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Foreword
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Change is often treated in fiction as something that happens to people — an accident, a curse, a trick of fate. Maryanne Peters is an author who often plays on these elements, but in "Change by Choice" she returns to voluntary transitioners and how they deal with their new gender. The stories in Change by Choice begin from a quieter and more radical premise: that transformation can be an act of will.

The characters in this collection are not swept along by circumstance alone. They make decisions — sometimes carefully, sometimes under pressure, sometimes before they fully understand the consequences. These stories recognize that choice does not require certainty, only honesty. What matters is not whether change is easy or painless, but whether it is owned.

The featured opening story, “Selkie,” sets the tone for the book as a whole. On the surface, it is an action-driven narrative, tense and fast-moving. Beneath that surface, however, lies a deeper meditation on identity, history, and responsibility. Its heroine is not defined by the danger she faces, but by the clarity with which she understands herself. She has already remade her life once, and when crisis comes, she does not abandon that self — she draws strength from it.

Throughout Change by Choice, transformation is never treated as erasure. No one becomes authentic by destroying who they once were. Instead, these stories suggest that growth is cumulative: courage layered onto fear, love layered onto longing, identity layered onto memory. Even when an old skin is shed, it is not discarded in shame, but acknowledged as part of the journey.

Romance and connection thread through many of these tales, but they are not ornamental. Relationships here are tested by change, shaped by it, and sometimes made possible only because of it. Partners are not props or rewards; they are witnesses, participants, and sometimes challengers. Love, when it appears, is earned — not by conformity, but by truth.

What unites the stories in this collection is not a single destination, body, or outcome, but a shared insistence that gendered lives are not metaphors or curiosities. They are lived experiences, shaped by choice, consequence, and courage. No one is promised an easy ending — only an honest one. Once again Maryanne Peters delivers a diverse collection of transgender stories that touch the heart and soul of many readers.

Change by Choice is a book about deciding who you are willing to be, and accepting the cost of that decision.

Welcome to the journey.
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Preface
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I have said it before, but despite the fact that I have written hundreds of transgender tales, excluding my ever more numerous vignettes, only a fairly small percentage of them are genuine stories of dysphoria. I suppose that there is something in me that sees a change of gender brought about by circumstance rather than desire, makes for a more interesting premise.

But I decided that I would put together this collection and I cast back through my back catalog in search of stories to fill the pages for my hungry readers. I had some success, despite the lack of file organization, but I was still driven to write a third of the stories from scratch, including the opening story.

“Selkie” is an action piece but is driven by the heroic transwoman who takes charge in a crisis. The title comes from Scottish folklore so it seemed only right that she is a Scot, and one with a close relationship with seals. If you are puzzled by that comment, read on.

Thanks to Ashleigh for the editing, Suzan for the guest foreword, and Erin and the team at Doppler for helping to bring this book to you.

Maryanne Peters 

January 2026
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Selkie
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Chapter 1

The cruise liner “Coral Seas” had already completed the first leg of its Pacific Ocean cruise by the time it had left the Port of Hilo on the Big Island of Hawaii.  Before the three stops in Hawaii the vessel had been at sea for six whole days out of Acapulco, which had been all that was needed by Ivan Volkov and his team to hatch out of the containers brought aboard in Mexico and gather their equipment.  They had brought aboard all that was needed for the operation they had been planning.

After leaving Hilo, they were to put their plan into action.  They would be 7 days at sea out of Hawaii before they reached Tahiti, and that gave them all the time they needed.  They would be crossing that part of the Pacific called the Heart of the Ocean – further away from land than anywhere in the world.

Volkov’s team were well-trained and utterly ruthless.  Many of them were ex-Spetsnaz, Russian special forces trained in terror tactics to operate behind enemy lines.  Beyond that, all of them were battle hardened.  

While some knew each other before then, they had been a unit within the Wagner Group, a Russian mercenary operation working in Africa in the 2010’s.  There they had all improved their English, which was widely spoken in Africa.  There they had learned to kill without compunction.  Those who could not, did not belong in this unit.

Ivan Volkov himself had been a personal friend of the Wagner’s founder, Yevgeny Prigozhin, but he did share his regard for Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin, the Russian leader.  For Volkov, while he loved his motherland and its culture, all politicians were vermin.  

Russians are born into a harsh landscape.  Everybody must fend for himself.  Nobody should be expected to give.  Everybody should learn to take.  Wagner was the same, right up until his friend was killed and Wagner became an instrument of the politicians.  That was the time for his unit to leave the group and go it alone, like a wolf pack among the lambs.

They had done some private business in Africa while Putin made war with Ukraine, and then Volkovs team went to South America sailing out of Portuguese-speaking Equatorial Guinea to the port of Natal in East Brazil.  From there they travelled to Venezuela and Columbia, but the expected work did not pay well and was costly.  They had lost two men in a cartel gun battle outside Bucaramanga.

“There were too many guns and too much ammunition,” he said to them after that battle.  “We need to go somewhere where the people are not going to shoot back.”

“Like going into a courthouse or getting onto a plane,” one of his men said.  “Bags through the scanner and men through the metal detector.”

It sounded like a mindless comment at the time, but rather than snap at the person who said it, it got him thinking.  What he needed was to find the right target.  Bigger than a plane, with plenty of rich people all carrying money and valuables with them, and with an exit that was not a door 10,000 meters up in the air.

It was simply a question of looking at the online catalog and finding the right cruise.  An expensive one that would suit the right kind of clientele – rich and wanting to show off their wealth – and the right route – giving enough time to empty the pockets of everybody on board and then get away.

The getaway was to the island of Penryn, that was only 450 kilometers west of the route to be taken by the vessel in the normal course, or less if adjustment could or should be made.  A small fast vessel could cover that distance in around 10 hours, but the vessel already procured was a sailing vessel with a good engine aboard.  They could give themselves 20 hours to Penryn, most of it at night, and then have a suitable airplane waiting for them there.

But first, the ship would need to be taken, and here Volkov prided himself on his planning.  He had obtained plans of the vessel from the ship surveyors, and he felt that he had a good understanding of how the communications could be disabled. 

As all soldiers know, denying the enemy contact with command is the first step in any isolated operation. Then move into the command center and take control there.  Identify and eliminate or detain any military threats to the operation – the Master at Arms and his team must be found before they can get to the firearms cache.  Only after all that is done can the public be addressed, and the terror begin.
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CHAPTER 2

Heather gasped in a high pitch, as she always did, in that moment.  There was never any need for pretense in the moment of orgasm, when his pubis and hers were in contact as the only muscle at work were his cavernosus muscles to propel the semen into her, and whatever she had in and around her vagina that responded with ecstasy.  In that moment she was 100% female, with no memory of any other existence, or any thought of anything for that matter.  It was that exquisite moment that is best enjoyed by people in love, as they were.

Carl had been working hard for months and he needed the break, but they only had time for the Pacific leg of the voyage of the cruise liner “Coral Seas”, so they had boarded in Honolulu after a few days on Waikiki Beach.  Sex was a priority for them both.  They were both fit, and for Heather it seemed that fate had stolen from her years without sex, so time needed to be made up.

They had been married for a year and had been together for more than a year before that.  They now felt that they had no secrets between them, and that those of their friends and family who needed to know more, knew it all.  

At the beginning they only knew of her as the Scottish woman that Carl had fallen for, who was ready to leave her country and her past behind to marry Carl who was still recovering from a bitter divorce.  Many now knew a little more.  It should not have mattered, but Heather was not ashamed to explain that she had not always been a woman.  She was now, and never more so than in that moment, as his wet penis slipped out of the hot vagina that had been constructed for moments just like this.

“I would happily do that again, right now,” she whispered, stroking his thinning hair.  “And as a woman I can.  It is one of the best things about being female.  That and not losing hair.”  She examined his scalp carefully.  “You caught some sun yesterday.  I need to put some sunblock on for you up here for later today.”

Her own hair was shoulder length and thick, and after experiments with color over the years since transition, was now back to its natural brown.  Keeping it clean and tidy was a chore but something she loved.  She liked to look good.  She liked to look feminine, especially for him.  She knew that a man needs to be proud of his wife, especially when she cannot be a mother.

Not that her barrenness concerned Carl.  He had three children by his first marriage, and Heather was a good stepmother to them.  Carl’s ex-wife had even come to accept Heather, who had pointed out that in marrying a transwoman she could be assured that her children would be the only ones Carl would ever have.  That seemed to allow her to open up more time for the kids to spend with their father and his new wife, which pleased him.

But not this holiday.  This was for them.

“Give me some time and we can go again,” said Carl.  “The next few days will be all about sex, I think.  We have days before we hit the next port, so nothing much to do the day except lie in the pool or on the sun deck, although we do have shows on and a couple of cocktail parties in the evenings for you to dress up for.”  He stroked her hair and stared into her large hazel eyes and thought of himself as being blessed to have found the perfect woman.

“We should get some exercise in while it is still early,” she said.  “I suspect the whole ship is thinking the same thing.”

“I guess old habits die hard,” he said, admiring her shoulders.  He had never seen her as a man, but he knew that hormone therapy had removed considerable muscle following her leaving the British armed forces.  By habit she still followed an exercise regime that he joined her in doing and could now match her.  It was all part of his new life, and he felt better for it.

They lay for a moment longer in the afterglow, before they heard the chimes of the public address system.

“This is very early,” said Heather.  “I hope there is nothing wrong.”

“Is that your selkie senses?” he teased.  He had heard the story many times.  He stroked her skin with a thought about it being once covered by fur, now so smooth and soft. Selkie.
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CHAPTER 3

“This is your new captain speaking,” came the sound into every cabin and down the halls and common areas still largely devoid of life.  “Or should I say, I am only temporarily in command of this vessel, and I am speaking to assure you that with the co-operation of everybody on board the vessel will be restored to the control of the cruise line soon...hopefully before sunset today.”

People who listen could observe that the man speaking spoke with an Eastern European accent.  Many simply used pillows to block out the noise.  A few were seriously annoyed at being disturbed and thinking about a complaint at some point in the future.   The voice continued regardless.

“My name is not important – you should only be concerned about our motive.  Ladies and gentlemen, this is a robbery.  I am afraid that it is that simple.  You are all victims and must surrender your valuables to my team.  I will explain how this is to be done, but first of all I must explain the rules and the penalties for disobeying them.

For many it seemed that the entire vessel gasped.  Perhaps fear can pass through soundproof walls and solid bulkheads?  The voice had an accent – to those who knew such things, probably Russian – but there was something else in this voice – a sense of evil.

“The first thing that is that all passengers must remain in their cabins.  You all have private toilet facilities and drinking water, so there will be no exceptions.  If this situation continues longer than anticipated, food packages will be delivered.  We have customer lists and can meet dietary requirements.  

"Secondly, we require that all laptops, tablets, cellphones and any satellite phones or other means of communication must be surrendered immediately.  That means placing these outside your door NOW.  The vessel's wireless access has been turned off so communication is impossible, but we need to check all communication devices to ensure that the vessel remains out of contact for the brief period we will be active. For the time being we will be jamming any signal from this vessel.  

"Lastly, my team will be visiting every cabin on board the vessel to ask for your valuables and to search your cabin if it appears that you are withholding something.  The less cooperative you are, the longer this exercise will take.  Now, we need total cooperation in this, so it is necessary to explain to you the consequence of failing to follow these instructions, and to demonstrate that we are very serious.  I will be asking the ex-captain of this vessel to confirm that we are in command of the bridge and all crew aboard.”

There was a muffled sound as if a hand had been placed over that microphone while a heated discussion was taking place in the distance.

“Passengers, this is Captain Newberry speaking,” came a new voice.  “I have met many of you so I am guessing some may recognize my voice.  I regret to say that this is not a drill.  The vessel has indeed been taken over by a group of armed men who I judge to present a serious threat.  

"The ship’s security team have been taken prisoner and are being held down below.  I am at gunpoint here on the bridge, but the vessel is on autopilot and is safely sailing to our next port.  We are out of contact with our headquarters, but I can assure you that the voyage is being monitored.  There is nothing to be concerned about when it comes to the safety of the vessel and everybody aboard and I want to keep it that way.  

"I urge everybody aboard to cooperate with these robbers.  No amount of money saved is worth your lives.  Just do what is being asked of you, and these men will leave on another vessel that is due to meet them shortly.”

“Listen to those good words!”  The voice of evil had returned.  “If you comply, nobody will be hurt.  But the very first person who does the wrong thing will die, and to prove to you that I mean what I say, I will throw their body from the front of the boat so that all of you with a window can see the body float by.  Telephones into the hall now!  Do not set foot into the hall.  Back into your cabins and wait for my men to arrive.  The quicker we do this, the sooner this will be over.”

For some reason, a chime marked the end of the address, sounding incongruous.

Heather turned to her husband, the usual smile replaced with a very serious face that Carl had only rarely seen.

“Don’t hate me for this, but I am going to have to do something,” she said.  “I am going to have to do what I am trained to do.”

“Honey, they said that we should just hand over what we have, which is not much anyway,” he said.  “Nobody is going to die if we do that.”

“You’re wrong.  Somebody is going to die.  A lot of people are going to die.”

“You don’t know that.  I know what you were, but now you are my wife, and too precious to me.  Let’s just go along with this.”

“I can’t,” she said, stroking his face.  “The problem is that I recognize the voice.  I know what we are up against.”
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CHAPTER 4

Dun Robertson was comforting his wife Connie inside their cabin on Deck 8, when he noticed the room darken slightly and was surprised to see somebody on his balcony.  His first thought was that the invaders of the vessel were scaling the exterior for some reason, until he saw the face at the window.  He pulled himself away from Connie and opened the sliding door.

“Heather?” he said.  They had met at dinner the first night after leaving Honolulu.  He remembered her asking about his tattoo, which she had noticed when he was in the swimming pool.  She had introduced her husband, a quiet but decent looking man, who clearly adored her.  But now she looked quite different in her tight-fitting gym clothes and sneakers, with her hair tied back and her breasts heaving.  “How on earth did you get onto my deck?” he said.

“I climbed up and across from our cabin,” she said with a shrug, although such a thing seemed impossible.  “I have come to ask for your help.  I have information for you...disturbing information”.

She was looking into the cabin at Connie.  Dun took the hint and closed the door behind him.

“You remember that I recognized your SEAL insignia, well, I also have a background in special forces,” she said.  “I know how to deal with our situation.”

Dun looked over the railing to see how she could have got to this position and decided that this must be true.  He looked at her again to confirm.  There was that look of fiery determination that he had seen before, many times.  She was military.  She had once been on active service, and now she was again.

“Why not let things play out,” said Dun.  “We’re civilians now.  We are not equipped to do anything.”

“I would normally agree, except for the fact that I know who we are dealing with.  I recognize the voice of the leader from his operations in Syria, and I am guessing that his team will be the same as before – ex Wagner Group, Russians, military grade criminals, blood thirsty killers.  There is going to be murder done on this ship today, Dun.  We need to do something and do it now.”

“Alright, I can help if you have a plan, but first, tell me exactly what is your experience in this?  When we met you mentioned that you had worked for the military in the UK, but doing what?”

“You may have heard of the Special Boat Service,” said Heather.  “I was brought up on the Western Isles of Scotland and my father always said that I had seawater in my blood.  My mother said I was a selkie.  Have you ever heard of that?  Anyway, when we have more time, perhaps.  

"The fact is that I have been around boats all my life, so I joined the Royal Navy and trained in maritime counter terrorism.  I know ships, and I know terrorists.  I was involved in a secret raid on the Tartus Naval Base in Syria, which is how I know about Volkov, the Russian leading this group.  I can tell you that he needs no reason to kill people.  He does it for pleasure.  He will kill before he gets off this ship.”

“So, what is your plan?” said Dun.

“He will have a small team but with plenty of firepower,” said Heather.  “They have a lot of work to do so they will be spread thin.  They will have taken the bridge and office of the Master at Arms, which has cells and some weapons.  Volkov will stay in the wheelhouse and monitor internal cameras.  He always has his victims brought to him.  My guess is that his men will sweep corridors to collect phones and then go door to door starting from the top, or the highest paying cabins.  I think he is right about wanting it done in just one day.  He will probably have an escape vessel meet the boat in darkness.”

“Look, I am up for this but are you sure it might not be better to wait this out if it will all be over in 24 hours?” said Dun.

“We can keep our options open, but I can tell you that no matter how stupid it is to try it, people will resist and there will be killings today, but you are right – we are not equipped.  So first we need to go to the Master at Arms, and I am guessing that I know where that is.”
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CHAPTER 5 

Heather had somehow clambered around the outside of the boat to reach the stern facing suites, gaining access through another cabin.  She excused herself from the two frightened looking occupants and went straight to the door.  

Checking that the corridor was clear she moved to disable the cameras that were all pointed forward, as she had noticed earlier (out of habit).  She had black card from room service menus and some tape which she customarily travelled with.  When the card was fastened over the lens she knew it could look like power failure on the monitor.  Shaving cream was quicker but looked like sabotage.  She needed time before the hijackers became alarmed.

She knocked on the door of Dun’s cabin.  He was ready, wearing a dark tracksuit.  He still seemed amazed by the pace this was happening, but adrenalin had kicked in, and he knew how to use that powerful chemical.

The corridors were clear except for cellphones and other items left outside doors in accordance with instructions.  Outside a few cabins were bundles of cash with notes saying words to the effect of – “Please don’t knock on our door because this is all there is”.  She smiled wryly.

They moved forward to the staircases, disabling cameras from behind as they went.  They descended down past the main deck, to the deck where the galley took up most of the space, to the entrance deck with its “Main Street” passage with mock shops.  One of these was “The Bank” where the ship’s purser was based.  He handled passenger’s money and “The Bank” included a currency exchange for shore activities.  Adjoining that, Heather knew, was the office of the Master at Arms – the security station.  The entire floor was empty, but Heather could hear voices and raised a closed fist.

“I think they are breaking into the ship’s safe,” she whispered.  “Let’s see if we can get past.”

They moved past the two men.  They were talking English, but one with a Russian accent.  Heather guessed that the safecracker would be an outside contractor, but the cash takings would not be high.  Perhaps items in safe deposit would be better?  The voyage had been chosen because it was priced for the rich, and passengers often like to flaunt their wealth.  There could be jewels worth many times more than cash.

The office of the ship’s security team could be reached without disturbing the thieves, so Heather and Dun moved quickly and silently.  There were desks for staff and two locked doors on either side of the wall with portholes casting light into the room.  One was marked “BRIG” and the other “PROPERTY”.  A bunch of heavy keys sat on a desk.

Dun took the keys and tried to access the door to the brig while Heather kept watch.  Dun moved in and she could hear him whispering.  More locks were turned, and three men appeared with Dun, the full complement despite the size of the vessel.

“Thank you for that,” said the man in a cruise officer’s uniform, maintaining hushed tones.  “We can take over from now.  I am sure these people are only here for the money.”

“We are only here to get access to weapons,” said Heather flatly.  “This operation is already under way.  Help us find weapons and then if you don’t want to help you can barricade yourselves in here.”

The officer looked startled.  He turned to Dun, who nodded.  They were in charge, and they seemed to know what they were doing.  His preference would have been to let things run in the hope that passengers would be left alone, but he sensed there was more in play than he knew.

“We have our own weapons, but the pirates took those,” said the officer.  “But believe it or not, we are always confiscating weapons from passengers on board, and we impound them in the property room there.”  He pointed to the other door. 

Dun threw the keys to Heather and she unlocked the door, returning a moment later with two handguns and a diver’s speargun.

“How many are we dealing with, do you know?” Dun asked the Master at Arms.

“At least six, but probably a dozen,” came the reply.  “There are two in the wheelhouse and two in the engine room, for certain.”

“We need to take these first two out,” said Heather, through the elastic in her mouth.  She was fixing her hair before heading to the door in the direction of the Purser’s office and the safe.  “Stand behind me with a drawn weapon.”  She handed Dun a pistol and took another for herself, thrusting it into a belt she had found leaving two others on the desk as if inviting the security men to follow.  She and Dun moved alone to where the safe was being drilled noisily.

It all happened faster than Dun could imagine.  The man with the drill had earmuffs on and did not even notice the man behind him fall to the ground with a spear through his head entering just below the left ear and partially exiting through the right eye.  He continued drilling until Heather tapped him on the shoulder and he turned to see an attractive woman smiling at him.  He pulled off the earmuffs in shock, seeing the body near him.

“Your boss is dead, or at least I assume he is your boss as you are doing all the work,” said Heather.

“Yes,” said the safecracker, now turning to look straight down the barrel of Dun’s pistol.  “I am just a locksmith.”

“Of course you are,” Heather chirped.  “And that is why you are not dead and why you are going to spend the rest of this voyage locked up, instead.”

Beside the body on the floor was a military grade radio with an earpiece.  She thrust that into her belt too.
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CHAPTER 6

As she had expected, the “pirates” (as the Master at Arms had termed them) had started going door to door from the upper decks.  It made sense that the more expensive cabins could be targeted first.  There were two teams of two on B Deck working bow to stern, one team on each side of the corridor.  They could see this from near to the top of the stairway accessing the stern of the ship.  They were some way off and they could hear some screams and whimpering from passengers being verbally abused.

“When they get down to C Deck where we have disabled the cameras, we will take them,” said Heather.  “They will go back to the bow down the stairs and we will be waiting.  For now, we will just watch from here in case we need to intervene.”

Dun smiled wryly   She had included him with the word “we” in relation to the cameras, but it seemed to him that he had done very little.  She was impressive, and she had proven that she was a stone-cold killer, taking a man without a moment’s thought.  

“I have to ask, you are obviously trained in this, but can I know more about that boat service?  And what is a selkie?”

“Well, you’re a SEAL so you will know the SAS, the Special Air Service drawing people from the British Army – the SBS is the navy equivalent.  We go through the same selection process, and we often train together.  We often have different targets.  As for selkies, well they are seals, so it is said.  Not seals like you were but
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