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Tiffany slid her thumb under the packing tape and ripped.

The box was smaller than she'd expected. She'd ordered it three days ago off some website that looked like it hadn't been updated since 2009, which should have been her first red flag. The whole thing had been Mara's idea. Mara from 4C, who always smelled like sandalwood and kept crystals on her windowsill and had once, completely unprompted, told Tiffany that her apartment had "stagnant chi." Tiffany had nodded politely and gone back inside to study for her thermodynamics midterm. That had been two weeks ago.

Two weeks ago she'd also been sleeping. So things had changed.

The engineering program at Hartwell wasn't designed to be survivable. Tiffany had known that going in. She'd known it when she'd picked it over three other schools, known it when she'd signed up for eighteen credit hours because she wanted to graduate a semester early, known it when she'd added the computational methods elective on top of everything else because Dr. Fenn's research group wouldn't even look at you without it. She'd known all of this. Knowing it didn't make the reality any easier. Four hours of sleep had become three. Three had become two and a half. Her hands shook when she held her coffee now; she'd started using both hands so it wasn't as obvious.

So when Mara had knocked on her door last Tuesday and said, very casually, that she'd found something that might help with stress, Tiffany hadn't told her to leave. She'd listened. She'd even written down the website. Normally she would have smiled and forgotten about it before Mara made it back to 4C. Normally she would have filed it in the same mental category as healing crystals and stagnant chi and all the other things that only worked if you already believed they worked.

But she wasn't sleeping. And her hands were shaking. And the thermodynamics midterm was in nine days.

She pulled the packing paper out of the box and set it on her desk, next to her laptop and the three energy drink cans she kept meaning to throw away. Underneath the paper, wrapped in a layer of thin foam, was the statue.

It was small. Maybe six inches tall. A woman sitting cross-legged, hands resting on her knees, head tilted very slightly forward. Tiffany lifted it out of the foam and held it in both hands. It was heavier than it looked; the material was smooth and cool and she couldn't tell if it was stone or ceramic or something else entirely.

She turned it over once, looking for a manufacturer's mark or a sticker or anything. Nothing. She turned it back.

The woman's face was... detailed. Tiffany hadn't expected that. The website had shown a blurry photo, three inches wide, that could have been anything. Could have been a garden store Buddha knockoff for all she'd known. But this was different. The features were precise and specific. High cheekbones. Lips parted just slightly. Eyes that were closed but somehow didn't look like they were sleeping. The expression was something Tiffany couldn't name. Peaceful was the closest word but it wasn't right; peaceful implied an absence of something, and this face looked like a presence. Like something was actively happening behind those closed lids.

She was beautiful. The statue. The woman in the statue was beautiful.

Tiffany set her down on the desk and leaned back in her chair. She'd planned to look at it for a second, confirm it wasn't broken, maybe put it on her bookshelf and see if it did anything over the next week. A trial period. Scientific method. Controlled observation of whether a six-inch statue could fix what eighteen credit hours had broken.

She didn't put it on the bookshelf.

She kept looking at it. The face, specifically. Something about the proportions held her attention in a way she couldn't easily explain and didn't particularly want to analyze. Her eyes traced the line of the jaw, the smooth slope of the forehead, the way the sculptor had carved the faintest suggestion of a smile without actually carving a smile. It was the kind of detail you didn't notice the first time. The kind of detail that only existed when you were already looking closely enough.

Tiffany was looking closely enough.

Her laptop chimed. An email notification. She heard it the way you hear a sound from another room; present, technically, but thin. Distant. The desk lamp was on, throwing warm light across the statue's face and her own hands, and beyond that the apartment had gone sort of soft. The edges of her peripheral vision weren't gone exactly, but they'd lost their insistence. The stack of textbooks on the corner of the desk. The energy drink cans. The notification light blinking on her phone. All of it was still there. All of it had stopped mattering.

Her breathing had slowed. She noticed this the way she might notice a change in background music at a coffee shop; it registered, it didn't alarm her, and she didn't feel any particular need to do anything about it. Her shoulders had dropped. When had her shoulders dropped? They'd been up around her ears for weeks. She'd been grinding her teeth in her sleep. She'd developed a permanent knot between her shoulder blades that no amount of stretching could reach.

The knot was still there. But the urgency around it had gone quiet.

Tiffany stared at the statue's face. The statue's face didn't stare back, because its eyes were closed, and because it was a statue. She knew this. Obviously she knew this. And yet the longer she looked at it the less that distinction seemed to matter. The woman's expression held something. Tiffany couldn't name it. She didn't try. She just sat in her desk chair in her black t-shirt and jeans with her hands in her lap and her breathing slow and the world outside the circle of lamplight growing softer and less important by the second.

"Tiffany."

The voice came from somewhere behind her and to the left. It was familiar. It belonged to someone. Tiffany knew this in the same distant way she'd known her phone was buzzing, which was to say she knew it without it reaching the part of her brain that did anything with the information.

"Tiffany."

Louder this time. Closer. A hand landed on her shoulder and Tiffany blinked. The room rushed back in like someone had turned the volume up on everything at once; the hum of her laptop fan, the light from the kitchen leaking under her bedroom door, the fact that her neck was stiff from holding the same position for... she didn't actually know how long. A while. It had been a while.

She turned around in her chair.

Linda was standing in her doorway in a sweatshirt and leggings, her braids pulled back over one shoulder. She had her keys in one hand and her phone in the other and she was looking at Tiffany with the expression she usually reserved for people who left wet laundry in the machine overnight. Not concerned exactly. More like she was trying to figure out what she was looking at.

"You good?" Linda said.

"Yeah." Tiffany rubbed the back of her neck. The stiffness was real. She'd definitely been sitting like that for longer than she'd thought. "Yeah, sorry. What's up?"

"I said your name twice."

"I heard you."

"You didn't move."

"I was just..." Tiffany glanced back at the statue on her desk. It was still there. Obviously it was still there. It was sitting exactly where she'd left it, six inches tall, cross-legged, eyes closed, faintly smiling. It looked like a statue. It looked completely ordinary. She turned back to Linda. "What did you need?"

Linda watched her for another second. The look on her face was the one she got when something was odd but not odd enough to push on; Tiffany had seen it before when she'd caught their neighbor Kevin talking to his plants, or when the guy in 4A had started doing tai chi in the parking lot at six in the morning. Mild fascination. The kind of thing you filed away and brought up later as a funny story.

"I'm going to the store," Linda said. "You need anything?"

"No, I'm good."

"You sure? You look like you haven't eaten today."

Tiffany had eaten today. She'd had half a granola bar at eleven and a coffee at two. That counted. "I'm fine. Thanks though."

Linda pocketed her phone and jingled her keys once, a habit she had when she was about to leave but hadn't fully committed to leaving yet. She looked past Tiffany at the desk. At the statue.

"That the thing Mara told you about?"

"Yeah."

"Does it work?"

Tiffany opened her mouth. She almost said she didn't know. She almost said she'd just opened it. Both of those things were true. But something about the question felt harder to answer than it should have been, because the honest answer was that she'd been staring at a six-inch statue for an unknown amount of time and hadn't noticed her roommate walk in or say her name, and she didn't know what that meant yet.

"Jury's still out," she said.

Linda nodded like she'd expected exactly that answer. She stepped back into the hall and pulled the door halfway shut behind her. "Alright. Try not to spend too much time staring at that thing while I'm gone." She said it over her shoulder, already walking toward the front door. "You looked like a zombie when I came in."

The front door opened and closed. The deadbolt turned. Linda's keys jingled once more on the other side, fading down the hall.

She turned back to her desk.

She needed to put it somewhere.

That was the thought that finally broke the loop. She couldn't just sit here holding the thing all night; she had problem sets and a study group she'd already blown off and a midterm that wasn't going to postpone itself because she'd bought a statue off the internet. She needed to put it somewhere and then she needed to open her laptop and she needed to start working. Simple.

Except she couldn't just shove it on the bookshelf. That had been her original plan, the trial-period plan, the put-it-somewhere-and-see-if-it-does-anything plan. But the bookshelf was behind her. If it was on the bookshelf she wouldn't be able to see it while she was working, and for some reason that felt wrong. Not wrong like a moral judgment. Wrong like putting a lamp in a closet. The thing had a purpose. The purpose involved being looked at. So it needed to be somewhere she could look at it.

Her desk, then. But flat on the desk it would be too low; she'd have to look down at it past her laptop screen, and it would end up half-buried behind the energy drink cans and the stacks of loose paper she kept meaning to organize. It needed to be higher. Eye level, or close to it.

Tiffany looked at her bookshelf. She had textbooks she wasn't currently using. Several of them.

She got up and pulled three off the shelf. Statics, which she'd finished last semester. Intro to Materials Science, same. And her calculus textbook from freshman year, which was the thickest of the three and which she'd kept because the resale value was twelve dollars and it felt insulting to sell a ninety-dollar textbook for twelve dollars. She stacked them on the right side of her desk, behind her laptop but not directly behind it. Statics on the bottom because it was the widest. Calc in the middle. Materials on top, slightly offset so the stack had a flat surface.

She placed the statue on top.

The woman sat cross-legged on her little tower of textbooks that Tiffany wasn't using anymore, hands on her knees, head tilted forward, and Tiffany stepped back and looked at it. The desk lamp caught the statue's face at a slightly different angle from up there. The cheekbones threw tiny shadows. The not-quite-smile was still there.

It looked right.

Tiffany stood in front of her desk for a moment, hands at her sides, just taking it in. The statue on its stack of books. Her laptop below it. The desk lamp throwing its warm circle over all of it. Something about the arrangement had a completeness to it that she hadn't expected and couldn't justify. It was three old textbooks and a six-inch statue she'd bought because her neighbor told her to. There was no reason it should feel like anything. But it felt like the statue had been waiting for exactly that spot. Like the spot had been waiting for exactly that statue. Like both of those things had been true before Tiffany had opened the box, and she'd just caught up.

She wanted to keep looking at it.

She could feel the pull. The same pull from before, the one that had eaten however many minutes between opening the box and Linda saying her name twice. It was right there. The statue's face was right there, at eye level now, perfectly lit, perfectly positioned, and the quiet that had settled over her earlier was already creeping back in at the edges. Her breathing was starting to slow again. Her shoulders were starting to drop.

Tiffany pulled her chair out and sat down.

She opened her laptop. The screen woke up and the brightness made her squint; she'd been in the soft lamplight long enough that the white of her browser hurt. Her study group chat had three new messages. She ignored them and opened her problem set folder. Thermodynamics. Chapter nine. Entropy and the second law. She'd done the first two problems yesterday and gotten stuck on the third, which involved an isothermal expansion that she kept setting up wrong.

She pulled her notebook toward her and found the page. Her handwriting from yesterday looked foreign, like someone else had written it. She read through her setup for problem three. She'd defined the system boundary wrong; she could see it now, the place where she'd confused the surroundings with the reservoir. She picked up her pencil and drew a line through the incorrect term.

She wrote the corrected term and started the problem over from the third line.

It wasn't cooperating.

Tiffany had rewritten the system boundary twice now and she still couldn't get the entropy change to come out positive, which meant she was either defining the reservoir wrong or she'd carried a sign error forward from the second line. She flipped back a page in her notebook to check her reference equations. The Clausius inequality stared back at her. She'd copied it down during lecture in handwriting so small she had to squint to read it, because Dr. Fenn moved through slides like he was being timed and she'd learned early that if you didn't write fast you didn't write at all.

She leaned closer to the notebook. The integral was cyclic. She'd forgotten to close the loop on the process path, which meant her entropy generation term was...

Something touched her shoulders.

Tiffany jerked forward in her chair and spun around. Her pencil clattered off the desk and hit the floor. The room was empty. Her bedroom door was still half open from when Linda had left; the kitchen light was on, the apartment was quiet, and there was absolutely no one standing behind her chair.

She sat there for a few seconds with her heart going fast, staring at the empty doorway. The apartment was silent. No footsteps. No front door opening. Linda was at the store. Linda was the only person with a key. There was no one in the apartment.

Tiffany looked at her hands. They were gripping the armrests of her desk chair. She made herself let go.

Had she imagined it? She'd felt hands. On her shoulders. Two hands, resting there, the way someone would if they were standing behind you and wanted you to relax. The pressure had been real. Specific. She could still feel the warmth where it had been, or she thought she could; it was already fading, the way the details of a sensation blur the moment you try to examine them.

They hadn't felt bad. That was the strange part. The jolt of adrenaline from spinning around was already draining, and underneath it the actual feeling of the hands had been fine. More than fine. Relaxing. Like someone pressing the tension out of her shoulders, which was a thing she'd been desperately needing for weeks. If she hadn't been alone in her apartment she would have assumed it was Linda doing her a favor.

But she was alone in her apartment.

Tiffany picked her pencil up off the floor and turned back to her desk. The statue sat on its stack of textbooks, lit by the desk lamp. Cross-legged. Eyes closed. Smiling that faint specific smile.

She looked at it for a long moment. Then she looked at her notebook. The Clausius inequality. The unclosed process path. The sign error she still hadn't found.

She started writing again.

The problem was in the second line. She'd been right about that. The reservoir temperature needed to be constant for the isothermal assumption to hold, and she'd accidentally let it vary when she'd set up the integral bounds. She scratched out the variable T_R and replaced it with a constant. The integral simplified. She carried it forward to the third line and started working through the algebra.

The hands came back.

Tiffany's pencil stopped. The pressure settled onto both shoulders at the same time, warm and steady, and every muscle under the touch loosened. She didn't spin around this time. She sat very still and let it happen, because if it was Linda sneaking up on her then Linda would say something in about three seconds, and if it wasn't Linda then Tiffany would deal with that information when she had to. Either way the hands felt good. They felt really good. The knot between her shoulder blades, the one that had been there for weeks, was melting under a pressure that somehow knew exactly where it was.

She was going to turn around. She was going to count to three and turn around and catch whoever it was, because it had to be someone, because hands didn't just appear on your shoulders in an empty apartment. One. Two.

She didn't get the chance.

Something whispered in her ear.

It was close. Right against her ear, the kind of close where you can feel breath, except there was no breath. Just the sound. A voice. Low. Soft. The words were too quiet to make out; they slid through her head like a sentence spoken underwater, the shape of language without any of the edges that would let her grab onto a syllable or a meaning. She heard it and couldn't repeat a single word of what it said.

Tiffany's thoughts stopped.

There was just the problem set.

Tiffany put her pencil to the page.

The pencil moved.

Problem three resolved itself in four lines. The sign error was obvious now; she corrected it without pausing, carried the entropy generation term through to the final expression, boxed the answer, and turned the page. Problem four. An adiabatic process in a closed system. She read the problem statement once and her hand was already writing the setup before she'd finished the last sentence. First law. No heat transfer. Work equals the change in internal energy. The specific heat ratio was given. She didn't have to look it up. She didn't have to flip back to her reference page. The number was just there, sitting in her head like it had always been there, like she'd always known it was 1.4 for a diatomic ideal gas.

She solved problem four. She turned the page. Problem five.

There was no pause between problems. There was no leaning back in the chair, no stretching, no glancing at her phone, no rubbing her eyes. The pencil reached the end of one solution and moved to the beginning of the next. Her hand didn't cramp. Her eyes didn't blur. The notebook filled with line after line of her own handwriting, small and tight and perfectly legible, and Tiffany watched it happen from somewhere very far away.

She wasn't thinking about the problems. She was doing them. There was a difference. Thinking involved Tiffany; it involved her opinions about the material, her frustration with Dr. Fenn's notation, her anxiety about the midterm, her awareness that it was getting late and she hadn't eaten enough today. Thinking was noisy. This wasn't noisy. This was just the information entering her and the pencil moving and the pages turning. Like a machine that received input on one end and produced output on the other and didn't have anything in the middle that cared or worried or got tired.

Problem five was a Carnot cycle. She drew the PV diagram without a ruler and the lines came out straight. The isothermal expansion. The adiabatic expansion. The isothermal compression. The adiabatic compression. She labeled each state point and wrote the efficiency expression from memory; she didn't derive it, she just wrote it, the way you write your own name. The numbers from the problem plugged into the expression and the answer came out and she boxed it and kept going.

Problem six. A real engine operating between two thermal reservoirs. She read the problem statement. The words entered her brain and stayed there, all of them, in order, without her having to reread a single line. The given quantities arranged themselves. She could see the solution path the way you can see a hallway when someone turns the light on; it was just there, the whole thing, from the first equation to the boxed answer, and all she had to do was walk down it.

Her hand wrote. The pencil scratched against the paper. The desk lamp hummed. Somewhere in the apartment the refrigerator clicked and cycled and she didn't hear it. Her phone buzzed and she didn't hear that either. The apartment could have been on fire. A car alarm could have been going off outside her window. None of it would have reached her. The world was the notebook and the pencil and the equations and the information flowing into her brain and writing itself there, permanently, like text being carved into stone. She wasn't memorizing the material. The material was memorizing itself. Every formula, every relationship, every physical intuition about how energy moved through a system was embedding itself somewhere deep and she could feel it taking hold the way you feel a key slide into a lock. Clean. Precise. Irreversible.

She finished problem six and started problem seven.

There was no fatigue. She'd been running on two and a half hours of sleep and half a granola bar and her body had nothing left to give and it didn't matter. The exhaustion was still in her muscles and her bones and behind her eyes but it existed in a place she couldn't access right now, like a room in her apartment with the door closed. She knew it was there. She couldn't get to it. She couldn't get to anything that wasn't the problem set. There was no midterm anxiety. No study group guilt. No awareness of time passing. No Tiffany.

There was just a hand holding a pencil, moving across a page, solving problems in a notebook in a pool of warm lamplight.

Then she boxed the last answer and her pencil stopped.

Tiffany gasped. The breath came in sharp and sudden, like she'd been holding it, like she'd been underwater and had just broken the surface. Her lungs filled and her chest expanded and the room slammed back into existence around her; the hum of the refrigerator, the light from the kitchen, the sound of her own breathing loud and ragged in the quiet apartment. Her hands were shaking. Her pencil was still between her fingers. She set it down on the notebook and leaned back in her chair and the exhaustion hit her like a wall.

Everything. All at once. Every hour of sleep she hadn't gotten, every meal she'd skipped, every muscle she'd been clenching for weeks. It landed on her all at once and she sank into the chair like someone had draped a weighted blanket over her entire body. Her arms were heavy. Her legs were heavy. Her eyelids were so heavy she had to actively fight to keep them open.

She sat there for a long time. Breathing. Blinking. Staring at her notebook.

The problem set was done. All of it. Every problem, every line of work, every boxed answer, laid out in her small tight handwriting across page after page. She flipped back through them. Problem three, the sign error. Problem four, the adiabatic process. Problem five, the Carnot cycle. Six, seven, eight. All done. All correct, or at least they looked correct; the work was clean and logical and she could follow every step even now, sitting here exhausted, slumped so far down in her chair that her head was barely above the backrest.

She could follow every step because she remembered every step.

That was the part that didn't make sense. Tiffany flipped back to problem five and looked at the Carnot efficiency expression she'd written from memory. She still knew it. She didn't just recognize it; she knew it, the way she knew her own phone number. The relationship between the hot and cold reservoir temperatures and the maximum theoretical efficiency of a heat engine operating between them. She could see it. She could feel it, almost, the physical intuition of why it had to be that way, why no real engine could ever reach it, why the second law guaranteed that something would always be lost.

She hadn't known that an hour ago. However long ago. She looked at her phone. Three notifications and a timestamp that told her it was 8:47 PM. She'd started the problem set around six. Almost three hours. Three hours of work that felt like they'd happened to someone else.

Tiffany closed her notebook and set it on the desk. Her hands were still shaking, but differently now; this was exhaustion tremor, not caffeine tremor. She recognized the difference. She could feel every minute of sleep debt she'd accumulated over the past two weeks sitting in her body like sand.

What had happened?

She didn't know. She'd been working on the problem set. She'd been stuck on problem three. Something had whispered in her ear and then she'd just... worked. For three hours. Without stopping, without getting stuck, without getting distracted, without getting tired. And now she was done and she remembered everything. Every formula. Every derivation. Every physical relationship between every variable in every problem. The information was in her head, solid and permanent, and she could access any piece of it the way she could access the memory of her own name.

She'd never studied like that before. She'd never studied like that was even possible before.

Tiffany looked up at the statue on its stack of textbooks. The desk lamp was still on. The woman sat cross-legged in the warm light, hands on her knees, eyes closed, wearing that expression Tiffany still couldn't name. She looked at it and waited for the pull to start again, the urge to stare, the softening of the world at the edges.

It didn't come. The statue just sat there. Six inches tall. Smooth and cool and beautifully carved and completely ordinary.

She slumped further into her chair. Her eyes were closing on their own now. She knew the material. All of it. Chapter nine, entropy and the second law, every problem Dr. Fenn could throw at her on the midterm. She knew it cold.

And that was what mattered. Right?

Then Tiffany stood up and her legs almost didn't hold her.

She grabbed the edge of the desk and waited for the wobble to pass. It didn't fully pass. Her knees felt like they belonged to someone who'd just run a marathon; they were functional, technically, but they weren't happy about it. She left the desk lamp on. She left her notebook open. She left her laptop asleep and her phone face-down with its notifications unread and she walked the twelve steps from her desk to her bed like someone walking through waist-deep water.

She didn't pull back the covers. She didn't take off her shoes. She fell forward onto the mattress and her face hit the pillow and her body stopped being something she could control. Her eyes closed. Her breathing evened out. She was asleep before the mattress finished settling under her weight; one second she was falling, and the next second she was gone.

She was somewhere warm.

The warmth was everywhere. Against her skin, under her, around her. She was lying on something soft and she was naked and that fact registered the way facts register in dreams, which was to say it arrived without surprise or context. She was naked. Her black t-shirt and jeans were gone. She could feel air on her stomach, her thighs, her chest, her shoulders. All of her. Every inch of skin she had was exposed and the warm air touched all of it.

She wasn't alone.

Bodies pressed against her on both sides. Women. Naked and warm and moving, shifting against her in slow restless waves. Skin on skin. A hip against her hip. An arm sliding across her stomach. A thigh pressing between her thighs. Tiffany could feel all of them at once; the contact points multiplied every time she tried to count them. A shoulder blade against her ribs. Fingers trailing across her collarbone. Breath against her neck. They were everywhere. They were writhing, all of them, their bodies rolling and arching in a rhythm that had no center and no edge and Tiffany was writhing with them. Her hips were moving. She could feel the motion starting deep in her core and spreading outward through her stomach and her thighs and she hadn't told her body to do that. Her body was doing it on its own.

Hands moved across her. She couldn't tell whose. Palms slid up her sides, over her ribs, across the flat of her stomach. Fingers dragged down the inside of her arm. A mouth pressed against her shoulder and the heat of it spread through her chest and she arched into it, her back lifting off whatever surface she was lying on, and the women under her shifted to accommodate her, their bodies rearranging around hers like water filling a new shape.

She looked up.

There was a face above her.

She couldn't see it entirely. The edges were soft, dissolving into the warm dark the way faces dissolve in dreams, present and specific and impossible to hold onto at the same time. But the parts she could see were enough. The curve of a jaw. The line of a cheekbone. Lips that were parted slightly. Eyes that were looking directly at her, looking down at her, and the second those eyes met hers something inside Tiffany caught fire.

The need hit her like a physical force. It started between her legs and spread upward through her belly and her chest and her throat and it was so intense that her mouth fell open. Her hips bucked. The women around her and beneath her were still moving, still pressing, still touching, and every point of contact was amplifying the need, feeding it, making it louder. She was wet. She was so wet she could feel it on her inner thighs and she didn't care. She didn't care about anything. She couldn't think. The face was looking at her and being looked at was enough; being seen by those eyes was doing something to her body that she had no name for and no defense against.

She needed. She needed so badly her hands were gripping whatever was beneath her, her fingers digging in, her legs spreading without her permission. A body slid between her thighs, warm and smooth, and Tiffany ground against it because she couldn't not. The friction sent a pulse through her so sharp she heard herself moan. The sound came out of her throat without passing through any part of her brain first. Another body pressed against her from the side, breasts against her ribs, and a hand slid down her stomach and kept going and Tiffany's hips lifted to meet it.

The face above her watched. The eyes held hers. She couldn't look away. She didn't want to look away. She wanted to be looked at. She wanted to be seen exactly like this, naked and desperate and grinding against strangers in the dark, and that want was so foreign and so total that it replaced every thought she'd ever had. There was no Tiffany. There was just the need and the bodies and the face looking down at her and her hips moving in a rhythm she couldn't stop and didn't want to stop and the heat building and building and building between her legs while the women around her writhed and pressed and the eyes above her held her in place like hands.

And then the face above her smiled.

Tiffany came so hard her vision went white. The orgasm tore through her from the center outward, every muscle in her body contracting at once, her back arching, her thighs clamping shut, her mouth open on a sound she couldn't hear. It rolled through her in waves. One, then another, then another, each one pulling tighter than the last, her pussy clenching around nothing, her hips jerking in spasms she couldn't control. The women around her were gone. The warm dark was gone. There was just the orgasm, enormous and total, filling every corner of her body and her brain and leaving no room for anything else.

She woke up.

Her eyes snapped open and she was in her bedroom and she was still coming. Her hips were grinding into the mattress. Her thighs were pressed together so tight her muscles were trembling and her underwear was soaked, completely soaked, and she could feel herself clenching and pulsing through the fabric of her jeans. She pressed her face into the pillow and her whole body shuddered. Another wave hit her, sharp enough that she bit down on the pillowcase, and then another, smaller, and then another, smaller still, and then it was just aftershocks rolling through her thighs and her stomach while she lay face-down on her bed in her clothes with her fists gripping the sheets.

She lay there. Breathing. Shaking. Waiting for her body to stop doing things without her permission.

Eventually, it stopped.

Tiffany turned her head to the side. Her cheek pressed against the damp pillowcase. She was drenched. Not just between her legs; her entire body was covered in sweat. Her black t-shirt was stuck to her back. Her jeans felt heavy and wrong, the denim clinging to her thighs in ways denim shouldn't cling. Her hair was plastered to her forehead and the side of her neck. The sheets under her were dark with it.

She should have felt terrible. She'd gone to bed exhausted, she'd apparently had the most intense dream of her life, she'd woken up in a puddle of her own sweat with her underwear ruined, and she was still running on two and a half hours of sleep from the night before. She should have felt like she'd been hit by a truck.

She felt great.

That was the confusing part. Tiffany lay there in her sweat-soaked clothes and her body felt good. Loose. Relaxed. The knot between her shoulder blades was gone. The tension in her jaw was gone. Her muscles were tired but it was a good tired, like she'd just had the best workout of her life, like every part of her had been wrung out and put back softer. She felt rested in a way that didn't match two and a half hours of sleep. She felt rested in a way that didn't match any amount of sleep she'd gotten in recent memory.

The dream was already fading. She could remember that there had been a dream. She could remember the general shape of it; warmth, bodies, the sense of being looked at. But the specifics were dissolving the way dream-specifics always do, the details escaping faster the harder she reached for them. Something about a face. Something about needing something. The feeling had been intense. She knew that. Whatever it had been, it had been the most intense thing she'd ever felt, awake or asleep.

She couldn't remember what it was.

Tiffany rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling. The apartment was dark except for the desk lamp, which she'd left on. She could see the glow of it from her bed, the warm circle of light on the desk, and the small shape of the statue on its stack of textbooks just barely visible at the edge of the light.

She felt good. She was tired and sweaty and her underwear was a lost cause and she had no idea what had just happened and she felt genuinely, physically, deeply good.

Tiffany pushed herself up with both hands and swung her legs off the side of the bed. The floor was cool under her feet. She stood, and her legs held her this time, steady and solid, and she peeled herself off the bed.

The rest of the day went strangely well.

Tiffany showered. She changed out of her sweat-soaked clothes and put on something clean and ate an actual breakfast, a real one, eggs and toast and a glass of orange juice that she drank standing at the kitchen counter while Linda ate cereal and scrolled through her phone. Linda didn't mention the zombie comment from last night. Tiffany didn't mention the dream. They existed in the easy quiet of two people who lived together and didn't need to fill every silence, and Tiffany ate her eggs and felt fine.

Better than fine. She felt like she was floating.

She walked to campus and the walk felt different. Shorter, maybe. Lighter. The usual knot of dread that tightened in her chest between the apartment and the engineering building didn't tighten. She passed the coffee cart outside the library and didn't stop, because she didn't need to. She wasn't tired. She'd slept for maybe six hours total and she wasn't tired at all. Her legs moved and her bag hung from her shoulder and her brain was quiet and smooth and she just... went. Like someone else was driving. Like the part of her that usually spent the entire walk catastrophizing about due dates and office hours and whether she'd prepared enough had taken the day off and left the rest of her to handle things.

She got to class early. She sat down. She opened her notebook.

Dr. Fenn started talking.

Tiffany's brain did the thing.

She didn't have a better word for it. One second she was sitting in her seat, notebook open, pencil in hand, watching Dr. Fenn pull up the first slide of his lecture on the Rankine cycle. The next second the world narrowed. Her thoughts went quiet. The student coughing two rows behind her, the fluorescent lights, the low hum of the projector, the girl next to her clicking her pen; all of it receded like someone had turned it down, and then there was just Dr. Fenn's voice and the slides and the pencil moving across her notebook.

She didn't take notes the way she usually took notes. Usually she wrote fast and messy and hoped she could decode it later. Usually she missed things because Dr. Fenn talked too fast or because her hand cramped or because her brain wandered to the midterm or the problem set or the twelve other things she was supposed to be doing. Usually the lecture was something she endured and then reconstructed afterward from fragments.

This wasn't that. The information came in and her hand wrote and the information stayed. Every word Dr. Fenn said was landing somewhere inside her and sticking there. The four processes of the Rankine cycle. The pump work. The boiler heat addition. The turbine work. The condenser heat rejection. She could feel each piece slotting into place like it was being filed, organized, indexed. Her pencil moved in the steady mechanical rhythm she recognized from last night, the same clean tight handwriting, the same sense that Tiffany had stepped out of the room and left something else at the desk.

Fifty minutes passed.

Dr. Fenn closed his laptop. Students started packing up around her. Someone's chair scraped against the floor and the sound hit Tiffany like a slap and she took a sharp breath. Air rushed into her lungs. The lecture hall reassembled itself around her; the fluorescent lights, the chatter, the guy in the front row asking Dr. Fenn about office hours. She was back. She blinked. Her notebook was full. Three pages of the Rankine cycle, every diagram labeled, every equation derived, every step accounted for in handwriting that looked like a machine had produced it.

She remembered all of it.

She sat there for a second while the lecture hall emptied around her, waiting for the exhaustion to hit. Last night it had hit her like a wall; the three hours of problem sets had drained her completely, left her shaking and barely able to walk to her bed. She braced for it.

It didn't come. She felt fine. A little disoriented, maybe. A little like she'd just woken up from a nap she hadn't meant to take. But her body felt normal. Her hands weren't shaking. Her legs weren't heavy. She stood up and put her notebook in her bag and walked out of the lecture hall and her legs worked fine and her brain worked fine and she felt, for the first time in weeks, like a person who had slept enough and eaten enough and didn't have anything to panic about.

She'd slept well last night. Actually slept well, for the first time in weeks. And she'd eaten a real breakfast. Eggs and toast and orange juice. Of course she felt better. Of course the lecture had gone smoothly. She was rested and fed and her body was finally operating the way it was supposed to operate after weeks of running on fumes. The sharp focus, the clean notes, the way the material had just clicked into place; that was what happened when you took care of yourself. That was what every study guide and every wellness seminar and every concerned email from the dean's office had been telling her for four years. Sleep. Eat. The rest follows.

Simple.

The rest of the week went the same way.

Tuesday she had two lectures and a lab. The voice whispered in her ear at the start of each one, too low to make out, and Tiffany went away and came back when it was over. Three sharp breaths. Three sets of perfect notes. Three blocks of material that she knew cold by the time she walked out of the building. She ate lunch between classes. She ate dinner with Linda. She did her homework at her desk with the statue sitting on its stack of textbooks at eye level, and every time she opened her notebook the whisper came and her thoughts emptied and her pencil moved and when she surfaced the problems were done and the knowledge was hers.

Wednesday was the same. Thursday was the same. Friday was the same.

She slept well every night. She ate three meals every day. The shaking in her hands stopped. The knot between her shoulder blades didn't come back. She went to class and did her homework and walked across campus with her bag on her shoulder and none of it cost her anything. The stress that had been eating her alive for weeks, the anxiety that had hollowed out her sleep and turned her hands into trembling useless things, was just gone. Like someone had reached into her chest and pulled it out and thrown it away.

And every night she had the dream.

The same dream. The warmth. The bodies. The women pressing against her in the dark, naked and writhing, skin sliding against skin. The face above her that she couldn't quite see, looking down at her with those eyes. The need that hit her the moment those eyes met hers, obliterating everything, reducing her to a body that wanted and wanted and wanted. She came every time. She came so hard she woke up, every single night, her underwear soaked, her sheets damp with sweat, her hips still grinding into the mattress while the aftershocks rolled through her. And every morning she lay there afterward and the dream dissolved and she couldn't quite remember what it had been about, only that it had been intense, and that her body felt loose and warm and good.

She stopped thinking any of it was strange. She'd stopped thinking it was strange by Wednesday, maybe. The autopilot in class. The voice she couldn't make out. The way her brain emptied and filled itself with information while she sat there like a passenger in her own body. The dreams. All of it had folded itself into the texture of her week so smoothly that questioning it felt like questioning why the sky was blue. It was just how things worked now. She studied, and her brain absorbed. She slept, and she dreamed. She woke up feeling good.

Simple.

She ran into Mara on Friday evening.

Tiffany was coming back from her last class, walking down the fourth-floor hallway toward her apartment, and Mara was coming out of 4C. They almost passed each other. Tiffany had her keys in her hand and her bag on her shoulder and she was thinking about nothing in particular, which was a luxury she'd been enjoying all week, and then Mara looked at her and their eyes met and Mara smiled.

It was a small smile. Specific. Knowing. And something passed between them in that look; Tiffany couldn't have described it if she'd tried, but she felt it land. Mara knew. Tiffany knew that Mara knew. She knew it the way she'd been knowing things all week, which was to say the knowledge arrived fully formed and she accepted it without examining it.

Tiffany opened her mouth. "Is it the same for—"

"Yes," Mara said.

Tiffany closed her mouth. Mara was still smiling. She was leaning against her doorframe with her arms crossed and her eyes were warm and calm and completely unsurprised by the question or by the fact that Tiffany had started asking it.

"You're only just getting started," Mara said. "Soon you'll really get to experience things."

She said it the way someone would say the weather's supposed to be nice this weekend. Casual. Factual. Like she was passing along information that Tiffany would find useful later. Then she pushed off the doorframe and walked down the hallway toward the stairs, and Tiffany stood there with her keys in her hand and watched her go.

She didn't think there was anything odd about that.

Mara had said she was just getting started. Mara had said she'd really get to experience things. Tiffany turned the words over in her head and they felt fine. They felt like something she'd been expecting to hear, or something she'd already known and Mara had just confirmed. Her brain accepted it the way her brain had been accepting things all week; smoothly, without friction, like water flowing around a stone.

Tiffany unlocked her apartment door and walked inside and dropped her bag by the couch, just as Linda was coming out of her room.

She had her phone in one hand and a half-eaten apple in the other and she stopped in the hallway when she saw Tiffany. "Hey."

"Hey," Tiffany said. She was pulling off her shoes by the door. One of them had a knot in the lace that she'd been meaning to fix for three weeks and had never fixed because three weeks ago fixing a shoelace had felt like an insurmountable task. She tugged at it.

"Can I ask you something?" Linda said.

"Sure."

Linda leaned against the hallway wall and took a bite of her apple and chewed it while she looked at Tiffany. She had the expression she got when she was choosing her words carefully, which Linda almost never did; Linda said what she meant and meant what she said and usually the two happened at the same time. The fact that she was pausing meant she'd been thinking about this for a while.

"You've been different this week," Linda said.

Tiffany looked up from her shoe. "Different how?"

"I don't know. Just different. You've been eating. You've been sleeping. You haven't mentioned the midterm once in like four days." Linda took another bite of apple. "Last week you were shaking so bad you couldn't hold your coffee and now you're just... fine."

"Is that a bad thing?"

"No. It's a good thing. It's just fast."

Tiffany got the knot loose and pulled her shoe off and set it by the door. She stood up. Linda was watching her with that careful expression, waiting, and Tiffany opened her mouth to answer her.

She was going to say it was the statue. The words were right there. She could feel them forming; she was going to tell Linda about the statue, about the way it made her focus, about the voice that whispered in her ear and emptied her thoughts and turned her brain into a machine that absorbed information without effort. She was going to tell Linda everything because Linda was her roommate and her friend and Linda had asked her a direct question and Tiffany didn't lie to Linda.

"I've just been getting enough sleep finally," Tiffany said.

The words came out of her mouth and they weren't the words she'd planned to say. They were perfectly natural. Her voice was steady, her tone was casual, her face was relaxed. She sounded like someone who had a simple explanation for a simple change and didn't think it was worth discussing further. She sounded like herself. She sounded more like herself than the truth would have sounded.

Something cold flickered through her chest.

Wait. She hadn't meant to say that. She'd been about to say something else. She'd been about to tell Linda about the statue, about the voice, about all of it, and instead her mouth had said something different, something easier, something that wasn't true, and it had done it without asking her first. Her mouth had changed her words. Something had changed her words.

The cold flickered again, sharper this time, and for one instant Tiffany felt the full weight of how wrong that was. She'd tried to say one thing and her body had said another. That wasn't normal. That wasn't sleep. That wasn't—

Something whispered in her mind.

It was fine.

The whisper was soft and warm and it settled over the cold flicker like a blanket dropped on a fire. The fear didn't fade so much as it stopped being relevant. It was still there, technically, the same way her exhaustion was still there during the autopilot sessions; present, real, stored in a room she couldn't access. The door closed on it. The lock turned.

It was fine. There was nothing to worry about. Linda wouldn't understand anyway. How would Tiffany even explain it? A statue she'd bought off a website from 2009? A voice that whispered words she couldn't hear? Dreams about naked women and a face she couldn't see? Linda was a business major. Linda was practical. Linda would think Tiffany was losing her mind, and Tiffany wasn't losing her mind. Tiffany was doing better than she'd done in months.

It wasn't the right time to tell her. Tiffany didn't know what the right time would be or what "the right time" even meant in this context, but the knowledge that it wasn't now felt solid and certain and she didn't examine it further.

"Yeah, that tracks," Linda said. She took another bite of her apple. "You were running on fumes for like three weeks straight. I'm glad you're sleeping."

"Me too," Tiffany said.

Linda pushed off the wall and walked past her toward the kitchen. "I saved you some of that pasta from last night. It's in the fridge."

"Thanks."

She entered her room and closed the door behind her.

The click of the latch was still echoing in the room when her body stopped being hers.

It was the autopilot. She recognized it; the same smooth takeover that happened in class, the same feeling of stepping back and letting something else operate the controls. But this was different. In class her brain went quiet. In class, Tiffany left and came back when it was over. This time her brain was still here. She could feel herself thinking. She could feel herself aware. She just couldn't feel herself in charge.

Her legs carried her to the desk chair. She sat down. Her hands settled in her lap. Her eyes lifted to the statue on its stack of textbooks, lit by the desk lamp, sitting at eye level the way it had all week.

The statue had her face.

Tiffany stared at it. The high cheekbones she'd admired that first night, the parted lips, the faint smile, the closed eyes; all of it was the same and all of it was hers. The jaw was her jaw. The forehead was her forehead. The slope of the nose, the specific distance between the features, the exact proportions that she saw every morning in the bathroom mirror. The statue was sitting cross-legged with its hands on its knees and its head tilted slightly forward and it was Tiffany. It was a six-inch sculpture of Tiffany, and she was looking at it, and it was looking at her with its eyes closed, and her brain acknowledged this and did not panic.

Something moved.

From the statue, like smoke. It rose from the smooth surface the way steam rises from hot water, slow and curling and formless at first, and then less formless. It gathered. It thickened. It moved away from the statue and toward her, drifting across the short distance between the desk and the chair, and as it got closer it took on shape. A shape. Shoulders. Arms. The suggestion of a torso, a waist, a head. The smoke didn't solidify. It stayed translucent, shifting, its edges dissolving and reforming with every movement. But it moved with intention. It moved toward Tiffany the way a person moves toward someone they already know.

Tiffany couldn't move. Her hands were in her lap. Her feet were flat on the floor. Her body was in the chair and every part of it was locked in place, not painfully, not like restraint; more like the instructions to move simply weren't arriving. She could breathe. She could blink. She could feel everything. She just couldn't go anywhere.

The figure reached her.

A hand made of smoke touched her face. Fingers traced the line of her jaw, starting at her chin, drifting up toward her ear. The touch was warm. Warmer than smoke should be. Warmer than anything should be. It trailed down the side of her neck and Tiffany's breath hitched. The warmth spread from the point of contact outward, sinking through her skin, and everywhere it touched her body responded. Her nipples hardened under her shirt. Her thighs pressed together. A pulse started between her legs, slow and heavy.

The figure moved behind her. Both hands settled on her shoulders, the same way the phantom hands had that first night, and the pressure was the same; knowing, precise, finding the tension and dissolving it. But this time the tension it was finding wasn't in her muscles. The hands slid down from her shoulders, trailing smoke across her collarbone, down her chest, and Tiffany's back arched in the chair. The touch passed over her breasts and her breath came out as a sound she didn't recognize. The pulse between her legs got louder. She was getting wet. She could feel it, the heat and the slickness building, her underwear dampening against her, and her hips shifted in the chair without her permission the same way they shifted in the dream every night.

The dream. This was the dream. The warmth, the touch, the need building in layers. Except she was awake. She was in her bedroom, in her desk chair, staring at a statue that had her face while a figure made of smoke ran its hands over her body, and she was awake. Her eyes were open. The desk lamp was on. She could see the stack of textbooks, the laptop, the energy drink cans she still hadn't thrown away. She was awake and she was so wet she could feel it soaking through her underwear and into her jeans and she couldn't move and she didn't want to move.

The figure leaned close. She could feel it behind her, the warmth of it against her back, against her neck, against her ear. Smoke curled against her skin. Lips that weren't quite lips brushed the shell of her ear.

"Obey."

The word entered her brain and her brain said yes.

There was no hesitation. No consideration. No part of Tiffany that weighed the word against anything else. The word arrived and her entire mind reorganized itself around it like iron filings snapping to a magnet. Obey. Yes. She would do whatever they wanted. She existed for them. She existed to do what they said and to feel what they let her feel and that was all she was and that was enough. That was more than enough. That was everything.

It felt good. It felt so good that the feeling itself was almost another kind of orgasm, a full-body flush of warmth and rightness and surrender that started in her chest and spread to her fingers and her toes. She was theirs. She was so horny she could barely breathe. Her pussy was throbbing, her clit was aching, and every slow stroke of the smoke-figure's hands across her body was winding the need tighter and tighter and she needed to come. She needed it. She needed it the way she needed air, the way she needed the voice to tell her what to do, the way she needed to obey.

The figure's mouth was at her ear. The warmth of it, the closeness. Smoke curled against her neck and her jaw and her cheek and the hands were still moving, still touching, still trailing heat across every inch of her they could reach.

"Good girl."

Tiffany came.

The orgasm ripped through her so hard her vision whited out. Her entire body seized in the chair; her back arched, her thighs clamped together, her hands gripped the armrests so tight her knuckles ached. She could feel her pussy clenching in hard rhythmic pulses, soaking through her underwear, soaking through her jeans, and her mouth was open and she was making a sound that was somewhere between a moan and a cry and she couldn't stop it. Wave after wave after wave. Each one tearing through her harder than the last, each one pulling something out of her on the way through, and she could feel it going. Some part of her. Some piece of who she'd been before she sat down in this chair and looked at the statue and saw her own face.

She didn't know what part. She couldn't identify it. It was like trying to notice the exact moment a sound fades below the threshold of hearing; by the time you realized it was gone, it was already gone. Something that had been Tiffany, some component of the person she'd been five minutes ago, simply wasn't there anymore. It had left with the orgasm. It had been pulled out of her by the pleasure, carried away on one of those waves, and the space it left behind was smooth and clean and empty.

The smoke figure dissolved. The warmth faded. The room was just a room again; desk lamp, laptop, textbooks, the statue on its pedestal with Tiffany's face that was already shifting back, the features softening and generalizing until it was just the beautiful woman again, cross-legged, hands on knees, eyes closed.

Tiffany sat in her chair. Her jeans were soaked. Her hands were still gripping the armrests. Her breathing was coming in shallow rapid bursts and her whole body was trembling with the aftershocks.

She didn't know what part of her was gone. She searched for it the way you pat your pockets for keys you're not sure you brought. Something was missing. She could feel the absence. But the absence didn't feel bad. It felt like a closet that had been cleaned out; lighter, simpler, more room for the things that mattered.

Only obeying mattered.

The next few days were intense.

Monday. Thermodynamics lecture. Dr. Fenn started talking and the whisper came and Tiffany went away. Fifty minutes later the lecture ended and her notes were perfect and the word arrived in her ear like a reward.

Good girl.

The orgasm tried to happen right there in her seat. It started between her legs like a fist clenching, sudden and total, and Tiffany locked every muscle in her lower body and held on. Her thighs pressed together under the desk. Her hands gripped her pencil so hard it creaked. The girl next to her was packing up her bag and chatting with someone about a group project and Tiffany sat perfectly still and breathed through her nose and fought her own body for control. The pulse between her legs was heavy and insistent and it took everything she had to keep it from cresting. She could feel how close she was. She could feel the edge right there, her pussy clenching against nothing, her clit throbbing in time with her heartbeat.

She made it to the bathroom.

Third stall. Door locked. She barely got her jeans unbuttoned before her hand was between her legs and she was coming, her free hand pressed flat against the wall of the stall, biting down on her lower lip so hard she tasted copper. It hit her in three waves. She rode them out with her forehead against the cool metal of the door and her fingers soaked and her breath coming in short sharp bursts through her nose. When it passed she stood there for a minute, shaking, staring at the grout between the floor tiles.

She cleaned up. She buttoned her jeans. She washed her hands and went to her next class.

Tuesday was the same. Computational methods lecture. The whisper. The autopilot. The perfect notes. Good girl. The orgasm clawing its way through her body while she sat in a room full of people, and then the bathroom, third stall, hand between her legs, biting her lip, three waves, done. She was getting faster at it. More efficient. She knew exactly how to press, exactly how much pressure, exactly where. The orgasm came when she let it come and it was always enormous and it always left her legs shaking and it was always over in under two minutes.

Not that anyone noticed. Not that there was anything to notice. A girl going to the bathroom after class wasn't unusual. Tiffany washed her hands and dried them and walked out and no one looked at her twice.

Wednesday. Two lectures and a lab. Three good girls. Three trips to the bathroom. Her underwear was soaked by noon. She'd started carrying a spare pair in her bag, which felt practical in a way that should have embarrassed her and didn't.

But in her room it was different.

In her room she didn't have to hold back. Every night she sat at her desk and opened her notebook and the whisper came and her thoughts emptied and her pencil moved and the knowledge wrote itself into her brain, and when she surfaced, when the sharp breath came and the room reassembled around her, the smoke was already rising from the statue. Every night. The figure formed. The hands touched her. The warmth spread through her body and her jeans got wet and the voice whispered obey and her brain said yes and she came so hard she couldn't see.

And every time, something left.

Monday night it was something small. She surfaced from the orgasm and searched for the missing piece and couldn't find it and didn't care. Tuesday night it was something bigger, or maybe the same size but from a different place; she couldn't tell. She just knew that the space inside her was getting wider. Emptier. The parts of Tiffany that had occupied that space, whatever they'd been, opinions or preferences or resistances or fears, were gone. Pulled out by the pleasure. Carried away on the waves.

Wednesday night she came twice. Two pieces gone. Two more clean empty spaces where something used to be.

And every night, after the smoke dissolved and the warmth faded and Tiffany sat in her chair with her soaked jeans and her shaking hands, she looked at the statue. And the statue looked more like her.

Not like her now. Like her before. The face on the statue was sharpening, session by session, into a specific person. Monday it had been a suggestion. Tuesday it was unmistakable. By Wednesday the statue on the stack of textbooks was Tiffany Chen from two weeks ago, the Tiffany who couldn't sleep and couldn't eat and shook when she held her coffee. The cheekbones were hers. The jaw was hers. The exact distance between her eyes, the precise shape of her lips, the way her hair fell. All of it. The old her, captured in six inches of smooth stone or ceramic or whatever it was, sitting cross-legged with her hands on her knees and her eyes closed and that faint specific smile that had captivated Tiffany the night she'd opened the box.

She was looking at herself. The self she used to be. And the self she used to be was beautiful, and peaceful, and still, and the self she was now was lighter and emptier and simpler than the self she used to be, and she didn't mind.

She didn't mind at all.

Thursday. Thermodynamics again. Good girl. Bathroom. Third stall. Then the lab. Good girl. Bathroom. Second stall this time because third was occupied. Then her room and her desk and the whisper and the autopilot and the smoke and the hands and obey and good girl and the orgasm and another piece gone. The statue's face was so precisely hers now that looking at it was like looking in a mirror, except the mirror showed someone who didn't exist anymore.

Tiffany got up from her chair. She changed her underwear. She wiped down the seat of the chair with a towel. She sat back down and looked at the statue, at her own old face staring back at her with closed eyes, and everything about this was entirely normal. The voice in her ear. The orgasms. The pieces of herself dissolving one by one into pleasure. The statue becoming her as she became less. All of it was just how things worked. All of it was just what she did now.

She opened her laptop and checked her email. Her study group had moved their meeting to Friday. Dr. Fenn had posted a practice exam for the midterm. Linda had texted asking if she wanted Thai food for dinner.

Tiffany texted back yes and closed her laptop and sat in the warm circle of lamplight with her old face watching her from the top of the stack of textbooks.

And sitting there, seeing herself on the pedestal, made her realize something. She should get one for Linda too.
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Saturated Minds: An Erotic Mind Control Story

The plan was simple: get in shape.

Michelle and Tracy have been "getting serious" about fitness since January, but the only thing to show for it is a purple resistance band gathering dust on the doorknob. When Tracy discovers a "subconscious reprogramming" hypnosis program on a mysterious lavender website, Michelle is skeptical. It looks like a scam, but she agrees to five minutes of the video just to prove her roommate wrong.

But the program doesn't care about skepticism.

As the hypnotic spirals and binaural beats take hold, the girls find their minds being scoured clean of every thought, memory, and hesitation. Through a series of powerful post-hypnotic suggestions, their goals are twisted. The drive to exercise is replaced by a bottomless, primal hunger and an eroticized compulsion toward gluttony.

Follow Michelle and Tracy's transformation from roommates into mindless, bloated shells of their former selves. In a afternoon lost to a trance, they discover that when you unlock your "body’s deepest potential," you might just find yourself hungry for everything you once tried to avoid.

Subconscious Gains: An Erotic Mind Control Story

Jennifer is a collector of fitness attempts. Her apartment is a graveyard of unused yoga apps, dusty resistance bands, and a Planet Fitness membership she’s used exactly eleven times. Like many, she lives in the gap between the person she is and the person she wants to be—the one who doesn't dread the gym and can finally fit into the "optimistic" medium shorts buried in her drawer.

When she spends thirty-two dollars on a set of guided motivation sessions, she expects the usual marketing fluff. Instead, she finds a frequency that doesn't just motivate—it reconstructs.

As the binaural beats sync with her heart rate, Jennifer discovers that true "sustainable fitness" requires letting go of everything. Her worries, her hesitation, and finally, her very willpower. Under the influence of a low, seductive voice, Jennifer's body finds a new purpose. The tension she's carried for years vanishes, replaced by a heavy, boneless obedience that feels better than any workout ever could.

She thought she was buying a way to change her body. She ended up finding a Voice that wants to own it.

By the time the session ends, Jennifer is refreshed, aroused, and ready to recommend the app to everyone she knows. She feels amazing, but she isn't the one in control anymore. Beneath her ordinary life, the architecture of a new Jennifer has been installed—one that exists only to serve, to obey, and to press play again.

Subconscious Hunger: An Erotic Mind Control Story

Control is just an illusion. Efficiency is just a mask. And Katie Phan is about to be unmade.

Katie is the definition of "high-strung." As a successful CPA who owns her apartment outright, she has built her life on a foundation of spreadsheets, Pilates, and an iron-clad willpower. She doesn't have time for pseudoscience, and she certainly doesn't believe in hypnosis.

But her friend Beth won't stop pushing a mysterious audio file called Total Reinvigoration. To end the nagging, Katie finally presses play. She expects a scam; she gets a total psychological overhaul.

As the surround-sound frequencies fill her living room, the "little wire" of Katie’s resolve begins to snap. One by one, her memories, her professional discipline, and her very identity dissolve into smoke. In the hollow space left behind, a new set of instructions takes root—connecting obedience to a primal, overwhelming pleasure.

When Katie wakes up, she thinks she just had a long nap. She doesn't realize her conscious mind is now just a costume. She doesn't notice that her cravings have become absolute, or that her body is changing with every "snack." Underneath the surface, the file is still running, steering her toward a life of mindless consumption and a desperate need to spread the word.
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