, as well as a mini-fridge and microwave, there generally wasn’t much reason for him to have to. The rest of the Preston family was also a good reason to not want to leave most days. However, tonight they would be even worse than usual: his father was hosting a business party and he was going to show off his ‘perfect’ family to business associates.
Lowering the blinds, even though there were no neighbours for roughly five miles, Johnathan began to undress, so that he could grab a shower. He despised being naked, but being in the hot running water of the shower helped at least a little. Only the shower eventually had to end and then he would be naked and cold. Which was even worse than just naked.
The solution was to get dressed as quickly as possible, avoiding any possibility of seeing himself in the mirror until he was fully dressed. The reflection that met his gaze once he’d pulled on the suit and tie left out for him did not inspire confidence. He was skinny, too many zits lingering from puberty even though he was now 19, the impulsive choice to dye his hair ice-blue now felt like a mistake, and... well, his face just wasn’t all that great looking. Which was honestly a shame after Johnathan J. Prestons I through III had all gone and married beauty queens or supermodels.
“Do I really have to do this?” he mumbled to himself, though he knew he did.
John Preston III was not a man to be disappointed.
It sometimes left Johnathan wondering how he’d managed to end up so unlike his father. Though, his grandfather was rather less ruthless, so those genes must have skipped a generation. 
Bracing for a painful evening ahead, he decided the hors d’oeuvres would help make it all better. Especially if he ate enough of them that his mouth would be full whenever anyone tried to talk to him.
The walk down from his bedroom, along hallways with further floor to ceiling windows on one side and dark concrete walls on the other, took longer than most people’s houses would allow. Really, the Preston home was more of a compound than even just a mansion. At least the views of the desert were nice, and the hall overlooked the driveway, allowing him to see how many cars had pulled in. There weren’t many guests yet, from the looks of things. Probably just his father’s employees (or ‘friends’ as his father liked to term them). That was a good sign. He wasn’t as late as he worried he was.
Arriving at the main living space, he saw that the retractable walls had been pulled away, turning the dining room, living room, and patio into one large open plan area. A few guests Johnathan vaguely recognised were milling about in small groups, while his father juggled the bulk of the attention. His mother, Tecla, was handling a few wives and husbands who seemed to be glad to escape having to feign interest in their spouse’s business conversations.
The group near the snack bar were still the smartest in Johnathan’s eyes, however. He crossed the room to join them, hoping his father wouldn’t notice his arrival. Spread across several black cloaked tables was a delightful buffet of finger foods, ranging from the savoury to the sweet. Sadly the plates provided were smaller than he would have liked, but he managed a decent little pile of snacks before his father noticed he’d come down. He was called over to say hello to everyone before he could put any food in his mouth.
Obediently following his father’s command, Johnathan found the crowd parting around him to give him a clear path to his father’s side. Some slight delays would have been appreciated, but it seemed he wasn’t going to be very lucky.
“Everyone—well, some of you know my son already, but for a few of you, this is Johnathan IV. More of an artist than a businessman, but I’m sure he’ll leave his mark on the world and do the family name proud, won’t you son?”
“I’ll try,” Johnathan replied, shrinking into himself as best as he could manage. 
“Still young. Still building confidence,” his father said, before moving back to discussing business contracts with some of the guests.
It was fairly easy for Johnathan to slip away at that point, everyone else too focused on trying to piece together whatever classified business they could from the weapons contracts his father could discuss. Trying to find refuge around the tv, Johnathan was disappointed to see that a few men were already clustered around, watching football. Unfortunately, they’d spotted him walking over, and it seemed much too awkward to retreat now. He would have to wait until his plate was rather emptier.
A goal that was going to take time, because the men wanted to pull him into conversations about the current football season. He was under pressure to state his position as to whether he was more of a Vegas Kings or a Phoenix Coyotes fan. Having never really given either much thought nor wanting to get dragged into any sort of debates, he offered that he was a Seattle Orcas fan, it being the only other team that popped into his brain.
That had apparently been a mistake, all four men present around the tv pointing out how long it had been since they’d made it to the Superbowl. 
“Uh... that’ll make it all the sweeter when they do win?” Johnathan tried, honestly at a loss of how to proceed.
“I suppose that’s fair,” the one man said, seeming to give the idea genuine thought.
Forcing a smile, an escape option struck Johnathan. “You know, I think I’m a little thirsty. See you all later.”
With that, he began his retreat. The men shared a laugh at his expense, which made him feel like garbage, but then they went back to their ongoing debate about sports. 
There were relatively limited non-alcoholic drink options for guests, but he was able to grab a cola. As he took a few sips his older sister Judith came down to join the party. She was looking stunning, in a gold to black gradient dress that hugged her figure but was otherwise modest. Very sleek and professional. She moved through the crowd with a grace and confidence he could never hope to match. 
Was that just the four years of seniority she had on him, or was it the advantage of being a woman? He had no idea. All he knew was that he was clumsy and somehow felt he both took up too much space and was too skinny to do a proper job of being a man. 
The reminder of his inadequacies had him glancing towards the other beverage options available, biting his lip as he weighed the risks of having a single cocktail. Or, maybe some punch? He could probably feign ignorance and claim he hadn’t realised it was alcoholic. Even though that would call into question his sense of smell.
No. It wouldn’t be worth it. One night of misery was far better than however his father would punish him if he made a fool of not only himself, but the family.
Instead he decided to bury his sorrows in more snacks, and worked his way back to the buffet. 
It was about that point that he realised some more interesting guests were arriving: aliens. Sure, he knew his family had worked with aliens for decades. They were tied to upper level US military affairs. There’d been quiet trade with the Corporate Alliance (and even quieter trade with other groups) since shortly after the moon landing. But now it was public. The world knew about humanity’s alien relations. Honest to goodness immigration was happening, especially north of the border.
Which meant his father was able to have alien business partners over to soirées like this. There were a few Greys, because most of the Alliance were Greys. Some blue skinned Lanthoneans had also joined the party, however. One of them was examining the hors d’oeuvres with visible uncertainty. Johnathan found himself hovering beside them (he wasn’t certain about the alien’s gender...), not sure how best to get to one of the eclairs.
“It is all very brown,” the blue alien said, wiggling their antennae.
“There’s some reds and greens... especially over with the veggies and dip,” Johnathan offered.
They nodded slowly. “Yes. Still. So little blue or purple. This planet will take getting used to,” the mumbled, before drifting off towards where the drinks were.
No doubt they’d complain about how brown the beers and pops were too. Not his problem, though. He grabbed some more desserts, before trying to find a quiet corner to hide in.
The plan only got to the stage of trying, however, before his father called him over once again. Letting out a small sigh, he turned to find the rest of his family standing near the foyer entrance. They were clearly talking to someone who hadn’t made it in just yet, and so he did his best to hurry over without spilling any food. Anyone who was important enough for his father to greet at the door was not to be left waiting. 
He finally got to an angle where he could see the new arrival when he was barely a yard from his family, and found his brain freezing up at the site. A Kobaroian woman. The green and tusked alien woman had to be seven foot before you even added the horn, and she was built like a brick. Though she was wearing the greys of Alliance fashion the cut of her outfit still had that military efficiency that marked Kobaroic fashion, and complimented her muscular frame exceptionally well. The slow sway of her tail ensured the club on the end was just barely visible, an added reminder of how imposing Kobaroians were.
Before he knew what he was saying a word had escaped Johnathan’s mouth. And, unfortunately, that word was ‘mommy’.
 
-
 
Thankfully the Kobaroian guest had had no idea what Johnathan had said, her ears were good but too far away to hear him. His father and sister, however, had been in hearing range. 
The upside was that his father had let him retreat from the party a few moments later, after he’d been introduced to the guest of honour (an executive general in the Alliance’s corporate military system). The downside was that he was going to suffer some sort of horrid punishment. Which left him sitting in his room, texting his last will and testament to Pete, his main friend from high school.
[I still can’t believe you got to meet a Kobaroian woman... I’d have called her a lot more than just ‘mommy’,] Pete messaged.
[Can you turn off your horndogness for five minutes? My dad is going to kill me,] Johnathan wrote back, disappointed in his friend.
Not that he was surprised. They’d mostly only been friends as a survival strategy, having been the two least popular people in most of their classes. Sticking together had seemed like it offered some level of safety in numbers, even if Pete had frequently been unpleasant to be around. His horny and mildly sexist commentary had seemed better than lonely silence. 
The ability to walk away when they were communicating online made him somewhat more tolerable, but Johnathan still wished he could have better luck with friends.
[Just tell me, were her boobs at eye level?] Pete had replied.
Staring at the message for a few moments, Johnathan decided that, at the moment, lonely silence sounded better than dealing with Pete. He plunked his phone on his desk, laid down on his bed, and stared at the ceiling.
The minutes passed with agonizing dread as they crawled slowly past. As he lay there, he reasoned the odds of his father actually killing him were minimal. Unfortunately there were a lot of other forms of suffering that he could inflict. Would Johnathan be sent off to a generic business school, his dreams of becoming an artist dashed? Or maybe he’d have the mini-fridge and microwave removed from his room, forcing him to eat every meal with his parents. Maybe he’d be sent to a military academy, even worse than business school?
No. All of that was probably too mild. Well, apart from the military academy. The result was probably going to be worse. Maybe he was better off running away and joining a monastery or something?
... Were there any monasteries in Arizona?
If there weren’t, then what was the next best thing? He weighed the options for a moment, and came to the conclusion it was probably going to Vegas and joining one of those Elvis impersonator chapels.
He was not doing that. Wearing mutton chops for the rest of his life...
 
-
 
A few hours had passed from the initial incident (time Johnathan had used to grow more anxious) when there was a knock on his door. The party likely wasn’t over yet, but his father must have found an opportunity to slip away.
Swallowing his fear, Johnathan hurried over and opened his bedroom door. It was indeed his father standing outside, face mostly in shadow, but for a little light reaching over from the living area to reflect off his dark skin.
“May I come in, son?” he asked, though it wasn’t really a question.
There was no saying no to John Preston III.
So Johnathan opened the door the rest of the way, letting his father in with an ‘of course’. His father flicked the light on, then closed the door behind him. The silence was deafening as he nodded a few times, Johnathan feeling his heart in his throat.
His father then turned his gaze over to the desk, walking over to the sleek and dark wooden piece of furniture. A few sketchbooks sat on it, some of them having loose pages sticking out of them.
“How are these coming along, then?” the older man asked.
Johnathan found himself fiddling with some of his ear and hair for a moment. “They’re... they’re in progress?”
John Preston III picked one of them up, assessing the weight of it in his hand. “May I look through them? I’d like to see how you’re doing. If this gap year and the tutoring is really helping.”
“Er, well, that’s not my tutoring one... the nice one is for the professional portfolio stuff. There’s just doodles in there,” Johnathan said, cheeks going hot as he thought about exactly what sort of doodles they were.
“Doodles can still be informative,” his father said, opening the sketchbook, because of course he did.
There was no saying no to John Preston III.
He flipped through a few pages, nodding with the occasional ‘hmm’ or ‘mhm’. Johnathan felt his heart sink. There had to be something he could say to explain it. Some way to pull himself out of the pit of humiliation he was in.
“I want to draw superheroes. There’s lots of good references for muscular male superheroes, but female ones are harder to find, so I figured practice would help?”
Why had that turned into a question? Had that just been his nerves snapping at the end, pushing his pitch up?
“I see,” was all his father said at first.
It was nearly a full minute before his father finished flipping through the sketchbook. Being killed was starting to seem like a better outcome than how the night had actually turned out. Especially a clean execution.
“You never did manage to find a girlfriend during high school, did you?” his father asked, the question throwing Johnathan off.
“Uh... no? Never a proper—I... I tried to focus on school?”
That resulted in more paternal nodding. “You and that Peter boy... you weren’t...”
“Weren—no. No! Definitely not. Ew,” Johnathan said, face contorting in disgust. “He’s... If I was gay I hope I would have higher standards than Pete.”
“Mhm... well, I have to get back to my guests, but I must say, this evening has been... informative,” his father said, turning and leaving.
Johnathan blinked a few times, utterly unsure what to make of what had just happened. Had he escaped punishment? 
 
-
 
The next three days had passed in a tense sort of peace. Nothing seemed to happen, but Johnathan felt certain the other shoe would drop any minute. As such, he made extra effort to keep to his room whenever possible, only leaving to head to his private art tutoring.
Those short walks from his room down to the garage were like walking on eggshells. Especially when his efforts to get information out of the chauffeur, the maids, or the security goons went nowhere. He wasn’t sure if that was his father being secretive or if the staff had been sworn to keep him in the dark, but neither was a good sign.
On the fourth day there was another knock on his door. It was the firm and efficient knock of his father, causing Johnathan to scramble over, forgetting to pause his Yboy X game.
“Hello,” he squeaked as he opened the door.
His father did not look impressed by the strained smile he was offering. “That outfit is not very presentable. Put something nicer on.”
Johnathan blinked, before looking down at what he was wearing. It was a pair of track pants and a baggy hoodie, bearable thanks to the somewhat overzealous air conditioning. Not very presentable, regardless of how comfortable it was.
“Uh... one second,” he replied, before scrambling over to his wardrobe.
A couple minutes later he’d pulled on some socks, black jeans, and a somewhat too large button up shirt. He then opened the door again. The look on his father’s face did not seem thrilled, but the outfit seemed just barely acceptable.
“Come with me,” John Preston III said, turning and beginning to walk down the hallway.
Johnathan hurried after him, more than a little terrified.
“I’ve been too soft on you,” his father said, rendering his fear worse. “You’ve ended up rather... delicate as a result. It’s time that that changed. That you learn to man up. I’m not completely certain what to make of your taste in women, but I do believe it can be channeled into a more healthy outlet. Before it turns into anything else...”
“P—pardon?” Johnathan squeaked despite himself.
Pausing at the edge of the main living area, his father said: “There is nothing wrong with having an appreciation for powerful women if you can see yourself as at least her equal.”
Then he began walking again, heading towards the foyer. Confused, Johnathan hurried after his father, trying to work out what all of that might mean. It was simply too unexpected and out of left field for him to find any sort of toe hold of sense in it all, let alone the bigger picture.
At least until they rounded the corner to the foyer, and Johnathan found a woman waiting there, taking the place in. His heart skipped a beat as he found himself taking her in. She was easily 6ft, probably an inch or two taller, her undercut red hair was pulled back into a messy sort of bun, a few strands falling from her forehead in a way that guided the eyes towards her handsome face. Because she was handsome, with a charming smile. Oh, but there was more than her fact to admire. The red t-shirt she wore showed off an impressively muscled physique as well as arms covered in tattoos that screamed a sort of ‘bad girl’ style that Johnathan had never seen up close.
The feelings in his knees at seeing her were helping him to understand the term ‘swooning’.
“Nice place you’ve got here, Mr. Preston,” she said, in a gorgeously Australian accent. “Uh... Mr. Preston III? Am I supposed to say that bit every time?”
“Apologies for the wait, Ms. Xanthopolous. And there’s no need, ‘Mr. Preston’ works fine for myself, while ‘Master Preston’ works for my son... Johnathan, I would like you to meet Grace Xanthopolous, your new personal trainer.”
Part 2
 
 
It took Johnathan a moment to process what his father had just said. Being told he was about to spend a significant amount of time with a tall and muscular woman was not the punishment he’d been dreading. Really, it was about as far from those fears as he could imagine. 
“Well, good to meet ya, Johnathan Preston IV,” Ms. Xanthopolous said, all smiles and sun-kissed Australian perfection.
“Y-yes. Yep. Good to meet you as well,” he said, stumbling through the effort to reply. “My, um, my friends call me Johnny.” 
He then winced, realising that probably sounded horribly immature to this stunning properly adult woman, and so attempted a save. “Childhood friends, though. Obviously it’s a bit cutesy, and so Johnathan is probably better.”
The slow nod from Ms. Xanthopolous told him he’d just dug himself deeper in a hole in his attempt to recover. What a nightmare.
“Yes, well, he’s still a bit young and learning to make better first impressions,” Johnathan’s father said, serving as a reminder that Johnathan hadn’t just made a fool of himself in front a beautiful woman, but also his father. “But I’m still sure you two will get to know each other quite closely.”
The implication to his father’s words left Johnathan happy that blushes didn’t show up very well on his cheeks. Any sort of physical proximity to such a beautiful woman was slightly mind boggling to him. She was so totally out of his league.
“Quite clo—” Ms. Xanthopolous began to mumble, before her eyes flashed with some sort of a realisation. “Right. Yes. Close. With your... son. Yes... haha, well, we should head off to see the gym. Why don’t you show me the way, Johnny?”
Not quite certain what to make of the woman’s shift in tone, Johnathan tried to reply all the same. “Uh, sure. Yeah. This way. It’s in the basement.”
With a small gesture, he led the way. Only to stop after about five feet as he realised Ms. Xanthopolous had paused to toe her shoes off. It wasn’t much of a delay, but it was a slightly unexpected lurch that left him feeling even more self conscious about the impression he was giving. 
Hoping there would be no more surprises, he led the way to a doorway in the dark concrete walls that one could easily mistake for a closet. It opened onto a stairwell heading into the basement, the stairs themselves being planks of high strength glass extending out of a wall, no railing to speak of as they moved down a level. Because safety wasn’t chic. The basement hallway was lit with soft and warm indirect lighting that did its very best to not feel clinically sterile despite every surface being concrete or glass.
As they walked, Johnathan pointed out what the other rooms they were passing were. Not that there was too much need, windows letting them look in on the full sized swimming pool on one side and the garage displaying a number of rare cars on the other. The loading bay and employee kitchen areas were a bit more walled off, though he was pretty sure they weren’t very interesting. At least until Ms. Xanthopolous spoke up.
“How many employees do you guys have, to need a whole area for ‘em?”
“Uh... I’m not sure the exact number. There’s a couple of maids and a gardiner... then, I think, like, ten security guards?” Johnathan replied. “Dad handles a lot of classified top secret sort of stuff for the military, which means his office needs to be kept under 24hr watch.”
She nodded once or twice. “Where is—like, so I don’t get in trouble if I go for a walk, where’s his office?”
It was funny, for a second it looked like she’d winced... that was probably just her realising the question could potentially seem suspicious. It was fair, though. The guards were such sticklers they chased Johnathan off when his father was on a call. Even though the office was sound proofed.
“It’s an out-building, though you can get to it down that hallway over there. Left leads to the office, and is covered in cameras. Right leads to the guest house,” he explained. “Anyway, this is the gym here. We’ve probably got everything you could need?”
As he said it he opened the door to a well lit room. The walls were either white or covered in mirrors (which he hated), the floor and ceiling covered in wood panelling. There was a weight rack, a treadmill, a stationary bike, and some other machines that Johnathan knew nothing about. Maybe the one was a rowing machine? There were also three doors on one wall: a sauna, a small changing room, and a secondary hallway to connect to the pool.
“Wooo... yeah. This gym is a beaut,” Ms. Xanthopolous said, eyes almost sparkling. “All this stuff and there’s room for yoga. Ace.”
Watching the confident grin on her face, Johnathan did have to admit he was a bit surprised how much he was liking her accent. It was just so charming and friendly.
“So, do you have some gym clothes then, Johnny?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. 
“Um, upstairs in my room,” he mumbled. “And... and I should probably go by Johnathan. I’m too old for a cutesy nickname.”
“Nothing wrong with cute,” she said with a shrug. “If you want to be cute, be cute. I happen to support cute.”
A rather undignified noise escaped him at that combination of words. He simply hadn’t been ready for something like that... no one had said anything like that to him since he was a kid. Maybe a tween. Everything had been all ‘man up’ and ‘be like his father’. It had all seemed like too fast of a push towards manhood to him. He missed his childhood, and being allowed to be soft (at least around his mother and sister).
Apparently the effect of her accidental strike against his attempts to be a man surprised Ms. Xantho—Grace. If she was going to call him Johnny then he was going to call her Grace. His father had said he should try to be her equal, right? But, either way, his reaction seemed to cause her to raise an eyebrow.
“Well, let’s go, Johnny,” Grace said. “Up to your room to grab some workout gear and swim trunks. We’ll see what you know and I’ll teach you what you don’t.”
“Um, well... I don’t actually have any swim trunks,” he mumbled, feeling self conscious.
“Ya don’t? With a pool like that in your house?” Grace asked, though something about her tone seemed... odd.
He wasn’t sure how, but it seemed a little less surprised and a little more amused than he’d expected.
“I’m not... I’m not exactly in great shape. So I’m not much to look at and I get self conscious going about shirtless,” he said. “I... I’d like to be in better shape. A guy is supposed to bulk up, but... I’m shy and jocks eat shy guys up at the gym, so I’ve never really gotten around to it.”
“Mhm,” Grace said, nodding to herself. “Well, it’s a good thing your old man hired me then, isn’t it? C’mon, let’s get you into some gym clothes and I’ll start ya from the basics.”
Feeling somewhat reassured by the lack of disappointment in Grace’s voice, Johnathan led them back up to the main level, and then up again to the hallway over to the bedrooms. As they went, Grace muttered about the size of the place, which was completely fair. The main reason they escaped the ‘useless rooms’ syndrome that hit the other well-to-do homes Johnathan had visited was because his father had decided to simply have fewer but larger rooms instead. Which did make all the rooms feel a bit lonely, but maybe that was better than having a dedicated foosball room that simply collected dust. The last time he’d visited Pete’s place, they’d found a room that Pete had completely forgotten existed, which seemed absurd.
Grace agreed to wait outside his bedroom as he went in and changed. It took a bit of fishing about to find some reasonably close fitting track pants, and about as long to find a t-shirt to match. The struggles of having always preferred loose clothing. Still, he was changed and ready to go a few minutes later, though Grace had apparently gotten bored and wandered off down the rest of the hall while he’d been at it.
“It’s just my parent’s room down that way,” he said, causing her to jump slightly at his voice.
“Sorry, sorry. I just got a little bored,” she said with a slightly strained smile as she turned back around. “I’ve never been in a place this posh before. Wanted to see a little more of it.”
“The security guards are going to love having you around,” Johnathan mumbled. “Well, let’s head down, so I can embarrass myself.”
“Don’t worry. It’s the first day, so we’re mostly going to keep things simple,” Grace replied in her consistently casual and friendly tone.
Though her tone also had that confident swagger that, combined with her tattoos, gave her a bad girl sort of vibe. It all left Johnathan with some questions.
“You know, you don’t really seem like a personal trainer... at least not the ones I’ve seen in movies or tv shows,” he said as they made their way back to the living room.
“Oh?” she asked.
“They usually seem more, like... preppy, I guess? Instead of... y’know,” he said and gestured towards her tattoos on her arms and neck.
“Ah. Yeah. That’s fair. I was actually plannin’ to be an MMA fighter. Then I had a bad match out of my weight class and skill level, and messed up my hearing with a bloody nasty blow to the ear,” she explained, pointing towards her ear and turning to let him realise she had a hearing aid in place. It was sleek and modern, which explained how he missed it before. “Botched my career plans, since they didn’t want me in the ring with the hearing aid or without my hearing right. So I settled for somethin’ else I knew.”
“Oh... I’m... I’m sorry,” he offered, feeling like he’d picked at something he shouldn’t have.
“Nah, it’s all good. That was a couple years back and I’m making more money than I had been then,” she replied with a grin. Now, let’s worry about you.”
 
-
 
The ‘warm up’ proved more brutal than Johnathan had been ready for. He felt exhausted and in need of some water by the end of it. Amazingly, though, Grace didn’t seem disappointed even though there was barely any sweat on her well muscled and tattooed arms. 
“I’m worse than I thought,” he mumbled, after taking a drink.
“Warm ups are just like that. I maybe pushed you a little too hard, but you have to wake your muscles up,” Grace replied in a simple tone. “Now, let’s show you some techniques. You need proper form so you don’t hurt yourself.”
“We’re starting light, aren’t we?” Johnathan asked, feeling a little nervous.
“We’ll start without weights for the most part. Still, there’s a risk of hurting yourself, though. Up north, I’ve seen someone slip on ice, and pull a muscle from flailing to keep their balance without even falling,” she explained. “Muscles are strong enough to hurt themselves without any help.”
Feeling slightly embarrassed, he decided it was best not to question her methods. No matter how awkward it felt to run through the motions without anything in his hands. Or how weak he was sure it made him seem. It was better to build steadily than to hurt yourself, after all. Even if that meant looking like a dork in front of a beautiful woman... doing something wrong and injuring himself would be even more embarrassing. Probably.
Plus, there was only so much he could complain about Grace’s soft instructions said in her wonderfully attractive accent. However, things did get slightly awkward when he was working on a squatting technique, following her lead, only to get a soft whisper of ‘good girl’ when he got the motions right.
“Mrgh—weh... Wh-what was that!?” he squeaked.
Grace managed to look embarrassed herself. “Sorry. Sorry. I basically only have female clients normally, so it just sort of slipped out.”
Nodding, Johnathan found himself utterly confused about how the words had felt. There had been a clear assertion of dominance to it that was wildly attractive. That was something he’d accepted about himself years ago. The secondary effects, however, were far more complicated. It seemed to give him some of that bubbliness that being told ‘cute is good’ had done, but there was also the somewhat ugly reminder that he was a guy. So the words had been wrong.
“Using that as a, um, stopping point,” Grace said, pushing a smile onto her face. “Maybe we should use this as a moment to discuss your goals? You and your father have both mentioned bulking up, but, did you have a specific end point in mind?”
“Uhhh... I’m not sure? Something that counts as ‘muscular’ was about as far as I got?” he replied, feeling self conscious about his lack of clarity... masculine body types had always just sort of existed. None of them really spoke to him.
Probably because he was straight, right?
“Just, like,” he started, not fully sure if what he was going to say made send, “the fully A to Zee of workouts until I start looking good?”
Grace stared at him. “A to C? Is that some sort of Arizona expressi—wait. Z. A to Z. Not A to C. That makes more sense. There’s, um, a lot of different muscle groups you can work, but we can do general full body fitness. It would be good to get you swimming for that, though.”
The face of defeat that flicked across his face was involuntary. 
“Right. Right. We’ll put that off for now. Until you have a chest you like...” Grace said. “I also want to ask, are you in a hurry?”
“A... hurry?” Johnathan asked, tilting his head a little. “Of course I’m in a hurry? It takes ages to bulk up, doesn’t it?”
“It can... well, since you’re not about to enter any professional sports, how d’ya feel about boosting your performance a little?”
“P-pardon?”
Grace shrugged, as if she hadn’t just proposed something wildly out of left field. “Well, older steroids were a bit unreliable, but now we’ve got alien stuff flowing onto the market, if you know where to shop. They’re much safer, and you can balance out any remaining side effects with some other hormones.”
“What... what sort of side effects?” Johnathan asked, feeling mildly concerned.
“Well, y’know. Stuff a bit like what testosterone does. Some risk of balding, extra body hair, oilier skin,” Grace explained, every word filling Johnathan with dread. 
It sounded like a nightmare scenario, really. He didn’t want to build muscle by ending up like... that. It was like everything he’d hated about puberty being thrown at him a second time. Hadn’t he been forced through enough?
“Don’t worry, though. We can counter those things with a little bit of oestrogen, and it’ll all even out,” Grace said with a casual shrug. “Probably a bit of a higher dose to keep your face all K-Pop pretty boy, but it would be totally doable.”
“K-Pop. Pretty. Boy,” Johnathan mumbled, having never actually been called that before. He wasn’t sure if he was supposed to like it or not.
“Yeah. Everyone loves pretty boys these days. You’re going to want to lean into that, even if you bulk up.”
“I... you’re sure all that would be safe?” he mumbled, feeling intimidated even though being called a ‘pretty boy’ as a compliment was doing something to make him all bubbly feeling. “Can a guy even take estrogen? Doesn’t that make women women?”
“Totally. That alien stuff is ace. And it’s just a bit of oestrogen. Everyone’s bodies have a little bit, just like everyone’s got a little testosterone. I forget the exact amounts, but I’ve got a friend who knows what she’s talking about. She can handle all the doses.”
“Um... well... I’ll think about it,” Johnathan mumbled, feeling more than a little overwhelmed. Was it really fine for a guy to be taking a bit of estrogen? Did his body actually produce some already?
“Fair. Right fair. I kind of sprung it on ya,” Grace said, looking slightly self conscious. “Well, c’mon, I’ll run you through some cool down stretches now.”
Johnathan nodded, but he couldn’t help but feel like he’d done something to disappoint her. As they ran through the cool down, he decided that he was going to agree... but not until next time. Otherwise he might seem a little flaky instead of thoughtful. While decisive was better than thoughtful, thoughtful was better than flaky.
Right?
 
Part 3
 
 
Taking a break from doing studies (or, more accurately, slacking off from doing them), Johnathan had booted up his Yboy to play a few rounds of Call of Honor with Pete and a couple of other friends from high school. As usual, he wasn’t doing great, not being as dedicated to the ‘craft’ as the others. They all mostly planned to coast by on their families’ fortunes, slacking at the various business degrees they were getting. So they spent many hours a week playing, while he did make some efforts to improve his portfolio to get into the California School of Art. Most nights, at least.
“You’re doing worse than usual, Johnny,” Andy announced over their voice chat.
“Yeah, yeah. I can see my score too,” he mumbled in reply.
“Seriously, though... is something up?” Pete asked. “You seem a bit distracted. Did you finally find out your prison sentence for drooling over that orc-icorn chick?”
“Kobaroian,” Johnathan hissed. “It’s not polite to call them orcs. Or orc-icorns. Or any of those other things...”
“Whatever. So, what happened?” Pete asked.
“Yeah, tell us, Johnny-boy,” Steve added.
“I... um... I didn’t get punished,” Johnathan mumbled. “My dad, uh—hey! C’mon, Andy! Don’t snipe me while I’m telling a story!”
“Don’t walk in front of my scope.”
Grumbling under his breath for a few seconds while he waited to respawn, Johnathan then continued his explanation (and kept his character hidden behind a rock). “Anyway... my dad hired a personal trainer for me. Who’s, um, a woman. And, like... 6ft2, at least? Definitely a couple inches taller than me.”
“How old is she?”
“Is she hot?”
“Uh... I’d guess, like, 20-something? And... well, yes. She’s pretty ripped, with tattoos and an undercut,” Johnathan mumbled, feeling his cheeks grow hot.
“Have you slept with her yet?” Pete asked.
Choking in shock, Johnathan then spluttered, “What!? Pete! I just met her today?”
“What? She’s a hot twenty something who got hired to spend a lot of time with a billionaire’s son,” Pete replied. “Your dad definitely hired her to sleep with you, and she’s probably just hoping she can get pregnant to get some child support and be set for life.”
“... you’re a weirdo sometimes, Pete,” Johnathan replied.
“He’s a bit crass, but he’s got a point,” Andy said, while also getting a kill on Pete. “I’ll bet she’s aiming for trophy wife.”
“I really don’t think she’s like that,” Johnathan mumbled, feeling a bit ganged up on.
“Wait, when you say ‘undercut’,” Steve asked, “do you mean ‘long hair with one side shaved’ or ‘short hair, with both sides shaved’?”
“Uh, the latter.”
“Mhm,” Steve replied. “Yeah. Muscles, tattoos, and short hair. I don’t think she’s going to sleep with him. Sounds like a lesbian to me.”
“You can’t just say a woman’s a lesbian because she has short hair,” Johnathan protested. “Anyway, let’s change the subject before you idiots say anything else rude about a woman you’ve never even met.”
“Fine, but we want pictures,” Pete said.
“You’re not getting any,” Johnathan countered.
Why was he friends with these guys anyway?
 
-
 
After art tutoring in the morning, Johnathan found himself nervously waiting for the start of his next personal training session. Mostly because of what he was about to agree to, but also because he was excited to see Grace again.
While he disagreed with Pete and Andy insisting he should sleep with her as soon as possible, that didn’t mean he was in denial about having a bit of a crush. After all, she was roughly 100% his type. It was fairly rare to find girls who were taller than him, and even rarer to get ones who were so gorgeously... athletic. It really felt like Grace was a sort of a once in a lifetime encounter, and he did hope he wasn’t messing things up too much.
And, sure, she obviously wasn’t just going to sleep with him for his money, but that probably bought him a bit of grace when it came to flubs.
Err. Bought him a bit of leniency. That was a better wording to use. 
Anyway. He still needed to work on making a better impression, so he made sure he was dressed and ready before she arrived. Unfortunately he’d been a little over excited and had ended up being done getting ready a full half an hour before she arrived. Which meant he was left puttering around the living room, trying to do some stretches in preparation.
The maid who walked past while he was trying to balance to stretch out his leg seemed rather surprised. Whether it was because he was willingly out of his bedroom or because he was wobbling on one foot, he wasn’t sure.
Either way, he was very glad that the doorbell rang as she was watching him from the corner of her eyes. Scrambling over, he opened the door to find Grace, sleek and multicoloured sporty sunglasses over her eyes and a warm smile on her face.
“Well, you’re peppy today,” she said as he let her in.
“Trying to build good habits and all that,” he offered, while feeling like he was flubbing things.
It was hard to be smooth or charismatic when he was... himself. How did other guys manage to feel confident when they were trying to be worthy of women? The gap between the sexes was such a massive gulf.
Pushing those thoughts to the side for the moment, he led her down towards the gym again, while noticing she had a duffel bag this time. The contents were left a mystery to him as they made their way to the gym, though he had a guess for at least two things that might be in there.
If he was right then it was quite fair to keep hush-hush about them. At least until they had a closed door between them anyone who might be eavesdropping. Still, it made his heart beat in his throat for those last few steps to the sanctuary of privacy. 
Aiming for chivalry, he held the door open for Grace as they entered, which seemed to amuse her. Hopefully in a charming sort of way.
“So, are the—uh, supplements in there?” he mumbled.
“Mhm, yeah. Got some Kobaroic boosters in here and then a little estrogen to shave off the effects,” Grace replied. “Of course, my friend who worked out the doses wants me to make sure you read up on everything and know what it’ll do and any side effects it might have. She said informed consent is key.”
“Oh, uh,” Johnathan began, realising that it kind of made him seem incompetent if he admitted he hadn’t actually read anything. What had been the point of delaying his agreement if he hadn’t used the time to grow informed?
Well, there was nothing for it, if he wanted to avoid disappointing Grace.
“Definitely. Got a good idea of everything,” he lied.
“Good. Because she gave me this whole long list of stuff to go over if ya hadn’t and I really wasn’t looking forward to that,” she replied, letting out a sigh of relief. “So, yeah. Two estrogen pills and one Kobaroic steroid tablet with a meal once a day to start.”
Johnathan nodded as she handed him two small bottles, each looking like they could be vitamins or something. It was very professional and made him wonder just how above board the suppliers were. Surely something like that took quality control that you just didn’t get on the black market? But, on the other hand, it didn’t look like actual prescriptions...
Also, though, having the estrogen in his hands felt exciting. He wasn’t quite sure why, but there was just something about it that was exhilarating.
“Now, then, I will say that ya shouldn’t expect instant results, even with those. Depending on how bulked up you’re aimin’ for, it’ll likely take you months. More if you’re wanting to learn how to fight,” Grace said.
“... Fight?” Johnathan asked.
“Well, I do still do MMA practice. Just not allowed to go pro anymore,” she explained. “Once you’re in a bit better shape I can probably teach ya a bit.”
“That... that sounds very cool,” he mumbled.
“Something to look ahead to, then. Let’s run you through your first proper work out.”
 
-
 
Proper workout was indeed the term for it. Johnathan’s muscles felt like jelly by the end of it, and he was glad they were going to switch workout types each day. There was no way he’d be able to do that two days in a row.
 
-
 
That night, after having had a high protein microwavable meal bowl, he then grabbed a glass of water and then the pills. Staring down at the tiny little blue estrogen pills, it felt like a strangely momentous occasion for what was, really the secondary element of the medications he was taking.
He supposed there was a small chance they might help him feel more in tune with his feminine side? And then... be more confident, maybe? Since women were so much better, and all that. Being more like a woman would obviously have lots of benefits.
For a moment he debated taking a third pill, but he reasoned that there was probably a reason for the starting dose and he should just follow the instructions.
 
-
 
Matters began to grow more routine from that day. It was no longer about first impressions, so Johnathan began to feel less nervous while spending time with Grace. Sure, he was still somewhat flustered, but after about two weeks of workouts, he was reasonably certain he’d managed to embarrass himself as much as he could manage.
Plus, he really was feeling more confident. Maybe it was just a placebo effect of thinking the estrogen might help, but he was starting to actually feel comfortable looking in the mirror. It was odd, but his face was just starting to seem... almost softer?
There wasn’t any visible change in his muscles yet, but he was definitely feeling lots of soreness, and, well, the old saying went ‘no pain, no gain’, so he was sure he’d have some gain soon. Especially around his chest, that seemed the most sensitive.
Another change was that Grace’s occasional slip of the tongue, saying ‘good girl’ once again from time to time, somehow seemed to have more positive effect?
That was very odd, but he decided it was probably best just to not question it. Some things were best just left ignored. Like that time when he was six and wanted to dress as a fairy princess for Halloween... wait, why was he thinking about that again? Hadn’t he thoroughly repressed the memories of the outcome of that mistake?
Apparently there were downsides to taking estrogen, it making him remember those sorts of things. 
“You seem to be standing up straighter,” his father said one day, just after Grace had left. “There’s a good fire behind your eyes as well. I knew this would help you build the confidence you need to man up.”
Johnathan felt his mouth twitch slightly at the comment. Still, he was good at ignoring his feelings, so he gave a small nod. “Yep. Everything’s coming along well.”
“I will take it that you and Ms. Xanthopolous are getting along, then?” his father asked, still stood with a poise and authority that left Johnathan wanting to slink away.
“Oh, um... I think so? We’re mostly just talking about workout stuff and fitness, though. I’m usually a bit too tired at the end to bring anything else up,” he offered, feeling slightly embarrassed.
“Mhm,” his father replied with a small nod. “Perhaps you should try to plan some less formal time together.”
With that, John Preston III turned and left, moving with the sort of purpose he had in everything. The man was simply a force of nature that Johnathan couldn’t stand up against. Even if the ‘suggestion’ (read: instruction) sounded like he was being told to ask Grace out on a date, which was a level of confidence he hadn’t quite reached yet... Saying no to his father was also something he didn’t have the confidence to do just yet, however.
He was pretty sure he feared his father more than Grace, though.
 
-
 
The next day, Grace arrived with a mischievous sort of sparkle in her eyes. It left Johnathan even more nervous than he already was, due to the push from his father. Today was just supposed to be a yoga and flexibility day... that didn’t seem like the sort of thing that would fill her with mischievous energy.
“What’s... what’s up?” he asked.
“It’s a nice day out. Only a high of 26—er, 80? About that. We should do our yoga out on the veranda,” she replied. “Go down and get a yoga mat, then grab some sunglasses that’ll stay on. It is bright.”
“Um... ok,” he replied with a small nod, hurrying off to do as he was told.
Finding a yoga mat wasn’t hard. The gym was well organized. Sunglasses, though... the ones he usually wore were not designed for physical activity. They were haute couture designer things his mother had gotten him one time. They were cool, but they were for the sort of passive cool where one acted aloof of everything. And, therefore, didn’t move much.
Luckily a bit of digging helped him find the pair he’d gotten for going skiing a few years back, before he’d found out just how tiring skiing could be. 
He then hurried back, to find Grace exploring the patio. It seemed like she was trying to study every inch of it, which seemed a little odd.
“Did you lose something?” he asked, feeling a bit less self conscious with both of them wearing semi-mirrored sunglasses, so there was no risk of accidental eye contact.
“Oh, nah. Just studyin’ the feng shui feels... need to make sure we can find a place properly zen for our yoga session,” she replied, continuing to explore the extensive wrap around patio. “... Strewth. You guys have a whole second pool up here.”
“Yeah, it’s sort of tucked around the back for privacy,” he replied.
Grace nodded, then continued to explore. As she did so she muttered something about ‘rich people’, which he had no argument against. Two pools did feel excessive. Especially with how little anyone used either of them.
Rounding another corner of the sprawling house, Grace seemed to get a bit distracted by spotting the outbuilding where his father’s office was. Probably because there were a few guards patrolling around it at the moment, since his dad was in a teleconference all day today.
“Some of those security boys are cute, but they get upset if you stare too much. I know from experience,” a feminine voice said, causing both Johnathan and Grace to turn around...
To spot Tecla Preston laying on a patio chair in only a bandeau bikini that showed off the fact that being in her mid forties and a mother of two had yet to overcome the combined powers of her having a personal trainer, a dietitian, and amazing Colombian supermodel genetics. Though she had started limiting how much time she spent out sunbathing like this lately.
“Mom,” Johnathan grumbled, annoyed to hear about his mother’s interest in any men (though, at least it wasn’t about his dad specifically).
“M—Mrs. Preston,” Grace stammered, and, when he glanced at her, Johnathan swore she was blushing slightly. “Sorry. We didn’t mean to intrude. I just thought it was a nice day to do yoga outside—we were just looking for the best spot. We’ll, uh... we’ll keep movin’.”
“Fair enough. Half fun, you two,” Tecla said, laying back down to soak up more rays.
As the pair left towards a more private stretch of patio, Johnathan did have to wonder about that blush. Was Grace worried about her own femininity compared to his mother’s more conventional looks? 
Maybe that made it the best moment to propose the date. Help give her a confidence pick-me-up?
Ok, so it could maybe also seem like praying on a moment of weakness, but he didn’t like thinking about it that way. It was meant as friendly reassurance.
“Are you free this evening?” he asked.
Grace paused and blinked, before turning to him. “Pardon?”
“For dinner or something?”
“Is—are you askin’ me out on a date?” she asked.
“Uhh... maybe? It can also just be platonic,” he mumbled. “Just... I don’t get many chances to hang out with someone as cool as you, so...”
A soft smile spread across Grace’s face. “Well, I’m a little busy this weekend, but I can probably do Monday?”
“Oh! Yes. That works. I’m free any evening,” Johnathan replied, nodding enthusiastically.
“Sounds good, then,” Grace said, laying her yoga mat down. “We’ll look out to the west from here. Best view.”
“Huh. That’s west? I’m not that good at directions,” he said, laying his own mat down and realising they could still just sort of see his dad’s office building.
“Ah, yeah. I have lots of practice knowing which way is—uh, any direction. Lots of hiking in the Outback. Yeah,” she replied, though it seemed like there was more to it than that.
Clearly he did need to get to know her better. There was lots to learn.
 
Part 4
 
 
Monday evening was upon him at last. Which meant Johnathan was doing his best not to hyperventilate. Even if Grace had said things were still platonic he knew his father didn’t want that and... well, maybe the dinner was still a step towards them moving on towards something vaguely romantic?
To try to make a good impression, he’d invited Grace to the country club that his family owned, not far from Flagstaff (convenient, since that was where Grace was living). Of course, that then meant that the staff would probably be reporting back to his father on how things went, but it was a small price to pay for the quality of food they’d get. He had it on good authority that their club had the best food in Northern Arizona. 
Riding in the back of the car as the chauffeur drove him over, Johnathan tried to practice some conversation tips. Going by the face the driver was making as he said them they weren’t very good, though. So he decided to give up and just play things natural, hoping that wouldn’t go too poorly.
“She already knows you, Johnny,” the driver said, as they pulled into the club. “You don’t have to worry so much.”
“I guess,” he mumbled as they parked. “Well... thanks for the support.”
It was then a short walk through the surprisingly brisk evening air from the parking spot to the entrance of the club. He felt slightly strangled by his tie, and wondered if he’d done it up too tight. Stepping into the foyer, a staff member greeted him and he offered a small nod while fiddling with the tie. How loose was too loose? That was something he should have run past Carlos, the family stylist, at some point. Tonight was not the night for it, though. The man wasn’t exactly on call. He had loads of other clients.
As such, Johnathan had nothing better to do that stress over minutiae for a few minutes until Grace walked into view. She was wearing a well tailored three-piece suit that hugged her muscular frame just enough to leave Johnathan’s jaw on the floor and his cheeks so hot he was sure that the blush had to be visible. 
“Evenin’,” she said with a small smile.
Johnathan nodded for a few moments, before remembering humans were supposed to speak during conversations. “Evening. Yes. Good evening. How are you? You look good. Amazing really.”
Smiling, Grace tapped him on the nose with her finger. “Thank you. You look cute yourself.”
“Mhmph... th—thanks,” he mumbled, taking another moment to catch his breath. “The, um... the private room is this way.”
“Oooh. Fancy,” Grace replied, following him along wood panelled walls that managed to look Victorian despite the buildings only dating to the 1960s.
They mostly avoided the attention of other guests. It wasn’t a place Johnathan went very often, so fairly few people were likely to recognise him. Unlike his father or grandfather. Especially the latter, John J. Preston II basically lived at the club most days. Today wasn’t one of the days he was around, though, which was a relief for Johnathan.
Well, not physically around. The private Preston room had the various photographs of patriarchs of the family on display inside it. Joseph Preston and then Johns I through III. Johnathan vaguely hoped his sister would manage to take over the family business enough that he’d never have to pose for one of those stuffy photos and be stared at by future generations. 
“Huh,” Grace said, her eyes lingering on Johnathan’s great grandfather and great great grandfather. “They’re...”
“White?” Johnathan offered.
“Um... I was lookin’ for a better way to word it, but... yeah,” she replied, looking a bit bashful.
“Mhm. The family was. Great grandpa John I married a Cuban beauty queen, and it then turned out she was the lightest person in her family, so grandpa John II ended up looking quite... Latin. He also grew up to be a bit of a hippy, which didn’t reflect well on a family in the arms business, so he got shipped off to London for a bit. While he was there he met a supermodel... of Ethiopian descent. Then, well, you’ve seen my mom.”
That got a strong nod from Grace, which reminded Johnathan just how much of his mother Grace had seen.
“So, a mum and a gran that are supermodels. No surprise you turned out as cute as you did,” she said with a charming grin. 
Was that flirting? It felt like flirting.
Though, also not like something you’d say to a guy?
Confused about how to respond, Johnathan decided to instead take the lead by sitting down. Grace followed, taking the seat across from him at the table and grabbing one of the menus set out. Already knowing what he was going to order (he’d found his favourite ages ago) he used the moment to try to stealthily watch Grace as she looked over the menu. Her expressions proved slightly odd as she studied it more intently than he’d expected. At a few points she mumbles something under her breath, before finally speaking up loud enough for him to hear.
“Kind of limited for vegetarian options,” she said quietly.
“Oh. You’re... you’re vegetarian?” he replied, feeling surprised. 
She was just so... muscular. Surely that took a lot of protein.
“Yeah, yeah. That’s me. Lots of protein supplements,” she replied, apparently reading the surprise on his face. “Very... strict about it, too. No gelatin... or rennet cheeses, I think... I’ve heard arguments either way on those.”
“Rennet... cheeses?” he asked, having never heard about that.
“They use a bit of the animal’s... uh, I think it’s the stomach? Something like that. There’s chemicals there that help with making cheese. Ya can do plant based options too, but... rennet is the traditional one for a lot a’ cheeses,” she explained. “D’ya think I could get a salad with some extra hard-boiled eggs?”
“You can get anything we have ingredients for,” Johnathan replied, while feeling slightly disturbed by the concept of stomach bits being used to make cheese. 
Using organs in food just seemed so gross to him. Even if his mother and grandmother both said that it was a very American squeamishness.
“Ace. I’ll do that, then,” Grace replied, setting her menu down. “Uh... when’ll a waiter come by to check on us?”
“Right about... now,” Johnathan said as the door opened.
The room had video only security cameras, a waiter on the ready as soon as they put their menus down. Only for Johnathan to realise he didn’t want to do his usual turkey club order in front of Grace if she was vegetarian. Panicking, he decided to ask for the tomato soup with a side of garlic bread instead (the first two vegetarian items to enter his brain). The waiter raised an eyebrow at the unusual order for him, but said nothing.
“You... you don’t have to eat veggie just because I’m eating veggie,” Grace said, making him feel slightly embarrassed. 
“It just... it felt rude? But, good to know in future,” he replied.
Having already flubbed things slightly, he decided to try to play it safe and just ask her how her business was going. It surprised him to learn she’d only just moved to Flagstaff a couple weeks before being hired by his father. The rest of her customer base was still a bit thin, but a Preston family pay-cheque went a long way. She also saved some money by doing home visits and not needing a studio.
The vague generalities of business lasted them until the food arrived. Then, as soon as the waiter had left, Grace jumped in with a question she’d apparently been struggling to hold back.
“So, like, is there a Moon base or a Mars base?”
Blinking, Johnathan found himself awkwardly frozen, spoon in hand. “Uhh...”
“Oh. That’s too classified, isn’t it? Sorry. I just had to know,” she mumbled.
“No. No. It’s... that’s fine. It just surprised me. Anyway, I don’t have access to anything top secret, and dad’s pretty good at being tight lipped, but some of his guests chat a bit when they’re drunk and... as far as I understand it what happened was the Corporate Alliance folks contacted the US after the moon landing and offered various benefits if Washington signed over leasing rights to the rest of the solar system and stopped sending people out there. So, yeah. What you see for space travel is really the maximum we’ve done. The big press releases a couple years back were most of the truth.”
“Huh. That’s a bit disappointing,” Grace muttered, poking at her salad. “Well... do you think I’ll get to meet any aliens, working with your family? That would be great bragging rights.”
“Ah... Probably. Especially if you stick around during the evening when dad has business partners over. Some of those are aliens,” Johnathan replied. “Just... don’t be embarrassing in front of them. The Corporate Alliance doesn’t care about that Empress Svetlana woman and, if anything, use that whole monarchy junk as a reason to think we humans need to be reminded how primitive we are. So it’s all very ‘yes sir, thank you ma’am, I’m honored your grace’.”
“Huh. Surprised to hear rich Yanks can manage that... uh, no offence to you. But, your dad and guys like him...” Grace said.
“Oh, yeah. They hate it. Part of why dad is so successful lately is he got used to putting on that sort of fake politeness when he was younger, while the White guys he competes with very much aren’t,” Johnathan replied.
“And, speakin’ of the family business: is that what you plan t’ do with yourself?” Grace asked, after swallowing a mouthful of salad.
“Oh. No. Not if I can avoid it. Especially when you think about what the family business really is... designing and selling all sorts of terrifying ways to murder people,” Johnathan said, shivering slightly. It seemed the answer was a relief to Grace. “I’ll stick to art, thank you very much.”
“You do art?” Grace asked. “Could I see some?”
The question left Johnathan feeling a bit flushed. “Er... I guess? It’s all back at home, but... tomorrow, after the workout, maybe?”
“That sounds nice.”
 
-
 
The rest of the dinner conversation was similarly vague nothings. Now and again Grace showed a bit of curiosity in Johnathan’s father’s business and schedule, and a little about his sister. That might have been a bit odd if she hadn’t also asked plenty about his mother, proving she was just curious about the family in general. In fact, Tecla Preston may have been her main focus, as she dropped a few offers to take over his mother’s personal training. The offer was also made for Judith, though she was home rather less often.
Other than that, it was mostly simply an enjoyable bit of time spent with someone who wasn’t family or Johnathan’s rather trash high school friends. Sure, from time to time he’d remember how gorgeous Grace was, especially in a suit, and feel frazzled for a few minutes, but she was generally good at being relaxed and pleasant to spend time with. To the point he wanted to do it more... hopefully in less formal surroundings. This was the good first impression. He hoped they could just hang out and grab cheap comfort food in future.
 
-
 
Coming home from another art lesson (his tutor insisting he was guaranteed to get into Cali-Arts on the next application date), Johnathan hurried towards his room. Not only did he want to get changed to be ready for his workouts, but he also wanted to get his sketchbooks in order. The most artsy and proper one on top. The most self indulgent one hidden in his closet.
The offending book was freshly stashed away when a knock on the door surprised him. Hurrying over to the door, he knew it wasn’t his father (the knock was too soft and polite for that) but couldn’t guess who it might be or what they wanted. Finding Maria (one of the maids he knew a bit better) in the hallway only answered half his questions.
“Hello, Maria. Is everything alright?” he asked.
She made a small nod. “I am well enough, señorito Johnathan, but... may we speak in private?”
“Uh, sure?” he replied, stepping out of the way to let her in. 
The maid was looking rather self conscious, biting her lip as she walked in. Even after he closed the door she still seemed to need a few moments to build up her courage to speak.
“I was cleaning your chambers today, Johnathan,” she said in a soft voice. “The one drawer of your desk was not closed and I... I saw those bottles you have in there.”
The news hit like a blow to the gut. At least Maria was pretty reasonable, so it was more of a warning than a disaster.
“Oh... um, can you not tell my father? I’m pretty sure he’d be disappointed in me,” Johnathan replied, not wanting to know what his father would say about him cheating to bulk up faster.
“Of—of course. I have a niece... well, just know that if you want someone to talk to about it, I am here for you,” Maria replied.
Having no idea what she was talking about, Johnathan took a moment to decide to nod. “Thank you?”
That seemed like the right thing to say. Probably. It made Maria smile and then excuse herself, so it seemed like it was right. Watching the now closed door, Johnathan had to wonder what Maria’s niece could have had to do with anything. Was she a bodybuilder or something?
If she was, then maybe Johnathan should try asking more about her. 
Another time, though. He had a workout session to get ready for.
 
-
 
They were starting to use weights more in the training sessions. Since Johnathan was a bit more concerned about aesthetics for the moment, that meant they were focusing more on fewer reps with heavier weights. The end result was thoroughly exhausting. It was a good thing that microwaving some frozen food for dinner would take minimal effort, because he was going to want to use his arms the absolute minimum number of times for the rest of the day.
However, leading Grace up to his room he more felt his heart beating in his throat than the noodliness of his arms. Why had he decided it was a good idea to let Grace see his art? It was so embarrassing... or, at least, it left him vulnerable. There was a chance she’d be impressed and it would pay off, but if it didn’t how would he recover?
Unfortunately, it was too late for him to reverse course, so he had to let Grace into his room to go see. Also, to see his manga, comics, and art book collection. Which was embarrassing enough. She’d probably see all the Power-Woman and She-Tank comics, which even a non-nerd could probably judge. 
“Woah, nice. You’ve got a whole library of comics,” Grace said, throwing him for a loop as she headed over to poke through them a bit. “I’ve never really been able to keep up with comics... too many different continuities, so I just grab an issue here and there. I’ve always been impressed by people who can, though... Oh! Is that the Hana Wars manga? And Special Toxic Disposal Squad? Nice! I didn’t know they officially translated either of them.”
Blinking, it took Johnathan a few moments to process that a cool and athletic woman like Grace was actually excited about the collection. Especially that she could recognise somewhat obscure manga.
“Er, they’re the Japanese editions, actually... my Japanese isn’t great, but I can sort of read them?” he replied.
“You know Japanese? Ace!” Grace said, grinning away. “Right. Your art. That’s what I was here t’see. Are those the sketchbooks?”
“Uh, yes. Yeah,” Johnathan replied, now completely unsure what to expect as Grace’s reaction.
Watching her face as she flipped through a few pages, it seemed like she was generally impressed. That was good. 
“Proper corker of a sketch here,” she said, leaning to show one that he was rather proud of, but... had also forgotten was in there, as it was a nude life drawing.
“Th-thanks,” he mumbled, his cheeks hot.
Before any more embarrassment could hit him there was another knock on his door. This one was rather more forceful than Maria’s had been, though it didn’t match his father’s usual knock. Which left one likely option, that proved correct when Johnathan opened the door: security.
“Hello, sir,” the suited and sunglassed man said with a small nod that may have been the vestigial descendant of a bow. “Have you noticed any suspicious persons about?”
“Um... no? It’s just me and Grace in here,” he replied.
“Oh,” the guard said, blushing slightly. “I didn’t mean to disturb you two. I hadn’t realised you were...”
Grace popped her head around the corner that separated the door from the main bedroom area. “Don’t worry. I’m just taking a look at some of Johnny’s art.”
“Ah,” the man said, before a realization seemed to dawn on his face. “You... your lesson started at about 1pm, did it not?”
“It did,” Johnathan replied, slightly confused.
“That was only a few minutes before the first firewall alert was logged,” the guard said, seeming to grow deeper into thought. Though Johnathan was also starting to sense some hostility off of him.
“Oh! It might be my new hearing aid,” Grace said, pointing to her ear. “The little rooter is wifi and blue-e compatible... but constantly tries to connect to things it shouldn’t sometimes.”
“That seems unlikely to be the issue, ma’am,” the guard said, something confrontational in his voice now. “This was rather deeper than a simple wireless ping.”
Johnathan wasn’t quite sure why. Surely Grace had been there enough times without any issues to be free of suspicion?
“Oh fu...” she began, trailing off before a thought occurred to her. “I must have gotten a virus on it.”
“It would have to be an alien virus to have broken through our outer firewall layers. We have Corporate Alliance engineers on contract. No Earth computer virus would stand a chance,” the man explained.
Grace’s face flushed with embarrassment, before she mumbled, “I... could guess where I...mhrm... where I got an alien virus from.”
There was a moment of silence as both Johnathan and the guard realised the sort of website that was likely to give one a virus and also result in a blush like Grace was wearing. Johnathan may or may not have had some direct experience with those sorts of websites.
“Ah. Yes... that would... that would probably do it. Please practice better digital caution before bringing any wireless capable devices to the Preston Estate in future, ma’am,” the guard said, seeming satisfied by the embarrassing reveal. “We would be happy to wipe the virus for you now, though.”
“Actually, I’ve got a friend in town who’s right into computers. She’d probably love to try to take it apart herself and would be disappointed if I didn’t let her,” Grace explained.
The guard nodded, before excusing himself. Once the door was closed and the guard had clearly left earshot, Grace muttered a number of profanities under her breath. It seemed the whole matter had stressed her out more than Johnathan had realised. That made sense, though. The very Men in Black looking guards were probably very intimidating to anyone who wasn’t on the list of people they were supposed to protect.
They were intimidating enough to Johnathan.
 
Part 5:
 
 
That Thursday, as Johnathan was about to see Grace off for the evening, he was surprised to see the rest of his family at the front door. Both his father and sister were dressed for business, Judith having a suitcase with her. It was, of course, a black designer suitcase with an elegant navy blue trim, because Judith wouldn’t use anything less cultured.
Meanwhile, his father simply bought new clothes wherever he went. Men’s fashion was rather... what was the term his father liked? Fungible. That was it. Dresses were more likely to be one of a kind, or at least a limited run. Thousand dollar suits were rather more interchangeable and less likely to be judged.
“Business trip?” Johnathan asked, just after his mother had given his father a quick kiss on the cheek.
“Indeed. Slightly short notice,” John III replied, annoyance in his voice.
“Ah, well, have fun in Nevada,” Johnathan said.
“Virginia, actually,” Judith replied. “We...”
She trailed off as she realised Grace was there. Family was one thing, but Grace was a bit too much of an outsider. It left Johnathan feeling a bit self conscious about how rude his family could be. Even if it was a matter of national security, which was even more important after the Emergency Council had taken control and all the other nonsense that had happened after that city in Canada got blown up.
It still didn’t have to make him feel any better about his family being rude to Grace. She was important to him, even if it wasn’t romantic just ye—
Grace took his hand. That shut down most of his higher brain functions.
“Well, we hope you’ll have a good time, and won’t be too long,” Grace said.
Still holding his hand.
Was that a romantic gesture?
Everyone else was noticing that she was holding his hand. Did they think it was a romantic gesture?
What was going on?
“There’s going to be hearings with Congress. It might be weeks,” his father said, with the usual tone of disdain he used for the elected portions of the government. “All because of those idiots at Bering... the company should be dismantled for parts.”
“You say that every time, dear,” Tecla said in a soft voice. “Also, you might have a private jet, but you still have a flight schedule to stick to. Get going.”
“Of course, dear,” John III said, before turning to Grace and Johnathan with a smug look in his eyes. “Have fun, you two.”
With that, he and Judith turned and left. Heading out to the front porch to wave their car off, Johnathan heard Grace mutter ‘weeks’ under her breath, sounding slightly disappointed. Before he could ask about why or what the hand-holding meant (questions to be asked when his mother wasn’t around) Grace excused herself, heading over to her car. 
It was rather mysterious.
 
-
 
Thanks to the confusion of the day before, Johnathan hadn’t changed into his workout clothes while he waited for Grace. He was going to try to get some answers out of her before any exercises. However, when she arrived his plan to hold firm ended up crumbling in confusion.
“Ah, good,” she said as he opened the door. “You’re wearin’ outdoor clothes. We need to go get you out for blood work.”
“Blood work?” he managed to mumble. 
“Yeah. You’re on hormones and such now, and it’s been almost a month. We need to check nothin’ funky is going on, c’mon,” she said, grabbing his hand.
“Funky?” 
He realised he’d never gotten around to actually looking up the potential side effects. Were those actually serious? There hadn’t been anything that he’d noticed, but maybe it was doing something more subtle. That seemed plausible. Organ failure was a slow process, wasn’t it? It was easy to not know until it was too late.
Filling with dread, he quietly followed Grace into her car. It was only as they were about to pull out of the driveway that a pair of security guards stepped forward to block them.
“What’s happening here? This departure wasn’t scheduled,” the one said.
“Um... it’s a date? I thought a little spontaneity would be romantic?” Grace replied.
It was hard to tell at the distance and with their sunglasses, but Johnathan was pretty sure the guards eyes were narrowing.
However, the word ‘date’ was taking most of his mental capacity. To the point he barely registered that the guards were questioning him. Right, they wanted to know if he was consenting to this.
“Yes. Definitely. It’s all good,” he said. “It’s not a kidnapping or even kidnapping adjacent.”
The words seemed to make Grace cringe slightly, leading him to realise it had been somewhat suspicious. Luckily the guards knew Johnathan fairly well and that awkward comments like that were normal enough for him. As such, they nodded and let the pair leave, after reminding Johnathan to contact home hourly.
“Dang. They keep you on a tight leash,” Grace muttered as they drove out the gate.
“Kidnapping risks are definitely a thing. Maybe not as much as my dad thinks they are, but a non-zero,” Johnathan replied. “Mom used to have a bodyguard but then... something happened. I was, like, 6 and neither of them talks about it... especially not dad.”
He let out a sigh as they zipped along the dry Arizona road. Dealing with his family could be quite frustrating sometimes.
Then he remembered the important matter. “You said this was a date? And you held my hand?”
“Uh... yeah. Sorry. I mean, you are a good... a good mate. But, uh... yesterday was more just—listen, I know it’s bad, with how your family is. You do all sorts of classified stuff, but, I’m... I’m nosy. It’s my nature,” she said. “So I thought it would let me be a little nosier. And then I panicked with the security dipst—guards.”
“Oh,” Johnathan said, deflating at the news.
“Hey. Hey. It’s not you, alright Johnny? You’re ace—well, not ace ace... or maybe you are? Are you?” she asked.
“What?”
“Ok. That’s probably a no,” she mumbled, turning her attention back to the road. “What I mean to say is that I don’t date clients. As a rule... but you might be makin’ me rethink that rule.”
“I... I am?” Johnathan asked.
“Maybe,” Grace replied.
“Maybe is better than I expected,” Johnathan replied.
That god a nod out of her. Along with her mumbling ‘eggs’ for some incomprehensible reason. Maybe she was thinking about her groceries? She probably did eat a lot of those.
Either way, she flipped on the radio at that point, it set to a foreign language of some sort. It sounded sort of middle-eastern to Johnathan’s ear, but, then again, Greece was right beside the Middle East, wasn’t it? And Xanthopolous was a very Greek name. So that all made sense.
The music was good. That he knew for sure. So he leaned back and enjoyed the tunes as they slipped from desert to mountain forests and then into the outer suburbs of Flagstaff. Eventually, they pulled into an office park, and then up to a remarkably nondescript building. There were a few signs, but the building they ended up getting out and heading over to was labelled with the sign ‘Bloodtech’. It was slightly intimidating in its generic-ness, but also very to the point. He supposed clarity was smart in corporate branding.
Stepping inside, they found the waiting room empty at the moment, a lone lab technician sitting behind a counter. She was wearing a mask and indicated for him and Grace to do the same.
“Oh. I’ve had my shots,” Johnathan replied. “The full xeno-suite.”
“Nice,” Grace said. “I still haven’t gotten the Issiod’rian vax...”
“That keeps you from getting sick, but not from being a carrier. We have immunocompromised patients. Please mask up,” the technician said, having a bit of an accent. Johnathan couldn’t place it and it was fairly soft.
Not wanting to argue with a surly technician, Johnathan gave in, pulling the mask over his face. The technician then asked for paperwork and payment, which Grace handled. Where she’d gotten the papers, he didn’t know, but she seemed to have everything under control. The technician still made them wait a few minutes, before calling Johnathan up and directing him to a back room. 
It was as clinically sterile looking as the front area, which was a good thing. The only markings on the white walls were signs to mark the three rooms (he was sent to number 2) and a sign stating that the back door was used for exiting. Which seemed inconvenient if you had people waiting for you. Grace had apparently known and told him she’d be waiting in the car, though. 
He had to sit for another minute or two, hearing one of the other doors open and then seeing a fairly tall black-haired man in a hoodie walk out. Apparently he wasn’t the only patient after all. A second technician, also masked up, walked into his room shortly after the man passed by. She had blonde hair, but a pretty decent tan. 
“So, like, is this your first time?” she asked with a valley girl accent so strong he had to wonder if she was faking it. Still, it went with the blonde hair and tan.
“Um, probably? I might have had some blood drawn as a kid?” he replied. “I’ve had plenty of jabs for vaccines, though.”
“Ah. It’s, like, totally actually less painful than a vaccine. We’re not just, like, stabbing a muscle like they do... but it does, like, last longer,” she explained, before wrapping some sort of rubber thingy around his arm.
“Like, keep still,” she said, before jabbing him. 
Looking away, he still felt like it was rather unpleasant. Especially with how long it took the woman to fill up two vials. 
Pulling the vial out, she slapped a cotton swab down before saying, “Be a good girl and, like, hold that down for me.”
Johnathan was quick to obey, only letting go for the woman to put tape over it and then head off, telling him he was free to go. It was only after he was at the exit that he realised it wasn’t normal for him to be called a ‘good girl’. Sure, Grace did it from time to time out of a force of habit, and he’d felt guilty about the way she would apologise afterwards, so he’d told her it was fine. That was a special situation, though. Unless the blood clinic mostly had female clients?
Or... pausing to stare as his masked up reflection in one of the windows on the outside of the building, he realised just how feminine covering most of his face made him look. With his messy medium length hair... he had always somewhat had his mother’s eyes. 
Staring at the reflection longer, it was starting to feel very strange indeed. It seemed like staring at a girl’s face. Confused by the whole experience, he took the mask off, and was surprised to find the effect only slightly lessened. 
Was he on too much estrogen?
The idea of that, or stopping entirely, worried him. He felt so much better with that little boost of the low dosage. 
Well, the effects couldn’t have been that strong. After all, Grace was apparently somewhat interested in him. Plus, his family hadn’t said anything just yet. They would notice if he was turning into a girl in front of them or something, right?
Yeah. Obviously.
Valley girl just probably needed glasses but wasn’t wearing them out of vanity or something.
Confidence restored, Johnathan continued along his way, finding Grace waiting by the car, doing some stretches. As dedicated to fitness as always. She asked how he was feeling, to which he made a non-committal sort of shrug. The process hadn’t been pleasant, but it also hadn’t left him with any lasting suffering. 
Apparently that was a good enough response for Grace, who then opened the car door for him to get in. She then rounded the front, hopping into the driver’s seat before leaning over to pop open the glove compartment. The move left him more than a little flustered after all of the mixed signals she’d been giving so far.
A moment later she’d pulled out a chocolate bar and handed it to him. One of the fancier proper chocolate types, rather than the likes of a Four Musketeers or an Almond Delight.
“Dark chocolate. Lots of iron. Good for replacin’ blood,” she explained.
“Thanks,” he replied, opening it up and breaking off some squares as they drove.
He wasn’t quite sure where they were going, but that didn’t matter all that much to him. Getting to spend time with Grace, especially without being run ragged through exercises, was something Johnathan had no intention of complaining about. Still, there was another matter on his mind.
“Should I get a haircut?” he asked, wondering if that was why the lab technician had mistaken him for a girl.
It was something that had been an issue when he was younger, and his father’s solution had always been a trip to the barber’s shop. Even if Johnathan had never really personally minded being mistaken for a girl, his father had objected for him. The end result having hammered home that it was simply not proper.
“Do you want a haircut?” Grace asked, her tone more or less neutral.
Maybe she sounded a little curious, but she didn’t seem to have strong feelings either way. Which probably made sense. She was a woman with short hair. Clearly a man with long hair didn’t really surprise her much.
“I don’t know,” Johnathan replied, watching the suburbs zip past for a little longer.
Then he remembered he needed to text home, to keep security abreast of his condition. There was a little wiggle room, but if he was much more than ten minutes late on the hour he’d get an angry phone call. It was always best to avoid that, so he sent a generic [Everything’s good]. 
It took only a couple more minutes for them to reach their apparent destination: a small diner style restaurant called Mo’s Burgers. It seemed quiet, which made sense. They were a bit early for dinner. 
“C’mon. I promised a date, so I should at least buy you dinner,” Grace said, getting out of the car.
A bit surprised at the location she chose, he followed her out. “I didn’t think you’d go to a burger joint...”
“Oh?” she asked, looking at him like he’d just said he was surprised the sky was blue.
“Y’know. Being vegetarian and all that,” he said.
Grace blinked. “Right. Yeah. That—I guess you’d think that. Makes sense, really. Yeah... but Mo’s got... got some great falafel burgers that are totally veggie.”
Nodding, he found it a bit interesting how Grace’s Australian accent interacted with her pronunciation of falafels. He then followed her into the diner, where the man behind the counter seemed thrilled to see Grace—followed by him doing a double take at seeing Johnathan behind her.
A reminder of how out of Johnathan’s league she was, clearly. Not that he’d really needed the reminder.
“Grace!” the man then called out with a slight hesitation on remembering her name. “I didn’t expect you to bring a client.”
Johnathan was reasonably certain he was Middle Eastern, though he couldn’t say anything more specific than that.
“What can I say, Mo? Johnny’s good fun to be around, and deserved a day off. I’ll run him twice as ragged tomorrow,” Grace said with a grin that left Johnathan slightly nervous.
It sounded like a genuine statement of how things would go. 
Trying to keep his mind off any fears regarding that, Johnathan tried to focus on the menu. Everything looked very good. There weren’t any options with bacon, but he could live with that, as much as he liked it on a burger. 
Grace ended up ordering a falafel and halloumi burger which seemed to surprise Mo. Johnathan went a bit safer and just had a cheeseburger.
 
-
 
To Johnathan’s surprise, Grace received a text about the results of his blood work on the drive home. It seemed very prompt, but he was glad to know everything was apparently as expected. 
Actually getting out of the car and saying goodbye, Johnathan was rather disappointed. He wanted to spend more time with Grace, but didn’t really have an excuse to make her stay.
 
Part 6:
 
 
The first few days after the ‘date’ had Johnathan’s heart fluttering as badly as it had when he’d just begun training with Grace. Every time her firm hands moved over him to help improve his form he felt his cheeks grow flush. 
Nothing came of it, however. Grace was a professional. At least he had hope now, though. All he had to do was keep working out, so that he could be worthy of the woman of his dreams. Which was probably good luck on his part, since how many men got to meet the woman they were sure they would marry at the age of 19?
Especially if they had high standards, like Johnathan did. 
Towards the end of the week, though, he decided to branch out and try asking about a new element to their workouts.
“Could we try adding in some fighting skills now?” he asked, as they were running through a warm up.
“Self defense and all that? Probably,” Grace said with a few small nods. “You’re in good enough shape now that we can probably get to some basic sparring.”
His heart fluttering once more, now from the knowledge he was going to get to see Grace displaying her, well, grace as a professional MMA practitioner, Johnathan felt strong enthusiasm for getting to see her in action. 
Learning how to defend himself would also surely make the security crew far less paranoid, which was a plus. It would also be a chance to, simply, be cooler. Especially if they branched out into training with weapons, like he’d always dreamed of mastering as a child.
“Will we be doing any sword fighting?” he asked.
Grace blinked, staring at him. “Pardon?”
“Like, kendo or fencing or... uh, HEMA type stuff?” he replied, though he felt rather self conscious about the look Grace was giving him.
“Uhh... if you want to learn that you’ll need to get a separate tutor. I’m not trained in any of those... the most I’ve done with martial weapons is a little training with a staff or tonfa, but I wouldn’t say I’m good enough to train anyone with those,” Grace said, looking a shy about the fact. “Like I said, I can do self defence, and swords aren’t exactly self defence.”
“Understood,” he replied with a nod. “Whatever you teach me will definitely be very cool... I just watched to much Star Saga as a kid.”
“That is fair. Laserblades are a pretty cool,” Grace said with a grin. “Let’s start with some basic stances and drills, though. Maybe we’ll have time to do some falls, which are more important than they’ll probably seem.”
 
-
 
It was Pete’s birthday, and Johnathan had no good reason not to go. They were supposedly best friends, after all. Andy and Steve were also going, and seeing his friends in person was probably a healthy thing to do. Right?
Especially since it had really just been him and his mother in the house the last two weeks, only seeing Grace and his art tutor for any proper conversations. Sure, the household staff were also around, but they generally shied away from really talking to the Preston family most of the time. 
So, to diversify his socialization, Johnathan was now standing outside the (mildly tacky) Verner family mansion. He had a small and professionally wrapped box in his hands, with an overpriced brand name watch inside it. That seemed like a present that Pete might think about possibly using at some point, which was the best you could do for someone in their household net worth bracket if the goal was to buy something the person didn’t already own. 
The door opened, Pete answering it, but blinking when he saw Johnathan.
“I—haven’t you been working out? You’re somehow looking girlier than usual, Johnny.”
“Yeah, yeah. I probably need a haircut,” Johnathan muttered, rolling his eyes.
“Maybe it’s the lighting,” Pete muttered, before stepping back to let him in. “So, are you still not banging that personal trainer of yours?”
“How is that any of your business?” Johnathan asked, regretting that he was following Pete deeper into the house.
“I just want to check because you always seemed like the sort of cheesy romantic who’d be all loyal to a girl, and so I was trying to figure out how to divide the girls I invited for the party,” Pete said.
“You invited girls? And they actually said yes?” Johnathan replied, honestly a little shocked. Mostly by the latter part, though Pete working up the courage to talk to girls was also a development.
“I may have flashed my platinum credit cards around while making the invitations, but it worked to get them to say yes. Might as well see if any of us meet our first wives tonight,” Pete said.
Of course that was how Pete had done it. Letting out a sigh, he handed the present over to get out of hearing any more about it for a few minutes.
At least, once he’d sat down in the lounge with Andy and Steve, it turned out that neither of them were super thrilled with the idea either. Steve thought it was a loser move while Andy seemed to simply be uninterested in the prospect of having girls over. Still, there was no stopping Pete when he had an idea, especially on his birthday. 
As such, Johnathan poured himself a tequila heavy ranch-water cocktail and decided to try to get drunk as quickly as possible. It would make dealing with Pete’s demands mildly more tolerable. Hopefully. At the very least it would mean he was getting his money’s worth out of the trip, since Pete always bought the best booze. Or, well, the most expensive, which wasn’t always the best but was usually at least good.
The first of the girls arrived slightly before the alcohol had kicked in, but Johnathan had expected that. He reacted to the sound of the new arrivals at the front door by slipping over to the rock-climbing room that the Verner family had for unclear reasons. None of them actually did rock-climbing. That was part of what made it always a good room to hide out in when Johnathan needed to escape. Walking near the wall, the lower handholds were clear of dust, no doubt cleaned by maids fairly often. Curiosity got the better of him, however, and Johnathan climbed up a bit to see that the dusting had stopped at about the height one of the maids could reach with a duster while standing on the ground. 
The process of climbing a little proved easier than the last time hubris had taken hold, and so Johnathan decided to climb a bit higher. A few moments later, he found himself sitting at the top of the climbing wall. Looking down, it was a bit higher than it had seemed from the ground, even with the padded floor...
Oh! From up here he could see there was a door to the second floor, if one kept pressed to the wall. The ledge seemed a bit narrower than it needed to be, but Johnathan was still sober enough to walk in a mostly straight line. So it seemed easier than climbing down. Relieved to make it without falling, he opened the door as soon as he could and stumbled into a room he didn’t recognise.
Looking around, it seemed like it was designed to serve as a man cave. Only, it was severely dusty, to the point that Johnathan had to sneeze from the amount he’d kicked up just by entering. The next important step was finding another exit, which proved tricky. The room was only lit by a skylight that wasn’t doing a great job and, well the entrance Johnathan had used was a hidden door from this side, which meant the other one probably was as well. Letting out a sigh, Johnathan decided there was nothing for it but to feel around to try to find the other door.
After a couple of embarrassing minutes the door finally revealed itself, turning out to be the back of a fake bookshelf in Pete’s dad’s office. Curious, Johnathan fussed with the bookshelf for a bit to figure out how to open the secret door from the other side. It only took a few tries to find the book that served as the switch to activate the secret door. Proving that Pete’s father was about as well read as Pete was. 
Unfortunately, Johnathan had probably wasted about as much time as was possible avoiding the party. It was time to head downstairs and get a little more to drink, maybe. Something to take the edge off however terrible Pete’s flirting was going. 
Finding the nearest stairs took a bit, though. Jonathan didn’t go to this part of the house much and the tequila was not helping with figuring out directions. Still, even the absurd Verner home was only so big. A stairwell eventually made itself visible and Johnathan took it carefully. They did seem a bit steeper than was polite, in Johnathan’s humble and only slightly drunk opinion.
The stairs also led to the kitchen, which was inconveniently distant from the theatre and lounge rooms where the party was happening. To Johnathan’s surprise, however, a few of the women were in the main living room, leaned against the wall and looking like they were making an effort to hide. In stark contrast to their outfits, which seemed designed to hide as little as possible and left Johnathan feeling more than a little flustered. Sure, they were a bit thin and short compared to Grace, but they were still attractive. And Johnathan was a bit shy around girls to begin with.
“They’re all kind of... losers,” the one was saying.
“Yeah... I know I just wanted to be spoiled by a rich guy’s money, but I was hoping for a rich guy who was at least funny,” the other muttered.
“They’re dumb enough you could probably marry them and then divorce them for half their money before they realise what’s happening,” Johnathan said while walking past, the alcohol leading to slightly loose lips.
The trio of young women turned to stare at Johnathan, surprise and confusion in their eyes.
“Where were you hiding?”
“Oh, um... upstairs. I didn’t want to see Pete’s terrible flirting attempts,” Johnathan replied with slightly shy body language. It was a bit embarrassing to admit.
“And... you’re friends with those three?” one of the girls asked, audibly surprised.
“Er, well, yeah... we were at the bottom of the pecking order in high school, so it seemed like safety in numbers,” Johnathan explained.
Worried about saying anything else embarrassing, Johnathan started heading off again, hoping to get some more alcohol. The three of them followed, however, a curiosity in their eyes that was slightly intimidating. Had they decided on a target for their gold digging?
Weighing their expressions, Johnathan was reasonably certain that lacked the predatory edge of a woman on the hunt for a husband. Sure, a nineteen year old might have limited experience on that front, but growing up in circles as wealthy as the ones the Prestons moved in the look of someone on the hunt was something one saw reasonably often. 
The worst ones were usually the straight men who were hungering for power as much as wealth and luxury. For some reason they could rarely accept just being trophy husbands
Those girls, however, looked more like nervous puppies ready to follow someone who had given them food. Not sure what to make of that, Johnathan headed into the den and grabbed another cocktail with some kick to it (bourbon this time). Looking at the rest of the room, Pete had one of the women he’d invited cornered and seemed to be trying to bore her to death while he was bragging. Meanwhile, Andy had booted up the tv anyway and was playing a racing game while working through some Mexican beers. A girl was sitting beside him on the couch, looking bored, though she kept glancing at the poor woman Pete had cornered and seemed to be glad that wasn’t her.
Lastly... Steve was just straight up missing. Though, taking a moment to listen, Johnathan could just barely hear some moaning and banging noises coming from the theatre room. That was hopefully just the sounds of him making out with one of the other women. 
Glad that everyone was easy to ignore, Johnathan downed a bit more of the cocktail than was maybe advisable, and weighed the options. Watching Andy’s gaming seemed not terrible as something to do for a bit. It was still too early to call for a ride home after all. That would probably need another hour at least...
Oh, the trio were still over there, watching hopefully. Curious and growing more drunk, Johnathan wandered over to talk with them a little more.
“Everything alright with you ladies?”
“We’re just... we’re just surprised that those three were able to be normal enough around a girl long enough to be friends with her,” the one said.
“Is it because you’re a lesbian?” another added.
The words took a few moments to get past both the alcohol and the surprise that was filling Johnathan’s thoughts. Apparently it wasn’t just the lab technician who was being fooled by some longish hair and a little estrogen.
Correcting the girls felt rude, however. And, well, it also felt painful, like it always did, informing someone Johnathan wasn’t really a girl. Somehow, also denying being a lesbian felt even worse. Plus the night was already enough of a struggle with dealing with Pete’s nonsense, so Johnathan decided to just nod and get into character. It was all perfectly innocent, after all. They’d probably just complain about people they knew for a bit or something.
“Haha, yeah. They’re still a bit weird sometimes, but our high school was not a great place to be a nerdy lesbian so I couldn’t be picky with friends,” she declared, finding the lie weirdly comfortable.
“You look darn good for being a nerd, though... way more beefy than any of those guys,” the one woman said, and... there was now a hunger in her eyes that left Johnathan a little nervous.
“I, um, I have a personally trainer I’ve been training with,” Johnathan explained. “Er. Personal... dang, that drink had more kick than I realised.”
“Well, why don’t we go find somewhere else to hang out? Just us girls?” another one of them said.
“S-sure... there’s—well, there’s a few rooms. This house is a bit of a mess design-wise,” she replied, heart racing at the idea of getting to be ‘one of the girls’ for once in her life.
It had always seemed a forbidden dream.
 
-
 
Somehow heading towards the downstairs bar had ended in a few more drinks before one of the girls looked Johnathan in the eyes and announced that she’d never realised girls could be so attractive. Followed by kissing her, which utterly overwhelmed Johnathan’s brain, already turning useless between the alcohol and the gender experience.
To make matters worse a second girl protested that the first had known she was already out as bi and it was rude to steal the butch from her. She’d then made her stake clear by going in for a kiss as well, this one having tongue added with a sort of assertiveness that Johnathan’s brief and disastrous forays into dating and kissing had never encountered before. She had to wonder if this was what being kissed as a girl was like...
And then she had to panic because things were going too far. It was not the innocent ‘getting to join girls’ night’ that Johnathan had expected. Panicking, all she could think to say was:
“I’m actually seeing someone.”
It was, of course, said rather too late to make much of a difference about the kisses received, but she felt that the way the girls had ambushed her and the alcohol was a passable excuse.
“Oh, come on...” the third woman muttered. “You’re the best catch here and I’m straight.”
“That doesn’t sound very straight,” the second girl countered.
“Kiss the cute butch and test it. It’s very fun...” the first said, before turning to Johnathan. “C’mon, it doesn’t count as cheating if you’re just letting a girl test her sexuality.”
“Uhh... that...” Johnathan mumbled, reasonably certain that wasn’t true but also only able to resist so much due to the fact that she wasn’t actually seeing anyone.
It proved enough of a moment of vulnerability to get her kissed a third time.
“Huh... girl lips really are so much softer... maybe I am bi,” the third girl mumbled.
“I... I need to get going,” Johnathan squeaked, extracting herself and scrambling upstairs and towards the climbing room once again.
Fumbling through her pockets, it took a few attempts to phone her driver, asking to be taken home. Thankfully the man arrived only a few minutes later, even if the honk for his arrival felt painfully loud.
She stumbled from her hiding place out to the foyer and then into the car. The gentle rumbling of the car then lulled her to sleep.
 
-
 
Waking up the next morning with a splitting headache, Johnathan wondered why he felt so weirdly giddy. The night before was a blur and he was pretty sure he hadn’t gotten enough sleep, but it couldn’t overpower the weird warmth in his heart. Yet the source of it evaded him.
 
Part 7:
 
 
One month had turned into two before Johnathan realised it.
Not having his father around certainly helped time to flow more easily. There was far less pressure in the house each day as a result. Especially as Johnathan’s mother was a relatively relaxed woman who liked to spoil her youngest. Well, she’d probably have spoiled Judith too if Judith had allowed it, but Johnathan’s older sister had announced that she was too old to be treated like a child at the age 12 and had begun to try to take an active role in the family business from that day until she finally was finally allowed to after getting her business degree.
Though, at this point, there wasn’t much spoiling left for Tecla Preston to offer her baby-boy. Johnathan was 19, so couldn’t really be given permission to stay up late. Nor did any member of the family want for anything. So she had decided on spa days instead, Johnathan feeling that ever annoying mixture of joy and guilt at being offered such things. John J. Preston III had been firm on the lesson that men weren’t supposed to enjoy feminine activities like those: they made them too soft. But, on the other hand, a good son was supposed to make his mother happy, so surely it was fine if it was Tecla’s idea?
Plus, it was always home visits from the masseuses so there was no way to make any women uncomfortable by intruding on a feminine space. So Johnathan had just submitted to any instructions offered and enjoyed the spa experience.
Which may have been slightly too powerful, since the exfoliation, deep clean, and high quality hair care of the past week seemed to be increasing that odd effect of the last month or so where Johnathan kept swearing that was a girl in the mirror for a split second. 
Johnathan was ready to try to bring it up with Grace that afternoon, only to be caught up in another surprise from the gorgeous Australian woman.
“This marks two months since we started trainin’ together,” she said as she fished through her gym bag. “86% of clients drop out before hitting the two month mark, so I gotcha a gift.”
With that, she produced a plush shark, handing it to Johnathan. Who was left staring in confusion and slight fear.
“A... stuffed animal?”
Memories of Johnathan’s father throwing out a childhood collection of teddy bears and other stuffed animals a few years prior caused unpleasant bubblings deep in the shy teen’s gut. 
“I figured a shark is a good cool animal fer a guy, even in stuffed form?” Grace replied. “Got those sharp teeth and that streamline shape. Plus them bein’ fierce rooters.”
“That... yeah. Yeah. That makes sense,” Johnathan said, feeling relief. “Plus, if it’s a present then it’s probably extra fine.”
“Ace! Well, let’s get to the warm up.”
Caught up in her charisma, Johnathan ended up nodding and simply followed along with the workout.
 
-
 
Four more days went by without Johnathan thinking about the issue again, until Grace decided they should do some jumping jacks as part of their warm up. The constant jumping up and down led to some uncomfortable levels of motion on Johnathan’s chest. Because it had been seeming a bit flabbier lately. That had been easy to chock up to being part of bulking up, since Johnathan had heard somewhere one had to gain fat and then turn it to muscle, but... it hurt when jumping was involved.
“Is everything ok?” Grace asked, having apparently noticed the grimacing.
“Yeah, yeah. Just... y’know. Since I’m trying to build my pecs they’re a bit... jiggly right now?” Johnathan offered.
“Jiggly?”
“Yeah. I figure they’ll tone up soon, though...” 
The look on Grace’s face left Johnathan suddenly concerned that maybe this wasn’t how building muscle was supposed to go. At least until she had a flash of interest and enthusiasm wash over her expression.
“Can I see?” she asked.
“Oh, um... sure. Can we go to the changing room? I just... I’ve always been a little self conscious and that’s, well, a big window on that wall...” Johnathan mumbled.
“Uh... yeah. Sure thing,” Grace said, leading the way.
Entering the small room, that was really only meant for one person, Johnathan still felt a bit self conscious but lifted the thin and loose athletic t-shirt all the same. 
“Strewth...” Grace muttered under her breath. “Comin’ along well ahead a’ schedule...”
“Pardon? That... so everything’s all good?” Johnathan asked.
“Oh ace. Extra ace,” Grace said with a grin. “Good genes onya.”
“Oh... thank you? But... what do I do about how jumping hurts?” Johnathan asked.
Blinking, Grace seemed to take a while to think the matter over. If it was such an expected thing it seemed odd that she was hitting such a rut trying to come up with a way to mitigate the issue. 
“I can get you a compression top,” she said at last. “I’ll just... hmm... I’m not sure if you’re a medium or a large... I guess I’ll get you both sizes and we’ll see what fits better.”
 
-
 
Now, Johnathan was not an expert on the subject. That had to be said. However, after having spent many, many hours studying photo references of athletic women (for art purposes), Johnathan felt reasonably familiar with the appearance of a sports bra. And. 
Well.
The object Grace had just handed over, under the supposed title of ‘compression top’ looked suspiciously similar to a sports bra.
It was comfy, though. A little hopping about revealed it nullified all the jiggling. So it was a good top to wear. Still, it left Johnathan feeling like there was something suspicious going on. Maybe it was just good luck, though? Thinking back to how often strangers had mistaken Johnathan for a girl over the years, maybe there was just some sort of underlying biological affinity towards the estrogen that made the effects stronger?
Some guys got gynecomastia by pure good luck, but Johnathan could accept getting there through a little doping.
Though, something would probably have to be done about it if the goal of dating Grace was ever to be reached... that could be a problem to worry about on another day, though. Especially when Johnathan’s father would be coming back that evening. It was best to minimize stress for the time being. And to just get back to working out with Grace, assuring her the ‘compression shirt’ did its job.
 
-
 
The family was sat in the living room, waiting for John J Preston III to return home. Judith had already gotten back a few days earlier. She had less negotiating power than her father, so hadn’t had anything to contribute to dealing with the customers they’d met up with in Washington. Who those customers were had remained a mystery to Johnathan, however. 
Knowing how the elder Preston did business, however, Johnathan would probably find out soon. There’d be a house party, because there always was. 
John III arrived just as Johnathan was thinking about that, marching through the door like a force of nature. “Everyone needs new outfits. We’ll be hosting the Emir of Qalhat in three weeks and everyone needs to be presentable.”
“An Emir? Oh my,” Tecla said, sounding excited.
“Conservative tailoring it is,” Judith muttered.
“I suppose that is true,” Tecla replied, her excitement deflating somewhat. “Still, a new dress is a new dress.”
“My suit probably still fits?” Johnathan offered, not really wanting to go through another measuring session. 
The tailor over in LA kept his place just so furiously... testosterone-y. And the suits were always tailored to emphasize shoulders, despite Johnathan’s shoulders feeling too wide to begin with.
“Nonsense, Johnathan. You’ve been working out. I can see the muscle mass you’ve gained,” John III said, before pausing and staring at Johnathan with a slightly odd expression. He shook his head a moment later, however. “You also need a haircut, but you’ll definitely need a suit tailored for your build.”
Johnathan let out a small sigh, but knew better than to argue. At least it was nice to hear all the working out was paying off, even if a haircut didn’t sound very thrilling.
“You should get a whole wardrobe do-over, Johnny,” Tecla said. “We should send you to Carlos’ first thing.”
“Wait,” John III said, a realisation hitting him. “I just remembered... I think the calendar said Ramadan starts tomorrow. That’s a full month, isn’t it? God, when will sunset be on the 27th? We’ll have to plan everything around that...”
“Do the mountains affect that?” Tecla asked, staring out the window at the honestly as breathtaking as always view.
“Something else to look up...” John muttered.
 
-
 
Security had been paranoid when Grace arrived the next day. The guards were practising for hosting the Emir, and so were sticking to the new official procedures as quickly and closely as possible. Doing pat downs this far ahead seemed excessive, but Johnathan supposed they needed practice. Though the poor man apparently wasn’t ready for the growl Grace would produce when he patted to close to anywhere questionable.
Johnathan also wasn’t prepared for that growl, but the effect was very different compared to what it did to the poor security guard.
“S-sorry ma’am,” the man muttered, hurrying back. “We’ll... I’ll ask Mr. Preston about hiring some female security personnel.”
“You’d better. Any guy who touches me there is gonna cark it,” Grace hissed, before turning to Johnathan with a softer expression. “I can’t imagine what it’s like living with this nonsense... what’s got a stick up all their behinds anyhow?”
“Uh... the Emir of Qalhat is coming at the end of the month,” Johnathan explained. “He’ll be sending over extra security, probably, but they don’t want to cause any issues with a key foreign ally.”
Mention of the Emir caused Grace to narrow her eyes for a moment, which Johnathan guessed was her trying to remember where Qalhat was. It wasn’t exactly a big name country after all. Johnathan had personally needed to double check a map to remember which one it was.
“It’s an island country a bit off the coast of Oman,” Johnathan said. “There’s a big naval base there, so it’s important to keep the Emir happy. Plus, he’s always been a top customer for Preston Aerospace.”
Grace took a moment to process that as they headed downstairs. “Uh, right. Yeah. I think I vaguely recognised it... there was a war there or something a while back, right?”
“Yeah. A civil war back a bit after I was born. Selling weapons to the Emir was one of my dad’s first major deals when he was taking over the company... I was too young to follow all the politics.”
“Oh, same,” Grace said. “Way way too young... Well, that’s not what we’re here for anyway. Let’s get to stretching.”
As they were getting set up again in the gym, however, Johnathan noticed something odd. Beyond just the somewhat distant look that seemed to be lingering in Grace’s eyes.
“Where’s your water bottle? I can get one of the maids to grab you a glass if you forgot yours?”
“Oh, uh... no. No need. I’m... I’m training for... uh... a movie role. Just a small thing, with some friends and a local production,” Grace said, though she was once more doing the thing where she sounded vaguely suspicious despite no logical reason to be up to anything. “You look more toned when you’re less hydrated. That’s how all the Hollywood stars do it. Need to build up my endurance for that before I’m on camera.”
“Ah... ok...” Johnathan replied, not sure that was healthy but sure Grace knew better. 
 
-
 
Grace hadn’t brought a water bottle the next day either. Worse, her stomach growled several times through the workout, and she claimed she’d just forgotten to grab lunch. Despite that, she insisted she couldn’t impose when Johnathan offered to get her something, insisting she’d eat when she got home.
Something was up, but Johnathan had no idea what.
Hopefully she wasn’t sick or anything?
 
-
 
Next Wednesday proved the day that Johnathan was finally off to see Carlos. Which meant missing a training session with Grace, since Carlos was in LA, so a good chunk of the day was spent travelling. There was the drive to the airport, the flight on the family jet over to LA, and then a drive from Van Nuys airport to West Hollywood that took far longer than it should have. LA traffic...
All the time wasted was more time away from the ever increasing stress levels that staying in the Preston home meant, however. So Johnathan wasn’t about to complain. Even the maids were on edge because John III had decided that training them to pat down female guests was likely to go over better with the Emir’s entourage than the presence of female security personnel. 
Why an invitation only event held miles from the nearest city, where every guest and staff member had been given a background check, needed people being pat down, Johnathan couldn’t say, but... oh well. That was dear papa’s issue. 
The limo pulled up to Carlos’ modest, yet well maintained and decorated, home in a quiet part of West Hollywood. A sign that a new sort of stress would be upon Johnathan. 
Stepping out of the limo, Carlos was already waiting, all salt-and-pepper hair, perfectly tanned skin, and smiles. Plus, his outfit was amazing. Even Johnathan could tell that, despite knowing almost nothing about fashion.
“Johnny! You look excellent. Have you been moisturizing?” Carlos asked, his over-the-top personality on full display.
“Uh... not really?” Johnathan replied, following Carlos into his home, past Greek-style statues of the masculine form.
“Oh, well whatever you’re doing has been wonderful to your skin. I was so worried what you’d look like after all the sweating and working out you’ve apparently been doing... which also seemed to be working out for you. Those arms of yours,” Carlos said, motioning towards Johnathan’s bicep. “A beautiful young man with some nice beef... if the girls aren’t falling all over you I know some boys about your age who’d love to.”
“Uhh... no thank you,” Johnathan replied, perhaps a little too sharply.
It was just that there was something about being identified with the unavoidable masculinity of gay male relationships that was off putting to Johnathan. Despite efforts to not be judgemental.
“I’m just joking. In part because I doubt your father would ever forgive me... he wants that family name of yours passed on,” Carlos said, before shaking his hand to dismiss the whole topic. “Now, come on, into the fitting room and let’s get those baggy things you call clothing off so I can actually measure you.”
Grumbling weakly, Johnathan complied, only to get a dramatic stare from Carlos once shirtless.
“Now, I’m no expert,” Carlos said, “but those look somewhat... breast-like.”
“Uh, well, I’ve been trying to work out and the fat comes before the muscle? That’s how bulking up works?” Johnathan replied.
“I have seen many men at various stages of bulking up and that is not—you’re not doping, are you?” Carlos asked.
“Er, well, with safer stuff. It’s high quality alien steroids, so it’s safer... then I’m on a little estrogen to balance out any unwanted side effects,” Johnathan offered, while deciding to cover the chest that was apparently so controversial.
Had it always been so cold in Carlos’ fitting room?
“You’re on estrogen, dear?” Carlos asked.
Johnathan offered a small nod. In response, Carlos tapped his lips with one finger for a few moments, before a spark of an idea seemed to hit him.
“There’s a sparkle in your eyes now, though... I’d always thought you were just a moody teen... You don’t need to worry. I won’t tell your father. The safety of the closet in an important place,” Carlos said.
“Closet?” Johnathan asked slowly, glancing towards the various racks of clothing around.
“Yes, the—dear, you’re on estrogen, you’re showing the effects of hormone replacement therapy, and... well, you look the happiest and most alive I’ve ever seen you. It’s not hard to put two and two together and understand you’re a trans girl,” Carlos replied.
“What? That—I’m not. Grace wouldn’t want—I’m a guy who’s moving towards dating a gorgeous woman,” Johnathan protested.
“Grace?” Carlos asked.
“My personal trainer. Grace Xanthopolous. A smoking hot redhead... 6ft2, muscular, all sorts of cool tattoos, always so stylishly dressed...  and she likes me back, even if she’s worried about breaching client-trainer professional conduct standards,” Johnathan replied, perhaps getting a little distracted in describing her.
“Grace Xanth—I have a former student who’s working in Flagstaff now and the woman you just described sounds like the stunning butch who rolled into town a few months back and apparently slept with half the lesbians in Flagstaff. Only to suddenly drop off of everyone’s radar... with poor Fernanda being one of the few single lesbians in town who had missed her whirlwind tour.”
“What? You’re... my Grace... you think Grace is a lesbian? But she... but... but...” Johnathan muttered, before swearing she heard something crack.
 
Part 8
 
 
If. If Grace was a lesbian then... well, that had to mean Johnathan was a girl, right?
Well, yes. She reasoned that made sense, though, after a moment's reflection... not the way she initially thought. The fact Grace was attracted to her probably didn’t actually prove anything. If she was fairly androgynous to start with (like people told her) then wasn’t she just sort of the real life equivalent of those anime characters that were secretly guys? Pete and Steve always insisted it wasn’t gay for a guy to be attracted to them, so it clearly wasn’t straight for a woman to be attracted to someone in the same category either. So Grace could have been a lesbian and attracted to a sufficiently pretty guy, right?
But, she reasoned, a lesbian put all her effort into being attractive to other lesbians, so someone who was attracted to a lesbian was probably a woman... right? And she was absolutely hopeless for Grace. So, that all added up. Probably.
Also, though, she was still topless and Carlos was still in the room, seeming vaguely amused. Though she had no idea where he’d gotten the popcorn from.
“Finished with your revelation, dear?” he asked.
“I... I think so,” she replied. “I... I think I’m a lesbian. So, um, also a girl.”
“Fem or butch? Aesthetic-wise, at least. I am here to give you a new wardrobe,” Carlos asked.
“Uhhh... I might need some help understanding all of that... and, can I put my shirt back on?”
“Of course, dear. I don’t care one way or the other. Now... the basics are: do you want to dress more girly-girl or more... shall we say ‘tomboyish’? My first hand experience with trans women is limited, but I have generally heard you lot have widely ranging goals. As well as the need for quite a lot of fashion advice as a demographic.”
“Well... I’m a lesbian, so masculine?” she said.
“Oh... dear... you really know almost nothing about queer culture, do you?” Carlos replied.
All she could manage as a reply was a somewhat forced smile that led to a sigh from Carlos. 
“I’ll call Arlene...” he said.
 
-
 
It turned out that Arlene was one of Carlos’ many protegées, specifically a short and stocky blonde lesbian who wore suspenders and a bow-tie. The woman drew Johnathan into a whirlwind of information about lesbian fashion styles, many of which drew grimaces from Carlos. It seemed that the fashion of lesbians (and, to a lesser extent, bisexuals) went against many things he considered core tenets of good style. 
The idea that one could dress girly and still be a lesbian took a few minutes to sink in for Johnathan, but she eventually accepted it. However, she had no interest in embracing that option. Women in suits simply looked so good. How could she not want to be one?
As a result, Arlene led her out the back of Carlos’ home, her car waiting in an alleyway. Apparently Carlos’ had not brought appropriate fashion options, having been prepared for a heterosexual young man. It was a fairly short drive to Arlene’s own studio, where Johnathan found herself led off to a series of clothing racks that mixed sleek and at least business casual menswear with somewhat more gothic and punk options. Yet it was all tailored just a little differently, so that the fit would no longer force Johnathan to feel all angles and shoulders.
Flitting through the various options at the ready, there was also a selection of bras. It took her a moment to remind herself that she did actually need one of those, so there was nothing wrong with looking at them. 
Which was good, because they were so nice looking. All those little patterns and the interesting fabrics had drawn her eye for years, and then made her feel like there was something wrong with her for how she looked at them. Examining a few more closely with her new sense of liberation, something struck her.
“This one is... thick,” she mumbled.
“Yeah, it’s padded. That adds about a cup. We’ve got some that add two. Most of my clients have the money to get work done, but not everyone likes the idea of surgery.”
“Adding two... would they be available in my size?” Johnathan asked.
“Um, we’d need to measure you... you want to lean masc but wear a padded bra?” Arlene replied, seeming slightly surprised.
“Well, yes? I don’t have much in the way of chest yet. I hope that’ll change, but in the meantime I could use a little help to make it clear I’m a woman in a suit instead of a pretty-boy in a suit?” Johnathan explained.
“I suppose that’s fair. Alright. Needed to update your measurements anyway. Let’s get to work.”
 
-
 
In the end, Johnathan grabbed two bags worth of clothing as well as a new outfit to wear. Black, gold, and white became the new defining colours of her fashion sense as she sprinkled ties, chokers, dress shirts, black and gothic padded bras, graphic tees, and other delightful things. If she’d known transitioning would make getting new clothes so much more fun she’d have done it years ago.
Arlene had even given her hair a quick buzz after she’d mentioned how cool Grace’s undercut was. It revealed some of the black roots underneath the icy-blue dyed hair, but the contrast was pretty stylish in her humble opinion. In fact, she was amazed just how good she was managing to look.
Hopping back into Arlene’s car for the drive back to Carlos’, she hoped she had a good look going, wearing the blocky designer sunglasses she’d brought with her, a black blazer, crisp jeans, and a t-shirt that had been her favourite in the whole rack; it had a skateboarding skeleton on it with the tagline ‘worst case, you die’. The chaotic attitude of it felt reassuring for the slightly reckless plans she had for the day. A plan to embrace the fact she was escaping the inadequacies of masculinity.
Oh, and she was also wearing one of her new padded bras, giving herself the appearance of an actual chestiness. That seemed pretty essential if she wanted to look her best and ask Grace out. Getting a final approval from Carlos, he apparently agreed she looked better than he’d expected before she then phoned for her limo to the airport.
As the drivers and security in LA were hired via a contractor rather than with the family none of them knew anything was odd when she hopped in. It was, in fact, a completely different driver than the one that had driven her to Carlos’. 
The private jet’s air crew was another matter altogether, however. True, they were technically part of a contractor pool as well, but a far smaller pool (that was part of Preston Aerospace) and, plus, her father was a frequent flyer.  As such, the pilots stared silently for several seconds when Johnathan strolled into the lounge.
“Uh, Master Preston?” the one managed to say.
“Miss Preston now, I guess,” she replied. “Don’t tell anyone, though. I want to do that myself.”
“S-sure,” the co-pilot said, with the looks exchanged indicating they didn’t seem to be in any hurry to defy that order.
“Now, can we fly straight to Flagstaff? I’ve got someone to go visit.”
“Of course si—ma’am,” the pilot said. “It will take a little bit to get all the clearances we need and do the pre-flight checks, but we’ll send a flight attendant over to get you.”
“Nice, nice,” Johnathan replied, flopping into one of the lounge’s rather plush seats and fishing out her phone. 
It took only a few moments of fishing around to find her mother’s cell number, and then a little while after that for Tecla to pick up.
“Johnny! What a surprise. Is everything ok?” she asked.
“Good. Great, even. I got a bit of a makeover, and I’m feeling all flush with confidence,” Johnathan explained. Actually explaining why seemed like an in-person sort of thing, but that would happen in a few hours. “So full of confidence that I was wondering... could I get Grace’s address? I know dad must have it, and it shouldn’t be in any of his classified files or anything.”
“Her add—oh! Oh mi pequeño Johnathan... yes. I will go ask one of the security boys,” Tecla replied. “I will call you back.”
The masculine conjugation caused her to grimace slightly, but it wasn’t a video call so she was all good. “Talk to you soon then, mom.”
Of course, despite her best efforts to sound cool on the phone, she was now giddy with anticipation. There was an hour and a half flight between her and getting to Flagstaff, not to mention waiting for flight clearance and then getting a cab from the airport to... whatever part of town Grace lived in, but all of that was nothing compared to the months of swooning for Grace.
No. More than that. The years of feeling confused about her sexuality, having wanted to date girls while not wanting to be their boyfriend. Now it all made sense, though.
Despite he fact that the few hours ahead of her was tiny compared to how long the build up before it had been... that didn’t cover over the fact that it was a few hours, though. Antsy and full of the need to move around, she ended up heading over to the complimentary snack bar. There were plenty of little finger foods to nibble on. Caffeine was not what she needed, so she grabbed an apple juice and some croissants to snarf on while she waited.
After a few minutes her mother phoned her back. Apparently Grace lived in an apartment building in the Sunnyside neighbourhood. There wasn’t time to discuss much else, however, as Johnathan’s flight was ready. So she said goodbye to her mother and hurried out to the plane with her bags of new clothing. 
Once on the plane, a good chunk of the flight was taken up by getting up to cruising altitude. The flight attendant then brought her a light dinner, small enough to let someone still eat a bit later in the evening, but a nice bit to tide one over for all the travelling ahead.
After the meal, she mostly just watched the sunset-lit South-Western landscapes slide past while trying to think of what to say to Grace.
It didn’t exactly go great, but she figured she could mostly fumble her way to success. Clearly Grace was already invested in helping her become a girl and had talked about liking her, so... could she just open with a kiss? 
No. That was a little too much, but maybe she could open by saying she was a girl now and then asking if they could kiss.
Even on the taxi-ride up from the airport she didn’t really come up with a better plan. She also got a little distracted by the name of the street they were driving down. Wasn’t that the name of those fish that everyone thought were extinct but then weren’t?
Stepping out of the taxi and trying to focus again, she paid with a credit card (she didn’t really pay attention to which one). Then she headed up towards the apartment number she’d been given. Only to find a delivery guy dropping off a fairly large pizza delivery to—well, it wasn’t Grace at the door, but the woman did look a bit like Grace. 
Much less in the way of muscles, she was maybe an inch taller than Johnathan (so, still a little shorter than Grace), leaving her looking a bit lanky. Still, she had the same red hair and fairly tanned skin (though, again, she was paler than Grace). There was something oddly familiar about her too...
As Johnathan was processing the surprise woman the pizza order finished up. The delivery guy then moved past her and the woman at the door noticed her. The pair locked eyes and the mystery woman seemed as confused by what to make of her presence as she was confused by the woman.
“Um... is Grace home?” she offered.
The mystery woman’s eye twitched slightly before she turned to shout over her shoulder. “Oh Graaace, your girlfriend’s here. Warn me next time.”
Faster than Johnathan would have expected, Grace burst into view. Apparently it was also faster than the other woman had expected, Grace bumping into her and causing her to stumble slightly. Though she managed to save the pizza order.
“Struth!! Johnny!?” Grace yelped.
“The food, G—Grace. The food,” the other woman hissed now that she’d regained her balance.
“Oh, sorry cuz,” Grace replied.
The apology was received with a growl before the other woman slunk back into the apartment.
“Ah. She’s your cousin... I didn’t realise you’d have a roommate and that kind of threw off my whole plan,” Johnathan mumbled, before working up the courage to walk over to the door and lock eyes with Grace. “Um, but, well... I realised I’m a girl today and—”
Anything further was interrupted by a swearing sound in the apartment. Both Grace and Johnathan hurried in to find out what had happened, only to find Grace’s cousin hoping on one foot, hissing away what Johnathan was going to guess were Greek profanities. Just based on the general mood of them and her complete lack of familiarity with any of the consonants being tossed about.
“Are you ok?” she asked.
“Fff-fine. Fine,” the cousin hissed under her breath. “But what in the world do you mean you figured out you’re trans today? Grace has had me getting you estrogen and doing your blood work for, like, two months now!?”
“That was to balance the steroids?” Johnathan said.
“Yeah, and to gently nudge her towards comfort with her feminine side,” Grace added.
“Balance the—those are Kobaroic steroids... they’re feminising on their own.”
“Oh,” Grace and Johnathan said in unison.
“You mentioned she’d shown chest development and that you called her ‘good girl’... you bought her a blåhaj and... and... I was doing her blood work based on the levels a trans girl would want,” the woman said... and Johnathan suddenly realised: wasn’t she the ‘valley girl’ from the lab? Just without the accent and what must have been a wig.
“Well, yes? I was trying everything I could without breaking that prime-directive thingy I heard about?” Grace said.
That seemed to cause something to snap in Grace’s cousin and she began laughing in a slightly hysteric manner. 
“Uh... Lilith? Is... is everythin’ ok?” Grace asked.
Lilith took a moment to catch her breath, though her face remained in a somewhat too large grin. “I—just. You. You absolute dork. You ended up force-femming her in trying to avoid breaking that idiotic ‘prime directive’... it’s hilarious.”
“I am slightly confused about, well, most of what’s going on,” Johnathan said, “but, um... is it still an ok time to ask you out, Grace?”
“Oh! Yeah! Very,” Grace said with a grin. “You’re kind and sweet and have those supermodel genes on two sides of your family. Plus, all the anticipation. I’m not about to say no.”
Johnathan was so awash with joy from the answer that she only half registered that Grace had popped open the styrofoam case for the chicken wings and grabbed one. When it did click, though, she found herself staring.
With the chicken wing between her teeth, Grace then froze as well, guilt in her eyes. The pair stayed frozen for a few moments, until the click of Lilith locking the apartment door broke the spell.
“It’s time to come clean about everything... especially because, as nice as it is to hear her egg cracked, Ms. Preston needs to stay boymoding until the end of the month,” Lilith said as she leaned against the door.
“Come. Clean?” Johnathan said.
“Uh... I’m not actually vegetarian,” Grace offered.
“That much I was starting to guess,” she replied.
“Do you want me to explain it?” Lilith asked. “Or do you think, uh... have you come up with a new name yet, Preston?”
Johnathan blinked. “Oh... Right. I forgot I’d need one. It very much is a guy’s name, isn’t it?”
“It’s a bit of a butch power move to still go by Johnathan,” Grace offered, before putting down her chicken wing. “Anyway. Yeah. Explanations... firstly, I need you to promise you won’t tell anyone any of this, alright?”
“Promise,” Johnathan replied, ready to back Grace in whatever she needed, but also terrified of what she was about to find out.
“Well, to start with... my real name isn’t Grace Xanthopolous. It’s Golnar Azar. I’m not Greek, I’m Arab, specifically Qalhati... and I said I was vegetarian because I wasn’t sure if the meat at the country club would be halal or not and couldn’t figure out how to ask without just... y’know. Askin’.”
“Huh,” Johnathan replied.
That was going to take a bit to process... and there was definitely more information coming.
 
Part 9:
 
 
The story that followed (which included significant additions and commentary from Lilith) was a bit more of an emotional gut punch than she’d been ready for. Gr-Golnar and Lilith were apparently both orphaned during the Qalhati Civil War. Being the older cousin, Lilith had taken charge of keeping the pair fed and sheltered until humanitarian workers had found them. The Emir’s forces, backed by American drones, had apparently done far more damage to the civilian population than she had ever heard. Sure, she’d not ever dug into the specifics, there were just so many wars that the US was involved in, but that served to hammer home to her how much more damage the US must have done within her lifetime. 
After being processed by the aid workers, Lilith had been taken to live with her father’s family in Canada and while Golnar was sent to live with her uncle in Melbourne. It also turned out that Golnar’s hearing had not been damaged in the MMA ring, but by the shock waves of the bombs. Part of why she had been so into fitness and martial arts was that, being a hard of hearing girl who barely spoke English at first, she’d gotten into lots of fights with bullies as a kid.
After having been separated for several years, it seemed Lilith had decided they were owed some vengeance by the world. As such, she’d become a hacker and had managed to bankrupt a number of mid-ranking military and governmental officials who’d been involved in the war already.
“Your father hiring aliens for cybersecurity meant we had to take a more in person approach, though,” Lilith explained. “It’s taken me over two months of probing to finally break in... once this is done I’m bragging about that, though. There’s very few hackers who’ve managed to crack alien systems. And, if you’re excluding Kobaroic stuff, the only one I’ve heard has done it is my old mentor Popcorn. And I’ve had to mostly work with the relay hardware I could hide on Golnar.”
“Pop... corn?” Johnathan asked.
“It’s a username. None of us know each other’s real names,” Lilith replied.
Nodding, she then moved on to the subject that affected her family more. “So, um, had you known the Emir would be coming?”
“Nope. That’s just a happy coincidence,” Golnar replied, before diving into the last slice of her beef and olive pizza. “We’re trying to figure out what to do about it... but, anyway, we still need the physical in of my coming to train you and I get an impression your old man wouldn’t be thrilled about me ‘turning you’ lesbian. So, it really sucks to say this, but can you stay in the closet, Nat?”
“I was terrified of telling my—wait. ‘Nat’?”
“There’s a ‘Nat’ in ‘Johnathan’,” Golnar replied. “Technically. More a ‘Nath’, but... I wanted to try to call you something feminine.”
Repeating the name mentally, she found she liked it. “Yeah. Yeah. I can do Nat. It’s sporty...”
Growing lost in the feeling of having a feminine name now, she found herself smiling and staring off vaguely.
“Not to interrupt your gender euphoria, but... you have no issues with us being about to try to ruin your father’s reputation?” Lilith asked, sounding slightly suspicious.
“Do I—you haven’t had to grow up with him. Everything has to go exactly his way. The rest of the family are just accessories to make him look better. The only reason I was able to talk him into letting me do art was by purposefully flunking math in 11th grade so he worried I couldn’t be trusted running any part of the company... er, not that I’m great at math, but I’m not as totally hopeless as I made him think.
“So... yeah,” Nat said, after taking a moment to breathe. “If anyone offered me the chance to give him some egg on his face I’d be happy to help. The fact it’s Gr—Golnar, that just makes it like a dream. Especially now that I know why you want to... I always knew the family ran on blood money, but I’d not stopped to think how much of it was civilian.”
Before she could say anything more, however, her phone buzzed. Pulling it out, she saw it was from the family’s security personnel. Right. The discussion had distracted her from the flow of time, and she now needed to phone them back to explain where she was. Which also led to her realising just how late it was... it had been after dark by the time she’d arrived, and it was now close to 8pm. 
“Hello, it’s me,” Nat said, not really sure how else to open.
“You missed your check in. Is everything alright?” the security director asked from the other side of the call.
“Yes, yeah. I’m fine. I just went to see... to see Grace and lost track of time,” she explained.
“Well, you need to be more attentive. It makes your father worried if we don’t know where you are,” the guard replied, to which Nat rolled her eyes. 
The only reason it made her father worry was because of how poorly it would reflect on the company if anyone got kidnapped. As she was trying to remove the annoyed tone before replying, Golnar leaned in with a grin on her face.
“Why are you on the phone? You should come back to bed,” she said in a playful and seductive voice that left Nat stammering hopelessly.
“Oh,” the security director mumbled on the other end of the call. “We’ll... we’ll leave you to it and send you a car in the morning, sir.”
The morning? Spending the night left Nat a little flushed, but she couldn’t exactly say no, so she thanked him and then hung up. Only to then stare at Golnar and Lilith, feeling a little embarrassed.
“Well... apparently I’m sleeping over. Sorry to impose on you,” she mumbled.
“Ripper news!” Golnar said with a grin. 
“W-why?” Nat asked, not expecting such positivity to the news.
“Because you’re not going to be sleeping over,” Lilith muttered, before standing up. “Now where did I put my noise cancelling headphones?”
Blinking, Nat turned to see the large grin on Golnar’s face. “Well, to keep up everyone’s cover they do need to think we slept together, so... shall we? It’s more fun than acting.”
“Oh,” Nat mumbled.
 
-
 
It turned out Lilith had not been joking when she said Nat wasn’t going to be sleeping. Not that Nat was complaining. It had never occurred to her that she could be using that body part and still be left feeling incredibly feminine at the end. It had been eye opening. 
Despite her inexperience, Nat had also tried to give back what she could, and hoped Golnar had enjoyed the process at least half as much as she had.
Unfortunately, as eye opening as the night had been, it left Nat struggling to keep her eyes open on the ride back to the Preston home that morning. The drive wasn’t long enough to get much of a nap in, but she managed a few minutes of shut eye before getting home and finding her father waiting for her in the foyer.
“Good morning, Johnathan,” he said with a smile. “I knew that woman would help make a man out of you.”
Nat couldn’t help but grin at how wrong her father was, and was glad he took her smile very thoroughly the wrong way. Or, well, from a survival standpoint the right way. He clapped her on the back with a small laugh.
“Glad to know you have the Preston charm. A bit different of tastes, but the charm all the same. Maybe there’s something to your taste, as well, judging by those bags under your eyes. Did you get any sleep at all, son?” her father asked.
“Uhh... a little in the car?” she offered.
“Haha,” he replied with another laugh. “Should have realized you were thinking about endurance all this time... well, do get some shut eye.”
 
-
 
Hiding her gender understanding from her father the next week or so was easy. Especially because it mostly involved just not telling him anything, hiding some of her new clothes that looked a bit more feminine, and keeping a sports bra on to compress everything. Even normally she barely got a chance to tell him anything, so it was pretty well business as usual.
Her sister was similar. They barely spoke, Judith having seemed to always envy her for getting to be the ‘heir apparent’ and then had somehow taken Nat’s efforts to escape that role as something to dislike her for even more. It wasn’t hard to guess that she’d take Nat’s being a girl as another thing to hold against her.
So, in the end, it was mostly just her mother that it was awkward to keep it from. Sure, the two of them also didn’t talk much, but they usually had a few short conversations during a week. It left her feeling guilty, and she was glad that the nonsense of the coming party helped keep their conversations down to just a few words.
An extra reason to stay hidden in her room was Nat’s decision to prepare for any eventuality. Golnar hadn’t told her what was happening with the actual plan for the party (there weren’t really any chances... they barely had a chance to kiss outside of training) but had decided to focus on martial arts training. Wanting to be as helpful as possible, Nat had then decided to turn to online videos for added training. Specifically, training in kendo because, well, it was cool and there was the sword her great grandfather brought back from the war. It was sitting in her father’s public facing office (the one guests were actually allowed in).
She wasn’t planning to unsheathe it, but it seemed a good boost to range to be armed with it. Plus, she wanted to impress Golnar by showing some initiative. A little poking around on the internet had revealed ‘sword lesbians’ were a thing and she rather wanted to be one. And so she spent the week getting as little sleep as she could manage while cramming as much sword training as possible in her waking hours.
Of course, she had no idea if she’d get the chance to use it, but... it would be cool if she managed to. All the training also distracted her from wanting to jump into gender euphoria with both feet just yet.
 
-
 
The night was upon them. Being officially a couple, Nat was able to invite Golnar, and Nat found herself bouncing nervously as she waited for her to show up. The Emir wasn’t due for another hour, because ‘Grace’ was considered a part of the family that had to be in place before he arrived. Making matters more stressful, both of Nat’s parents were waiting with her.
As such, she got to see both their responses when Golnar stepped out of her car in an impeccable rented tux. One that had a gold tie and other golden accents to match Nat’s own.
“That is certainly an... interesting choice of outfit, Ms. Xanthopolous,” John III said, his eye twitching slightly at an imperfection appearing in his attempt to display the ideal American family.
“Ah, than—oh. You’re not happy,” Golnar said, having initially read it as a compliment.
“Women are generally expected to wear dresses as Preston family events,” John Preston III replied.
“Y’see, that’s fair, but... when a sheila’s 6ft2 and muscular she usually has to choose between something that leaves nothin’ to the imagination or a suit, and Johnny did say the dress code was ‘modest’,” Golnar replied with a grin. “So it was the best option in my size.”
The face of disappointed defeat that Nat’s father made in reply was such a sweet appetizer to whatever the Azar girls were planning to do that evening.
“Very well,” her father muttered, before heading off to deal with other matters.
“I think you both look very cute together,” Tecla said with a smile, before heading off. 
Being left alone for a second, Nat had two things on her mind. One was probably more important, but she couldn’t help but ask the other one first.
“You know, with the talk about dressing modestly, it does have me wondering why you don’t... y’know,” she said, vaguely attempting to mime out the process of wearing a head covering.
“Lots of women don’t wear them. Heck, some Muslim countries banned them,” Golnar whispered back.
Nodding, Nat then moved on to the second question: “What’s the plan for tonight?”
“We’re playing it a little by ear. Lilith has a plan A where everything works out perfectly, a plan B where almost everything works out, and then refuses to tell me anything further because she thinks that will jinx us,” Golnar explained. “I just hope one of those other plans lets me punch someone.”
Considering what had led her to that night, Nat could not blame her for that desire. 
Being forced to dodge maids and cooks (and her mother shouting at both in rapid fire Spanish) as they managed last minute preparations for the party was almost definitely not going to help Golnar’s mood. Though, Nat hoped they’d be able to eat before the plan started. Having Golnar be grumpy from her hunger was surely not going to help them out.
Having been busy dodging staff, greeting other more minor guests, and barely getting a chance to speak to anyone about anything, Nat was left surprised when the Emir’s convoy pulled up the driveway. There was one oversized stretched SUV in the middle with a more normal sized SUV both before and behind it. 
“That’s going to be a lot of extra security...” Nat muttered under her breath as the three vehicles pulled up to the front entrance.
Watching the doors of the main SUV open, Nat had to blink in surprise to see a female Kobaroian step out, pushing 7ft and dressed in a suit with a simple hijab tucked under it (folded slightly to let her horn stick out). Most of her tail was also covered in something of a third pant leg. The rest of the guards were human men, however. 
“Big,” Nat mumbled, noticing that Golnar’s eyes were also sparkling at the sight of the alien woman.
Was that just excitement about getting to see an alien, or did Nat have reason to worry she might be dropped for the new hotter option? It was hard to compete with a Kobaroian.
“Your majesty!” Nat’s father declared as the Emir walked in. “It’s such a pleasure to have you visit my humble home. Please, any request will be my pleasure to fulfill.”
“It’s a nice place,” the Emir said. “I’m glad to see all my money has been going to someone with taste.”
“Don’t worry, most of your money goes into ensuring the next round of Preston Aerospace products are even better than the last... but, let’s not talk business tonight. There’s food waiting and I would like you to meet my family first.”
That was everyone’s cue to line up. The Emir offered praise to how elegant Nat’s mother and sister looked in their dresses, as well as noting that Judith was single at the moment. There was a spark in her eyes when the Emir mentioned he had a son about her age, and Nat suddenly understood that the one thing better than a corporate executive in her eyes was to become royalty. Though she’d likely shop around for a prince in a nation with somewhat better women’s rights first...
“And this is my son Johnathan IV and his girlfriend,” Nat’s father said.
“Hello your majesty,” Nat managed, despite the judgement in the man’s eyes.
“G’day,” Golnar managed, barely managing to pretend she was smiling instead of baring her teeth.
“Quite a lot of woman,” the Emir said, his gaze making Golnar’s skin crawl, though she did her best to hide it. The Emir leaned in a bit closer to Nat, to whisper an addition. “The tattoos, though...”
“Tattoos are beautiful,” Nat replied, loud enough that Golnar could hear.
And, to her surprise, Golnar blushed, seeming embarrassed by the defence.
It raised an eyebrow from the Emir, but Nat’s father was able to swiftly slide in to lead the man off towards the long dining table. 
“I’m not surprised he’d criticize my tattoos,” Golnar said in a hushed tone. “He’s Sunni and they’re a lot more strict about them.”
The specificity of her statement left Nat feeling curious, but she knew it would raise eyebrows if ‘Grace’ started explaining specific subsets of Islam to her. Instead she and Golnar headed over to the table, taking their seats partway down. The meal was served soon after, with multiple courses of fine cuisine. There was a mix of Qalhati dishes and Tex-Mex options, which was apparently thrilling to Golnar. Both for the nostalgic foods she hadn’t found in years and the ability to grab whatever sort of tacos or fajitas were presented with zero question about whether they were halal or not (as John III made sure to emphasize to the Emir and his entourage that everything was good for any of them to eat). 
It was only after the had meal ended that the lights went out.
Part 10
 
 
Just before the lights went out Golnar had excused herself to use the washroom. As such, Nat had found herself drifting as the guests began to spread out after dinner. So, when the home went dark there was no reason to stop and think about... well, anything. The excitement to grab the sword and try to be useful took over.
Knowing the house quite well (since it wasn’t like she got out much) it didn’t take long for her to reach her father’s study in the dark and grab the large Japanese blade from the mantelpiece. For security and safety reasons, the sheath was more or less locked onto the sword, but she had no plans to cause deadly harm to anyone, so she was fine with that. Look cool and don’t murder anyone. That was the plan.
Once she’d grabbed the sword, though, she realised she hadn’t actually thought about any further details to her plan. Well... Golnar and Lilith were probably down at the real office, right? But... was it best if she went down that way or best if she tried to cause a distraction? 
A distraction sounded good. As long as it would draw people’s attention after she was out of the way, but what could she—fire. She could light something on fire. It wouldn’t get very far, the house had a hidden sprinkler system that would engage if it got to far, but the thing about the sprinkler system was that, if it detected a fire in two rooms, it would go off across the whole house. Which would probably cause all sorts of chaos, right?
All she had to do was turn on the study fireplace, ignoring the shouts of ‘why won’t the blinds open?’ out in the other rooms. She wasn’t sure when those had closed, but they were motorized, so if power had been cut they wouldn’t be easy to draw. Plus, it wouldn’t help much. There would only be so much light coming in from the surrounding empty desert. 
Wait. Right. If the power was out, rather than just the lights, then the controls on the fireplace also wouldn’t work. That was that plan down the drain. 
Taking a moment to reassess her plans, Nat vaguely remembered a movie where they, like, shot the sprinkler system or something in a building and that had set the sprinklers off. All she had to do was remember where the sprinklers were located. All those hours staring at the ceiling in high school when her father had brought her into his study to lecture her about poor grades were going to pay off. A few paces later, she was reasonably certain she was right under one and she attempted to hit it with the tip of the sword she had. Only to miss. Blaming that on the curve of the Japanese blade, she tried three more times before managing to hit the sprinkler. 
Hollywood did not let her down, for once, and the sprinkler system in the room went off. It also made more noise than she expected, her cue to scramble out of there before anyone came to investigate.
The hallway outside the study was empty, though she could sort of make out the various people in the main living area. Some of those human shapes were moving her way, no doubt to investigate the sound of the sprinklers. An angry shout and a few profanities revealed one of them had thwacked a shin onto one of the various coffee tables around.
Nat slipped further down the hallway, away from the party. There were some other sprinklers down that way that she knew, and there were lower odds of running into anyone. 
When she finally reached the next sprinkler she felt safe at, it took several attempts to find its sweet spot. She had been less certain where, exactly, it was, so it didn’t surprise her. 
Her effort came with rewards, though. Screams and swearing carried down the hall, through the sounds of running water. The whole house was likely getting drenched. Sure, that included her room, but she’d expected to be a person-non-whatever in her father’s eyes at the end of the night anyhow. Her sketchbooks and manga collection were already accepted as lost. 
Before she could pause to try to figure out what to do next, however, the sound of gunfire cracked through the air. It was coming from downstairs somewhere. There were also odd cracks of electricity or something that were harder to hear.
Scrambling through the increasing levels of water on the floor, Nat made her way to the nearest stairwell. It was one that the family didn’t really use much, cramped, but with actual railings since there was no effort to seem sleek and modern. It still felt rather perilous to descend in the dark and wet, but she took her time and managed to get down to the bottom without breaking her neck or even spraining her ankle. 
Carefully opening the door while crouching (since she’d heard more gunfire) Nat saw that the emergency lighting was still on. Not that it provided very good illumination, especially with the sprinklers running. Several men in suits, presumably security staff, were laying on the ground. Nat hoped they were just unconscious. There were some guns and tasers laying on the ground, as well as a single alien looking pistol of some sort.
Then, somewhere further ahead, was Golnar, in the middle of a number of security men (both for the Preston Family and the Emir’s men) fighting them all like some sort of action hero. Some of those moves definitely were not ones she’d shown Nat. Less like kung-fu and more street brawling. Though she seemed just as swift and efficient with them.
Either way, it did seem like she was having a tough time dealing with so many men. So Nat decided to serve as the cavalry, samurai sword at the ready. The security personnel didn’t pay attention to her charging in when they had Golnar to deal with, perhaps with the sprinkler noises helping to disguise her approach. As such, she got a number of strikes in knocking a couple of men down before any realised they had an extra foe. 
What followed was a confused melee. Things were too cramped for Nat to properly use her (still rather minimal) kendo skills, and so had to improvise. Lots of jabbing and half-swording was her answer. Thankfully the Preston family’s security men seemed hesitant to actually strike her, which meant she only really got hit a few times by the Emir’s bodyguards. Those strikes still hurt, however. By the time she took down one or two more men (and Golnar had mopped up the rest) Nat was fairly certain she was going to have a black eye and some severe bruising on her torso. 
Really, she could barely stand, using the sword as a cane.
“Why do you have a sword?” Golnar asked.
“I wanted to be dashing, and save the day,” Nat offered through slightly gritted teeth. 
“You... Strewth, girl! I knew trans sheilas usually got more courageous after coming out, but don’t completely abandon all self preservation... I don’t want you dying,” Golnar said, offering Nat her arm to lean on. They made it a few paces before Golnar said anything else. “Why is that sword so big, anyway? I’ve never seen a katana that large.”
“It’s an odachi, actually... or a nodachi. I’m not sure if there’s a difference,” Nat replied, as they made their way down the concrete hallways towards the garage. 
While she was hurting, Nat was running on enough adrenaline to move at a decent pace. They made it to the garage only a few moments later, finding John J. Preston III and the Emir. The latter was furious and blaming Nat’s father for the events of the night. John was gritting his teeth and accepting the verbal barrage as he struggled with the garage door. Unfortunately they had one other person with them: the Kobaroian bodyguard. 
The alien woman turned watching as Nat and Golnar entered.
“You,” she said, eyes locking on Golnar.
“Well fuck me,” Golnar muttered. “I guess they did manage to radio who I was...”
“Johnathan?” Nat’s father said. “Johnathan... you need to get away from her. Ms. Xanthopolous... she’s the one that—”
“That’s holding our family accountable for all the people we’ve helped kill?” Nat replied.
Her father’s eye twitched. “That’s... it’s just business. That’s just how the world works. Someone is going to make weapons. We just make sure the best ones are in the hands of the good guys, defending democracy.”
“HAH!” Golnar bellowed. “All my parents wanted was democracy! But you were happy to give that nadhi kadhib all the missiles and weapons he wanted.”
Cracking her knuckles and then rolling her shoulders, the Kobaroain woman stepped between Golnar and the Emir. “Listen. You’re a good size for a human, but you’re not getting past me, whatever your reasons for wanting to fight... still I’d be happy to blow off the steam. Haven’t had a good fight on this little rock.”
“And here I thought aliens were supposed to have better morals than us primitive Earthlings,” Golnar said and she helped Nat sit down on a bench.
“And those of us willing to still get our hands dirty love this planet for it,” the green and muscular alien woman said, showing off her tusks with a large grin.
“Let’s hope you can find a dentist who can fix those obnoxious chompers,” Golnar said, before shifting into a fighting stance. 
The Kobaroian woman adopted one of her own, the two muscular women sizing one another up. The tension was palpable... though Nat wasn’t sure it was just the tension that was making her heart race.
The pair then charged at one another, making it a few paces when...
A flash of blueish-white light burst from the doorway behind Golnar, hitting the Kobaroian woman square in the chest. Her limbs went limp and she crumpled, though inertia still led to her and Golnar slamming into one another, the latter left fumbling with the massive frame of the alien woman. Extracting herself after a brief struggle, Golnar turned, fire in her eyes. She then shouted something furious in Arabic as Lilith strolled through the garage entrance.
“Oh stuff it. Even if you hadn’t been fighting your way through the rest of the security crew she’d have stomped you. Kobaroian women aren’t just 7ft tall, they’re also from higher gravity planets... besides, we’re here for the Emir,” Lilith replied, pointing her alien blaster at the two now terrified men across the garage.
She let out two shots in short succession, causing both the Emir and Nat’s father to crumple.
“Uh... did... did you just kill them?” Nat asked, realising she hadn’t quite been prepared for that.
“Huh? No. No. This is an Issiod’rian stun pistol. It could do serious damage if I hit a Human with a charge meant for a Kobaroian, but I turned it down first, don’t worry, Lilith said. “Now, come on you two, let’s load the Emir in Golnar’s car and go meet our rendezvous.”
“I still wanted to fight her,” Golnar muttered as she let the Kobaroian slump against the ground.
The comment made Lilith roll her eyes as she walked over to deal with the garage door control. 
Getting back to her feet, Nat was surprised just how much more pain she was in, now that the adrenaline was no longer rushing through her. Still she managed to make it over to the corner where Golnar had been allowed to park, slumping into the back seat as Golnar loaded the Emir into the trunk. Golnar then got behind the wheel while Lilith hopped in the passenger seat, the latter having managed to get the garage door to open. 
There were a few more confused security guards outside, but they scattered when Golnar took off down the driveway towards them, a few shots peppering the car as they left the house behind.
“You guys wouldn’t happen to have any painkillers and water in this car would you?” Nat asked as the nighttime dessert rolled past.
They seemed to be heading north. She’d have expected them to head down towards the border.
“Oh, yeah. There should be something in my bag beside you,” Golnar said, before turning to Lilith. “Oh, and good thinking with the sprinklers. Should have expected a rich figjam like J. J. Preston III there to arm his men with tasers. No damagin’ the property.”
“The sprinklers weren’t me,” Lilith replied. “I thought they were you.”
Pausing from fishing through Golnar’s bag, Nat raised a hand. “That was me. I... I wanted to add confusion.”
“Ah. Well, ace thinking!” Golnar said. “Meant I had a third as many people shootin’ at me.”
Nat offered a weak smile before then finding the painkillers. The water bottle took a few more moments. Downing them both, she found herself still feeling more than a little out of it. In fact, she found herself wondering if there was something more than just painkilling elements to those pills... or if the tiredness was just a result of how little she’d been sleeping mixed with the need to heal.
Either way, she dozed. At some point she woke up to muffled protests from the trunk, but nothing seemed to happen so she went back to sleep. Then she woke up again to Golnar helping her out of the car and into an odd silver building that looked sort of round. They’d met up with someone, she heard other voices, but she was too busy enjoying leaning on Golnar to look around. 
She’d surely dozed again, but woke up once more to find a large cat staring down at her.
No. Not a cat. An Issiod’rian. The feline alien woman had some sort of device in her hands, pointed down at Nat. Confused, she scrambled up to a partially seated position, ready to retreat further.
“Calm, Nat-ally,” the lynx-like alien said in a soft voice. “It will heal.”
“Oh... where are...?” she mumbled.
“I’m here,” Lilith said. “Golnar’s a bit busy praying. At least when she isn’t grumbling about how we’re moving too fast and she’s having to rotate as she prays. And about how quick the sun’s moving across the sky.”
“We’re... moving?” Nat asked.
“Yes. To the Africa-continent,” the Issiod’rian woman said.
“Africa? Why Africa?” 
“You’ll see in a few minutes,” Lilith replied, wearing a grin that Nat decided was a bit annoying. 
Without anything better to do, though, Nat laid back down to let the alien woman treat her wounds. That took most of the rest of the flight. Upon landing, she followed the others towards a section of wall that opened to reveal it was actually a door. The Emir stumbled out, hatred in his eyes.
He hissed something in Arabic that Nat got the impression was insulting, but it didn’t quite work on the Azar cousins. Instead, Lilith gave a smarmy sounding counter, while leading the way to the exit of the alien craft. To make sure the Emir followed, Golnar grabbed him by the shoulder and dragged him over. 
Curiosity getting the better of her, Nat followed them out into the sunny scene outside. They were somewhere dry. Maybe the Sahara? Maybe the Sahel? There was a large town in one direction with a concerning amount of smoke rising from it. A smaller settlement sat in the opposite direction, just barely visible over the horizon. As Nat took it in, Lilith said something to the Emir that caused him to panic. That fear increased when Golnar pulled his outer cloak from him, Nat noticing that it had gold thread in it. 
Golnar then patted the man down, eventually removing a few rings and other small valuables the man was carrying.
“There we go. Now you’re ready to see what it’s like to live through a civil war from a commoner’s point of view,” Lilith said. “If you survive and prove your identity to someone, maybe you’ll emerge a better man for it... I won’t put any money on you surviving long, though.”
The Emir protested once more in Arabic, genuine terror in his voice, but Golnar simply turned and left while Lilith offered a wide grin and a small wave before heading back to the Issiod’rian ship herself. Not wanting to be left behind, Nat scrambled after them.
“Do you really think he’s going to die out there?” Nat asked as the door closed behind her.
“Eh, no idea,” Golnar said. “I doubt he’ll ever convince anyone he’s actually the Emir of Qalhat, though.”
Nodding, Nat was left with another question. “Mhm... I guess that makes sense. Still surprised you guys knew Issiod’rians after how excited you acted about meeting aliens before.”
“Oh, I had no idea Lilith was in contact with ‘em,” Golnar said.
“I only got their attention after cracking your family’s security. Apparently the Restored Imperial Commonwealth thingy has been struggling to get intel on the Corporate Alliance, especially for their dealings on Earth, so they were excited to find out what I knew... also, they offered us amnesty in space,” Lilith explained. “Got to admit that getting to see the galaxy sounds pretty cool.”
“We’re going to... space,” Nat asked, turning to realise the view outside the door window showed the darkness of space outside. “We’re in space.”
“I really have no idea what that means for my prayer schedule,” Golnar mumbled, also staring out the window.
The pair of them were quiet for a few moments, before their hands brushed against one another’s and they seemed to both have the idea to hold the other’s hand at the same time. Nat had no idea what to expect next, but...
“I’m glad that wherever we’re going, I’m going there with you,” she whispered.
“Same... also, I do know what I’ll be doing about your workout schedule, don’t worry,” Golnar replied.
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