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Preface
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People who read my stories will understand that I am always searching for novel situations that would force an otherwise regular male to become female. I have written other collections of stories where change has been forced or required in order to hid or deceive, or brought about by an accident. This book looks at a change brought about by a sense of duty, honor or obligation.

The opening story sets up a rivalry between two families that could be settled by marriage if only there was a bride. In “Kunoichi” I explore the extreme loyalty required of Japanese ninja, something echoed in a multi-generational tradition in “Guardian”. In “Zoran” family honor when faced with a threat, a whole community in “It Takes a Village”. 

There are the people who accept the responsibility for their actions in “Shotgun Motherhood” or “Becoming Mommy”, or those who act esoterically as in “Her Champion” or “Loyal”. Then there are stories where the obligation evolves like “Life Imitates Art” and “Companion”. The key is that the sense of duty must be strong enough to compel the transition. I am always seeking to tell a story that is at least, plausible.

I hope readers will enjoy this collections, as well as the 33 other anthologies before it.

My thanks to Ashleigh for the editing, Kath for contributing the foreword, and Erin and the team at Doppler Press for making it all possible.

Maryanne Peters
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"I first encountered Maryanne Peters as a writer on Fictionmania, where I was reading the daily story posts for some time.  Some TG writing can be predictable and trying to read, but I was drawn to Ms. Peters vignettes and short stories and I actively searched for her works. 

Wow! The sheer volume of her work is amazing. I'm reminded of the science fiction author Issac Asimov, he authored of over 300 books. Her folio is,in my opinion, just as impressive. I was very impressed that she can weave a tale around a quote, or picture, and while doing so, make it entertaining.

So I was very happy to accept the invitation to write a foreword for her latest collection, and I present to you sixteen original stories.

This time, Ms. Peters has chosen an interesting common thread - their transition from male to female is driven not by desire or compulsion, but by a strong sense of honor or obligation.  The young men in "Across the Valley" on the precipice of manhood are called upon to unite two competing clans and create a modern dynasty. 

In "Her Champion" a high school achiever stands up for a transgender student in a noble way. A son makes sacrifices to save a parent in "My Father's Debts".  "Kunoichi" is a tale based on Japanese culture of total obedience set in the modern world of industrial espionage. In "Zoran" a son loses it all to save the reputation of his family - or does he? 

In "Double" a Russian spy is caught in a web of deceit, but finds a way through it. A village moves to save their young men, a father becomes a mother to care for a child, a loyal bodyguard takes on a disguise that becomes permanent.

All of these stories and many more await your reading pleasure. I believe you will enjoy them as much as I did.

Kathy Hooper
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Across the Valley
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Chapter 1

Earl Callan picked her up from the airport in the big silver SUV that served the Double X as a limousine.  He kept it under a cover sheet in Implement Shed 2, and he kept it clean, like the clothes he wore for the drive to the airport.  It was nice to drive, but he didn’t like to drive it.  He preferred his pickup which was dirty and dented, like him most days.

She was tall and strong looking, and Earl liked his women to be like his horses – fit and powerful, and a pleasure to ride.  She wore a dress and she trailed a smallish suitcase on wheels, like she was on holiday in a placed that was fully paved.  A high-class woman deserving of better than he could offer.

He waved the sign “Doctor Kilbride” that had been handed to him by the girl in the pay office.  She smiled at him and waved.  He smiled at her and took her bag.  He told her that his name was Earl.  Then she took a call on her cellular phone.  He held the rear door open for her, but she reached for the front passenger door.

“I want to have a look at the countryside,” she said putting her phone in her handbag.  Her voice sweet but raspy, like sand in honey.

“The first bit ain’t nothing but plains,” he said.

He was right.  Within minutes of leaving, the last roadside building disappeared, and the road stretched out ahead of them, gun barrel straight, with only endless plains on either side.

“I don’t suppose that you can tell me why I am here,” she said.  “Apart from the fact that I have been paid to have a weekend away in the countryside?”

“Well, I suppose that depends on what kind of doctor you are,” said Earl.  “Even then I might say that it ain’t my business to tell you.  But the truth is that I ain’t one of those tall, dark, quiet cowboys, and Mr. Cannel and Mr. Yaldhurst both knows it.  I am the chatty type, so I will tell you what I know, and they both knows that I will too.”

“I am a medical practitioner,” she said.  “I specialize in gender reassignment.  Do you know what that is?”

“I run steers ma’am, so I guess I do my fair share of gender reassignment,” he said with a wry smile.

She was momentarily puzzled, but then she understood.  She said – “Not just neutering, but surgically fabricating genitals, or the semblance of them.”

Earl smiled.  He liked the way she talked.  He had nothing against intelligence in a woman.  It was the dumb ones who could make a man’s life miserable.  The ones that could never be reasoned with.

“Well, I think I know why you are here then,” he said.  “The truth is that the Sabine Valley is in need of a woman – or rather a daughter.”

“Go on then,” she said, her interest sparked.  “Tell me what you know.”

“We all live in the Sabine Valley, in the mountains that will come into view in an hour or so,” he said.  “Down here the land is dry, but the Sabine River is always full of clean water, and farming is good up there.  There is plenty of land, but only two landowners.  On the North side of the valley is the Flying Y Ranch – the Yaldhurst family.  I used to work for old Buck Yaldhurst.  Now I work for Gus Cannel who has the South side of the valley – the Double X Spread.”

“Double X and Y!  You have to be joking?” she said.

“No ma’am.  They is just the names.  Been the names since frontier times, when the first Cannel and the first Yaldhurst staked out their claims.  Works for branding too – you can’t change an X to a Y or a straight down Y to an X, though some have tried in the past.  Now there is a new problem, so let me explain.  

"The title to the green grasses at the top, the place they call “The High Meadow” is uncertain and always has been.  By agreement both ranches have run branded stock up there, but that ain’t the way farming is done no more.  Nowadays there is wire and territory.  The two families have been feuding for years about that land, and they also need to dam the river and flood some of the High Meadow to feed the dry country at the bottom of the valley.”

“Feuding?  You mean arguing?”

“No ma’am.  I mean feuding.  Not so long ago, it was gunshots.  Back then large families lost their numbers.  Nowadays families is smaller, and options are larger for young folks.  Used to be you were born to this life and you stayed.  Members of the families have just walked away and who can blame them.  

"Gus and old Buck both had two sons each, and the Yaldhurst girl is dead and the older Cannel in prison for her murder, leaving just young Jake at the ranch.  Buck’s daughter’s death was what got Buck and Gus talking.  We all hoped that there would be a marriage of one of the Cannel boys to that girl, and a mixing of the blood to settle things but now the only daughter of the Y is dead and the Double X only has the boys.”

She smiled.  This man had no idea of the irony in what he said – double X chromosomes can only be female.  But the whole scenario was getting more bizarre by the minute.  She felt she had to comment - 

“They want to unite the families, like two medieval kingdoms?”

“The Sabine Valley united means no fighting over the High Meadow and it means the damming of the river and an irrigation plan that could stretch all the way to down here where we are driving.  Not just the valley but the state would benefit.  I suppose they figure a pair of nuts are worth that.”

“Just a minute, are you suggesting that a boy of the family you work for is prepared to become female to marry an enemy clan and unite the families?”

“I figured you were smart as well as good lookin’,” said Earl.  “I guess I was right.”

“Well, there is a flaw in this plan.  I could not countenance gender confirmation surgery unless it was to confirm gender.  If this young male is not genuinely transgendered then to carry out a change of sex would be a breach of ethics.”

“Well as fortune would have it, I do not have to argue with you on that point,” said Earl.  “That is up to those two old men – like you call them - the Kings of Sabine Valley.”

She sat quietly for a moment before speaking again - “They will probably tell me that the volunteer is transgender.  Do you know the young person in question?”

“It could be either one of the two Cannel boys.  Either Mark or Larry.  Maybe you’ll be asked to choose?” 
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Chapter 2

“This is the Flying Y Ranch,” said Earl as they drove through the electric gates and past fenced corridor to keep stock in.  “I was told to bring you here first and take you over to the lab.  Some folks say this is the best facility in the country of its kind, but I wouldn’t know.  I am just a cowboy.”

The drove some distance and over cattle stops through to a large complex of buildings.  Higher up was the grand homestead maybe over 100 years old but built in grand style.  There were other buildings, and they pulled up to one that appeared to be constructed with insulated panels.  A man waited outside.  He was powerfully built and had white hair, and he was smiling.

“Doctor Kilbride?  My name is Buck Yaldhurst – please call me Buck.  I am mighty pleased to meet you.”

“Yes, likewise, Buck,” she said.  “I just hope that my being here will not be a waste of time.  Earl here has told me something of the history of rivalry in this valley.”

“I only wish we could call it that, but it is much more,” said Buck, the smile having dropped off his face completely.  “These have been sad times for me and my family, but when Earl here talked to Gus Cannel  he was able to broker a deal of a kind.  That is why you are here.”   

“I am not sure that a marriage can settle a war,” she said.  “That is a very old-fashioned way of resolving things, and I am not sure that it has ever worked.” 

“Not just a marriage,” said Earl.  “We are talking about a new family to own this whole spread.  The Yaldhurst-Cannels.  The most powerful family in the state.  The strongest bloodline we can breed, just like the pure breeds in that paddock over there.  See the meat on those creatures?  The best in the country.  Bred right here, those cattle-beasts. Come inside and I will show you how we have done it.

She was walked through an airlock into the building and she was most impressed by what she saw.  It was indeed a laboratory and also included what appeared to be a hospital to attend to the larger animals she had just seen.

“I am no fool Doctor, as perhaps this might indicate to you,” said Buck.  “I know that a son made into a daughter can’t bear children, but here on my ranch we use modern techniques to grow our herds.  You see, the best breeding bulls and cows of the right blood are expensive.  But we can use any old cow to act as a surrogate.  In this lab we make embryos to implant into surrogates of lower breeding,  That is exactly what we are going to do to settle this long-running feud.”

She was intrigued.  She said – “You will still need eggs – human eggs.”

“My daughter did not die immediately,” said Buck sadly. “She was in a coma for weeks, brain dead.  I had the chance to harvest her eggs and freeze them in the storage we have here.  It was before this idea came up.  I just thought that I needed to keep a part of my daughter and what better than her complete DNA?”

“And a surrogate?” she said.

“We have plenty willing to help with that.” Said Buck.  “A lot of people will benefit.”

“And the sperm will come from the other family - a Cannel?” she said.

“From the one to be the mother,” said Buck.  “I already have samples from both boys.  Good sperm counts.  The one you think is best suited will father a dynasty and then mother it too.” he said with a look of extreme satisfaction on his face.

“But I have explained the problem to Earl,” she said.  “I am bound by ethics.  I cannot counsel or effect gender reassignment for somebody who is not genuinely transgendered.” 

“Well, that’s over to you and Gus,” Said Buck.  “One of his boys has to be transgendered.  I am sure of it.  We both are.  It just has to be that way.” 
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Chapter 3

The Double X spread was no less impressive than the Yaldhurst Ranch but for different reasons.  The main homestead here was sprawling on one level and built to take the most of winter sun and the views both down the valley and capturing postcard-type vistas of the ranges on either side and right up to what she assumed was the high meadow – an expanse of green surrounded by mountains.  Further down the valley she could see the irrigation issue clearly on display with dry fields even in this middle season.

Earl appeared to have the run of the place and took her through the modern entrance with modern art interspersed with local landscapes, right through to a room facing that view up the valley.  There were three men in the room – a good-looking family.  Lean and with his sandy hair speckled with grey Gus Cannel stood by a desk at one end while his two sons looked relaxed on sofas nearby.

“Stand for the lady,” the patriarch directed.  The boys responded immediately as Gus walked over to her.  

“Augustus Cannel the fourth,” he said with a smile.  “Call me Gus.  These are my boys ... or should I say my offspring – Marcus and Laurence.  Thank you for coming to see us.  Thank you in advance for anything that you are able to do for us.” 

She greeted him and then the sons.  By habit she noted that neither of them was particular large boned or muscled, nor were they slight.  They were both handsome and similar to many who had successfully transitioned.  But there was a problem and she decided that she needed to put it on the table immediately.

“I need to be up front with you, Gus,” she said.  “As I explained to your neighbor across the valley, as much as I understand what you are trying to do here, changing sex is a treatment, not a life style choice.  I am a physician and I am bound to act professionally.  Such drastic and life changing surgery – I am talking about irreversible sex change, can only be used to treat the transgendered.” 

“What do you have to say about that, boys,” said Gus.  He looked at them both sternly. 

“I’m transgender,” said one of them – she thought it was Mark.

“I am transgender too,” said the other.  “We both want to be girls, but Pa is only going to pay for one.” 

“Ever since I was little I have felt as if I was a girl born in a boy’s body,” said Mark.  She stared at him.  It was said without invitation and it sounded rehearsed and not genuine.  It had become such a common phrase that it was almost expected to be followed by the words - “Please give me a prescription for a strong dose of estrogen”.

“I feel that I am being set up here,” she said.  “This is a very serious matter.”

“Yes it is,” said Gus, with an expression that looked like he meant it.  “For us, peace in the valley and our very livelihood depends on it.  I just got off a call from Buck before you got here.  I promised him that my family would give him back the daughter he had lost.  We all promised him that.  We promised him that the mixing of blood will take place and that he and I will be in-laws instead of enemies.  My boys know this and they are ready.”

“If I can help, I will,” she said Gus.  “You have paid for me to come up here, so which one of your sons is truly transgender?” 

“Interview them both,” said Gus.  “You’re the expert.  You decide.  One of them is - that is for certain.”

“I will speak to them both separately,” she said.  “You’re right - I think of myself as an expert, not only because I am qualified but also because I am transgender myself.  I was born a boy, just like your sons.”
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Chapter 4

Cara walked in with a smile as broad as the valley itself.  Gus and Mark waited by the fireplace.

“Congratulations, husband,” she said to Gus.  “You’re are a grandfather for the third time, and this time it’s a girl!  That makes you an uncle of three now Mark.”

The two men embraced, slapping one another’s backs, and Cara went over to join them with her own arms.

“I had better call Buck,” said Mark, heading for the office where his phone was charging.  “He will want to come over and he is sure to bring over a bottle of whiskey to share with you Pa, just like he did when the boys were born.”

“Sure, son, you do that,” said Gus.  “He is family after all.  We all are.  A girl, huh?  Well there’s a surprise.  I was beginning to think that the whole family couldn’t produce one of those.”

“She’s beautiful,” said Cara.  “Lauren and Jake were there through the birth just like the other two, with Lauren almost physically sharing contractions with Dinah, the perfect surrogate for all three,” said Cara.  “Even with all of my years in medicine, childbirth still brings me almost to tears.  It is such a wonderful thing.”

“It is a wonderful thing, and we owe this all to you,” said Gus.  “One big family.  Peace in the valley.  And I have a granddaughter for the first time.”

“She was always there – you just didn’t know it,” she said, with a mischievous smile on her face.

“I don’t doubt that now,” he said.  “You can’t tell me that a boy can change so completely unless there is the soul of a woman inside.  Just like you.  You have always known – is that right?  I never would have guessed until after I fell in love with you, Dr. Kilbride.”

He kissed her tenderly.  There were torrid kisses too, but in their bedroom.

“I’m a Cannel now, and proud to be your wife and only a part time physician,” she said putting her arms around her husband’s strong tanned neck.  “And I feel truly a grandmother too.  I had a real part to play in our grandchildren, from the moment that Buck and I created that embryo in his lab.  We have all had a part to play in creating this baby, and her brother’s.  I never thought that as a transwoman I would ever be a parent let alone a grandparent, but now I really feel that I am.”

“You are much more than that,” said Gus.  “You have changed this valley completely, and quite a few people in it.  You have become wife to me after decades as a widower, you have turned one of my cowboys into the perfect wife for old Earl, and now your ex-patient and surgical nurse may well become a wife to Buck!”

“It seems to be the problem with men in this valley,” she said.  “In search of the perfect woman it seems that being born to that sex more or less disqualifies her.”

“In your case that is probably true,” he said, stroking her smooth face.  “I can’t imagine any of this happening if you were anybody else but you.”

They looked out that huge window, up and across the valley they both called home.

The End
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Kunoichi


[image: image]


In Japan, warriors who serve a master cannot be bought and sold, but if in the service of their master they are directed to serve another, then their oath requires that they do so.  To explain the strength of obligations created by the code of Bushido Shoshinshu may be too difficult to explain to somebody who is not Japanese.  To be Bushi is to live by a code.  Your life, and your body, mean nothing.  Duty means everything.

Or it may be that all along he was one of those men who wish to be women.  Such people exist in Japan – the nyuhaafu, or new half.  But warriors will prefer to think that he gave his flesh because it was in the service of his master, who required it of him.  As some masters may ask that a little finger be surrendered as proof of fealty, so in this case, he gave a bigger appendage, and not a finger.  It reflects well on all warriors.  The oath of service is real, not just a noise on the lips.

This person can be called she, even before the change that she brought upon herself.  But she was in the service of a master who was a significant investor in technology in America.  

One particular investment was CalibaTech, a company in the control of Darren Mallet, a young man of very special talent.  He was not only in charge of the business but the source of its ideas - present and future.  In short, The life of Darren Mallet was beyond measurable value to the man investing such a considerable sum.

When our investor told Darren that it would be a condition of investment that a bodyguard sworn to loyalty would be assigned to him, Darren simply replied: “No, thank you.  I will not have a man following me around.  I need an assistant, but I would prefer a young lady.  Perhaps one of your people could assist me and at the same time act as your observer?”

Woman warriors are not unknown in Japanese history, but they are a thing of the distant past.  There were only a few suitable for the job in consideration and they were all men.  But our investor also needed somebody who could speak English – and now somebody who could do that dressed as a woman.  

There was only one.  The name of the man is irrelevant.  The name given to the woman was Haia.  It has the meaning to be nimble or quick.  It is a good name.  He was not large or of heavy build, and in the fashion of some young men who are not salarymen, he wore his hair long and tied back.  Still, there was work to be done to render him ready to cross the ocean to America and to cross the wider gulf to a new sex.

The physical transformation was easy enough – there is surgery and there are hormones that can model the body to an extraordinary degree, but there was much to learn of how to behave and how to live.  Haia understood the process would be a continuing one.  

At least she (for that is the proper pronoun now) understood the nature of movement better than a common man.  She would now be kunoichi, and the skill of invisibility is learned early in training.  If hiding in bamboo in a breeze, you must sway.

Learning to speak was also something that required practice, but in a foreign country and in a foreign country, often silence is best, perhaps with a smile and a tiny wave, to indicate that finding the words, not the voice, might be the problem.  But she was a person of highly honed skills, and the voice of a woman proved easy in comparison to all the other talents she possessed. 

It may be asked who would make these sacrifices to serve their master?  The answer is simple – somebody who values their oath.  It is considered so routine to call for a little finger, or perhaps even two, that seeing a man without a digit is understood.  In this case the surgery was not designed to be permanent but just to conceal the true sex and allow Haia to function as the adopted one.  It was no more than a shaved head, and less permanent than a full tattoo over the back

So Haia arrived at the offices of CalibaTech with a letter addressed to Darren.  The letter read simply:

“This letter is to introduce you to Haia.  Please accommodate her in your office and your home, keep her close to you at all times, and understand that her role is to protect your life.  In other respects she will be your assistant as she is able”.

“I hope that you understand that I am not in need of a bodyguard,” said Darren.  Haia just bowed.  “But the support of your employer is essential to the business, so you will take a desk outside my office, and live in my home.  I have a room for you.”  Haia bowed again.  “You do speak English, don’t you?”

“I speak English and I can read and write it,” she said.  Then she felt that a smile might be appropriate, 

Darren showed her to her desk.  She would have preferred to sit within his office where she could become like the furniture, but to sit at the only entrance would suffice.  She drove home with him and he showed her a nice room, but she preferred the smaller one across the corridor from his.

“I do not seek special treatment,” she said.

“Even if you are paid in Japan, if you work in my office then CalibaTech will pay you,” he said.

She smiled again in acceptance.  She realized that with this man smiles came more easily to her face.

That night she explored the house in the darkness, inside and out.  Darren had a couple living in as his staff, but neither of them noticed the black shape in the darkness.  Invisibility is the mark of kunoichi.  It needs to be practiced constantly.

She rose early and as she had been invited, she ate something from the refrigerator.  But she preferred something that left no trace and decided that she would need to arrange things better.

Darren looked for her when it was time to head into the office.  She could travel with him, but he could not find her.  He called out her name and then she was there.  That is the art of kunoichi.  

At the office Darren had a morning meeting and she entered with him wearing a grey dress chosen for its cut and color.  Early in the meeting he introduced her – “This is Haia who has been sent by our Japanese shareholder to assist me.”  People around the table were surprised that they had not noticed the stranger in the room, but she was not surprised.  It was her intention.  She smiled slightly and bowed her head.

To be invisible in a forest, you can become a tree, but to move about you must be the wolf who walks the forest at night and fall in with the pack.  Haia understood that she must become one of the office team to stay invisible.  That was her skill.  She watched and she imitated, and she responded with smiles, but otherwise stayed silent.  If you do not engage, then it should be that you will not be noticed.

But Belle, one of the marketing executives, seemed intent on finding Haia and trying to be her friend.  To rebuff and approach would lead to dislike, so Haia was careful to be pleasant.  The “friendship” was also useful as Bella had access to Darren’s diary.

This allowed Haia to protect her assigned master by looking for events that might place him at risk.  Appearances in public did not seem to pose a threat as long as he was among known people, or on a stage with distance to an unvetted audience, but she was concerned to see that the times when he was alone and could be confronted by a stranger, were limited.

She was developing a pattern, which is good, but can never be allowed to give a sense of comfort and complacency.

And she was exploring his contacts and becoming useful in her knowledge of who was who.

So when Belle asked - “Will you be attending the dinner with our key representatives tonight?” she said that she would.

“It occurs to me that you may need help with an outfit, given what you are wearing,” said Belle.  Her intentions were good, and Haia realized that.  

“Thank you,” she said.  “I am unfamiliar with Western social activities.  Something black perhaps.”

“And a new hairstyle, perhaps?”

Haia’s hair was worn in the style known in Japanese as “center falling curtain”.  It assisted in creating anonymity.  Even if the body might be seen, the face was largely concealed.  But it seemed that Haia needed to understand the color of the background before choosing camouflage.

“Thank you for your offer of assistance.  For now I must join Mr. Mallet but please let us get ready together.”  Haia bowed as was the habit that endeared her to the few people at CalibaTech who noticed her.

She slipped back into her seat undetected by those even close to her and ran through details of the meeting available on her computer screen.  She saw the function and the venue and searched for information as to its location and layout. 

Darren called her in to help with something that had arrived from Japan.

“There is a dinner tonight and I understand that I will be attending?” she asked when the occasion allowed.

“Of course,” said Darren.  “If you need something to wear let me arrange that for you.”

“Belle from marketing has offered to help,” said Haia.  “But I am not used to social functions.  I will stay in the background.  You will not even notice that I am there.”

“I was hoping that you might go as my date,” he grinned.  “I have nobody else at the moment and it is customary to have a female partner.”

Haia was suddenly concerned.  This was not the role that she understood she would have, but it would be disrespectful to contradict him.  It would also be disrespectful not to present herself appropriately.  In accepting she knew that she would have to blend in at this function in
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