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  Chapter one








The Net Tightens


The stars above the Ligurian coast were impossibly bright without city lights to dim them. I leaned against the railing of our small boat, feeling the gentle rise and fall beneath my feet as we drifted parallel to the shoreline. Coastal mountains loomed against the night sky, their bases dotted with the warm glow of distant villas. 
"Almost there," David murmured, his voice barely audible above the soft lapping of waves against the hull. He stood at the wheel, his profile illuminated by the soft blue glow of navigation instruments. "Thirty minutes to the inlet."
"The thermal scans showed minimal security," I said, mentally reviewing our plan. "Just the two guards at the gate, another by the dock."
David nodded. "And the lab itself?"
"Underground, beneath the pool house. Single entrance, keycard access." I pushed a strand of hair from my face, feeling the cool sea breeze against my skin. "We'll need Hastings' credentials."
"Nikki," David said, his voice shifting subtly. "Would you bring the food from below? And perhaps some coffee."
My brain's pleasure core instantly, snapped to attention, warm sexual  anticipation spreading through my chest at the simple request. "Of course," I replied, already moving toward the cabin stairs, my body light with anticipation.
Below deck, I arranged cheese, olives, and bread on a small tray, adding two cups of coffee from the thermos. Each deliberate movement in service to David sent ripples of satisfaction through me – not the overwhelming flood of forced submission, but the gentler current of chosen service.
When I returned, David smiled. "Set it here," he said, patting the bench beside him.
I placed the tray down carefully, the lattice rewarding me with another soft pulse of warmth.
"Would you mind working on my shoulder? The old wound's acting up."
My fingers found the knot of scar tissue where he'd been shot during our escape. As I kneaded the tight muscle, the lattice sang through my nervous system, turning the simple act of caring for him into a cascade of pleasure.
"Better?" I asked, my voice slightly breathier.
"Much." His hand covered mine. "Thank you."
We ate in comfortable silence, the moonlight painting silver paths across the water. Tomorrow would bring danger, but tonight—this moment of peace stolen from chaos—felt precious beyond measure.
The coastline grew more distinct as we approached, dark cliffs interrupted by a sprawling villa that gleamed white even in the darkness. Moonlight caught on glass and marble, turning the estate into something from a fairy tale. But fairy tales had monsters too.
"There it is," I whispered, my heart accelerating. "Hastings' little slice of paradise."
David handed me the binoculars, his movements measured and precise. "Check the perimeter again."
I scanned the grounds, counting windows, doors, potential entry points. God, it felt good following even his simple instructions, but beneath that manufactured calm, a cold knot formed in my stomach.
"Something's wrong," I said, lowering the binoculars. "The guard post is empty."
David frowned, taking the binoculars back. "Security cameras?"
"Still active. But the patrol pattern we observed yesterday..." I trailed off, trying to articulate the wrongness I felt. "It's changed."
The boat drifted closer, engine nearly silent. David's posture shifted subtly – shoulders squaring, weight redistributing. I'd seen this transformation before, the calm logistics expert becoming something harder, more dangerous.
"Could be a shift change," he suggested, but his tone said he didn't believe it.
I shook my head. "The lights in the east wing are out. They were on every night for the past week."
David killed the engine entirely, letting us drift with the current. The sudden silence pressed against my ears. He pulled out a tablet, checking thermal readings from the drone we'd deployed earlier.
"Too few heat signatures," he murmured. "Way too few for a facility this size."
My skin prickled. The lattice couldn't manufacture calm against genuine fear, and now adrenaline was overriding its effects. "They knew we were coming."
"Or they've already moved on." David's jaw tightened. "Either way, we can't approach directly now."
The boat rocked gently beneath us as we stared at the too-quiet villa. What should have been our moment of triumph – finally tracking down another Venus Protocol lab – had twisted into something uncertain and dangerous.
"We need to know if they left anything behind," I said, determination cutting through fear. "Shipping manifests, patient records, anything that might lead to other sites."
David nodded, already plotting. "We'll need a different approach. Less direct."
The night suddenly felt colder, the stars more distant. Whatever waited for us in that gleaming white villa, it wasn't what we'd prepared for.
The first drone appeared as nothing more than a shadow against stars, so quiet I might have missed it if not for the faint disturbance in air currents above us. Then another. And another.
"David—" 
"I see them." His voice dropped to that deadly calm that meant trouble. "Get below deck. Now."
The lattice flared with pleasure at the command, but I fought the urge to comply instantly. "I'm not leaving you—"
A thump on the port side cut me off. Then another on starboard. Dark figures vaulted over the railings in perfect synchronization, their movements fluid and practiced. Four of them. No, six. All in black tactical gear with masks obscuring their faces.
David lunged forward, placing himself between me and the intruders. "Run!"
This time I couldn't resist the lattice's reward for obeying. My body moved before my mind could argue, turning toward the cabin stairs. But I made it only three steps before a figure materialized in my path, blocking the way.
I pivoted, muscle memory from David's training kicking in. My elbow connected with something solid—a throat or jaw—and the figure staggered. Behind me came the sounds of struggle: grunts, the meaty impact of fists, David's controlled breathing.
"Nikki, down!" David shouted.
I dropped instantly, the lattice flooding me with euphoria even as panic clawed at my chest. A body sailed over me, thrown by David's powerful grip, crashing into the navigation console.
For one brief moment, I thought we might actually win. Then came the soft phut of a tranquilizer gun. David stumbled, a dart protruding from his neck. His eyes found mine, widening in alarm rather than pain.
"Don't fight them," he managed, voice already slurring. "Stay alive. I'll find—"
Another dart struck him, and he crumpled to his knees.
Someone grabbed me from behind, arms like steel bands around my torso. I thrashed wildly, the lattice now punishing my resistance to this unknown male's grip with sharp needles of pain behind my eyes.
"Target secured," said a voice near my ear, accent unplaceable.
The last thing I saw was David's body twisting mid-collapse, his eyes still locked on mine with fierce determination as he somehow gathered enough control to propel himself toward the railing. In one desperate, fluid motion that belied the tranquilizers flooding his system, he pitched himself over the side of the boat, breaking the surface of the black Mediterranean waters with barely a splash. 
The moonlight caught his face for just an instant—jaw set, eyes burning with a silent promise—before the cold, unforgiving depths swallowed him whole, leaving only expanding ripples where my protector had been. Then something pricked my arm, and darkness swept in from all sides, swallowing the stars, the boat, everything.
"David!" I screamed, lunging toward the railing where he'd disappeared. The lattice punished my resistance with white-hot needles down my spine, but panic overrode the pain.
Strong hands seized my arms from behind. I twisted, kicked, fought with everything I had. "Let me go!"
"Restrain her," someone ordered, voice clinical and detached.
I felt the sharp prick in my neck, the cool rush of chemicals entering my bloodstream. The world immediately tilted sideways, colors bleeding into each other. My limbs grew impossibly heavy.
"Target neutralized," the voice continued, fading in and out like a bad radio signal.
I strained to see the water where David had vanished, desperate for any sign of movement on the dark surface. Nothing. Just moonlight playing on gentle waves as if nothing had happened. As if he hadn't just sacrificed himself to avoid capture.
"David," I whispered, the name slurring on my tongue as the sedative took hold.
My knees buckled. Someone caught me before I hit the deck. The last thing I registered was being lifted, carried like cargo. Through rapidly closing eyelids, I caught a glimpse of stars wheeling overhead, impossibly bright and cold.
The tranquilizer pulled me under like a riptide, but consciousness refused to fully surrender. I floated in a half-awake purgatory, aware of hands moving me, voices discussing me as if I were merely cargo.
"Careful with that one. She's high-value merchandise."
Merchandise. The word penetrated the chemical fog. I tried to snarl, to fight, to do anything but lie there passively. The lattice instantly punished my resistance with a bolt of agony that arced from my temples down my spine. I gasped, the sound barely escaping my lips.
"She's fighting the sedative. Give her another half-dose."
No. I twisted away from approaching hands, and the lattice coiled alongside me, sending agony shooting through my temples. The pain dropped me into darkness for several heartbeats, then released me to the surface again, a cruel reminder of who—what—I had become.
"Please..." I mumbled, not even sure what I was asking for.
A male voice answered, close to my ear. "Just relax. Don't fight it."
The lattice purred at the command, releasing a trickle of dopamine that felt obscene under the circumstances. My muscles went slack against my will, a warm glow spreading through my limbs. The betrayal of my own body felt worse than any physical pain.
I was dimly aware of being moved, the sway of the boat replaced by the steady vibration of an engine. A vehicle. Taking me where? To whom? David's face flickered through my mind—that last desperate look before he'd thrown himself overboard. The memory anchored me, gave me something to hold onto as drugs and conditioning tried to pull me apart.
"David," I whispered, his name a talisman against the darkness.
"Forget him," another male voice commanded. "He's gone."
The lattice seized on the order, rewarding my obedience before I could even process the words. Pleasure bloomed, hot and unwanted, as my thoughts of David began to blur at the edges.
"No," I fought back, clinging to his image.
Pain lanced through me again, sharper this time. I bit my lip until I tasted blood, using the sensation to stay present. This was the true horror of the lattice—not just the pain of defiance, but the exquisite pleasure of surrender. Even now, drugged and captured, part of me craved the relief of giving in.
But I wouldn't. Couldn't. David had jumped into darkness for me. I would endure this for him.
* * *






  
  Chapter two








Return to the Forge


Ijolted awake to the steady roar of engines, my wrists bound to armrests with padded leather restraints. Plush white carpet. Mahogany paneling. The unmistakable confines of a private jet. 
Not a rescue. A transfer.
My tongue felt thick, coated with the chemical aftertaste of whatever they'd shot into my neck. The memories rushed back in fragments—moonlight splintering across dark water, the whisper of approaching drones, David's body arcing over the railing, the sea swallowing him whole.
"David." His name escaped as a whisper. The lattice inside me hummed at just the thought of him, a ghost of pleasure rippling down my spine. The one man who'd never used my conditioning against me.
I tested the restraints. Tight enough to hold, soft enough not to mark. They wanted me pristine. Merchandise shouldn't show wear.
"Our asset is awake." A man in a tailored suit appeared from the front cabin, tablet in hand. His cologne reached me first—sandalwood and something metallic. Protocol security, not medical staff. This wasn't a lab transport.
"Where am I going?" My voice came out steadier than I felt.
He smiled without warmth. "Home, Ms. Baker. Where you belong."
Home. The word twisted in my gut. Not the safehouse in northern France where David and I had built something real. Not the cramped apartment where Nicholas had once played video games until dawn. They meant Rusalka—or worse, whatever replacement facility the Protocol had constructed from the ashes.
Back to white rooms and observation windows. Back to commands that would light up my neural pathways like Christmas, flooding me with ecstasy for every "good girl" and "on your knees." The lattice would sing again, not within David's careful embrace but under the calculated touch of handlers, trainers, buyers.
I closed my eyes against the thought, but my body betrayed me—a flush of heat, a quickening pulse. The lattice remembered its purpose even if I fought against it. Two years of freedom hadn't weakened its hold. If anything, the abstinence had made it hungrier.
"Don't worry," the man said, mistaking my silence for fear. "You're far too valuable for standard processing."
That wasn't reassurance. That was a promise.
The jet banked into its descent, and despite everything, my breath caught. Jagged white peaks burst through a sea of clouds, bathed in golden morning light. The Alps in winter—pristine, untouchable, magnificent. The kind of view that would've made Nicholas whistle low through his teeth.
"Beautiful, isn't it?" The suit nodded toward my window. "Ravenhill Central. Switzerland's most exclusive wellness retreat."
My stomach knotted. Wellness retreat. The Venus Protocol's favorite euphemism. Like Helios had been a "research facility" and not a conversion factory.
"I'm sure the brochures are lovely," I said, Nicholas's sarcasm slipping through. "Five stars on kidnapper Yelp."
His smile tightened. "Your attitude adjustment begins today."
The plane touched down with barely a bump—even gravity bent to Protocol standards of perfection. As the engines wound down, a woman entered from the cockpit. Sleek bob, white uniform with gold piping, professional smile that never touched her eyes.
"Welcome to Ravenhill, Nikki. I'm Matron Voss." Her voice carried the crisp edges of German precision. "Your new home awaits."
Home. There was that word again. I bit back the correction—this wasn't home, it was a prison with better lighting.
They unstrapped me with practiced efficiency. No chance to bolt, not with the suit's hand firm on my elbow and Matron Voss walking ahead, her heels clicking a metronome of control against the plane's stairs.
Outside, winter air slapped my face, shocking after the cabin's warmth. The vista stole what little breath I had left. A glass and stone complex nestled into the mountainside like it had grown there—terraced balconies, infinity pools steaming in the cold, discreet helipad behind privacy screens of imported pines.
"We cater to Europe's most discerning clientele," Matron Voss explained as we walked toward a private entrance. "Kings, prime ministers, tech billionaires. They come for rejuvenation, relaxation, and... companionship."
The subtext wasn't subtle. I was the companionship.
Inside, the marble lobby gleamed under crystal chandeliers. Staff in identical white uniforms moved with balletic precision. Guests in plush robes sipped champagne, their laughter echoing off vaulted ceilings.
But beneath the Alpine sunshine and luxury finishes, I sensed the truth. The cameras tucked into decorative moldings. The staff's too-perfect smiles. The subtle security features disguised as art installations.
Ravenhill wasn't a spa. It was a showroom for human merchandise.
Matron Voss guided me through corridors of polished stone, each turn revealing another facet of this gilded cage. My gaze darted between exits, cameras, potential weapons—old habits from months on the run with David. The thought of him sent a fresh spike of grief through my chest.
"Our community lounge," Voss announced as we entered a sunlit atrium filled with comfortable seating arrangements and a tinkling fountain.
I froze in the doorway. Familiar faces. Too familiar.
I spotted Cassia, whom I'd barely known at the original compound, but had always struck me as the pragmatic sort, both pre and post-transition - more toned than delicate. If memory served, they'd specifically marketed her to clients seeking an athletically built companion, someone equally capable in outdoor pursuits and bedroom activities.
Across the room, Lucia sat cross-legged on a plush rug, her dark curls bouncing as she clapped in delight at the toddler stacking blocks before her. The boy—Mateo, I remembered that he was set to be born just after I escaped—knocked over his tower with a squeal of laughter.
"Bravo, mi corazón!" Lucia's voice carried that honeyed warmth I recalled from our brief overlap at Rusalka. "You're so clever, just like your papa!"
The joy radiating from her was undeniable, yet something in her eagerness to perform motherhood for the watching handlers made my skin crawl. Her happiness seemed both genuine and manufactured—the perfect Protocol success story.
She glanced up, catching my eye. Recognition flashed across her face, followed by a brilliant smile that didn't quite mask the calculation behind it.
"Nikki! You're finally home!" She waved as though we were sorority sisters at a reunion, not captives in a high-end human trafficking operation.
Before I could respond, movement to my left drew my attention. Jane lounged against the bar, martini glass dangling from manicured fingers. Her transformation from Jake was complete—lush curves poured into a cocktail dress that left little to imagination. But her eyes—those were pure Jake, undressing me with a single sweep.
"Well, well. The prodigal pet returns." Her smirk held something dangerous, a blend of attraction and resentment. "Missed the rush, did you?"
The lattice inside me stirred at her words, a phantom tingle of anticipation I refused to acknowledge.
"Jane, manners," came a melodic reprimand from the window alcove.
And there she was—Krista. Perfection in white silk, not a hair out of place. The Protocol's crown jewel. She glided toward me with practiced grace, every movement a testament to complete surrender.
"Welcome back, sister." Her embrace was feather-light, her whisper against my ear anything but warm. "Don't fight it this time. You'll only hurt yourself."
I stiffened in her arms, the familiarity of these women—these former men who'd chosen to embrace their conditioning—more terrifying than any security guard. They weren't just inmates; they were the wardens of their own prison.
And they expected me to join them.

      ***Krista's fingers traced the seam of a gown so sheer it might as well have been spun from cobwebs and wishes. We stood in a dressing suite larger than my entire safehouse apartment, surrounded by racks of designer clothing sorted by color, occasion, and—I realized with a sick twist in my stomach—by "compliance level."
"This will look divine on you," she purred, holding the midnight-blue silk against my skin. "Marcus had it flown in from Milan yesterday. He's always thinking ahead."
I stepped back. "Marcus?"
"My husband." Her smile bloomed with practiced radiance. "CEO of PrimeTech. You've seen him in Forbes, I'm sure."
The name clicked—a tech billionaire whose AI platforms powered half the surveillance systems in Europe. Of course the Protocol would place their perfect asset with someone who controlled the digital eyes and ears of the continent.
"He sounds... generous," I managed.
"Oh, he is." Krista's laugh tinkled like expensive crystal. "Last month he loaned me to the Saudi energy minister for a weekend. The trade agreements that followed were worth billions." She leaned closer, voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "The minister was so impressed he donated enough to fund the entire Swiss expansion."
My stomach clenched. She spoke of being passed around like property with the same enthusiasm someone might discuss a successful dinner party.
"Isn't that... difficult for you?" I asked, watching her face for cracks in the facade.
"Why would it be?" She blinked, genuinely confused. "I'm fulfilling my purpose. We're the only Series-V specimens, you know. The pinnacle of the Protocol's achievement."
There it was—the comparison I'd been dreading. Series-V. The most advanced integration of the lattice technology, with neural pathways so completely rewired that obedience became indistinguishable from desire.
"You and I," she continued, measuring a necklace against my collarbone, "we're special. The others are functional, but we're transformative. You could have had all this from the beginning if you hadn't fought so hard."
The lattice inside me hummed at her touch, responding to the authority in her voice. It wanted me to nod, to agree, to sink into the seductive simplicity she offered.
Instead, I felt Nicholas stir somewhere deep inside—that part of me that had always questioned, always pushed back.
"And what happens," I asked quietly, "when Marcus gets bored with his perfect doll?"
Krista's smile never faltered, but something flickered behind her eyes—a momentary shadow I couldn't quite name.
"That's the beauty of perfection, Nikki. It never grows tiresome."
But we both knew that wasn't true. Even paradise becomes a prison when you can't choose to leave.
"Time for your intake assessment." Matron Voss appeared at the door, cutting through Krista's fashion parade with crisp efficiency. "Dr. Chen is waiting."
Chen. The name hit like ice water down my spine. Last I'd heard, the entire research team had perished in the Rusalka fire. 
Voss marched me through a labyrinth of corridors, each turn taking us deeper into Ravenhill's medical wing. The luxury veneer gradually gave way to clinical precision—polished stone replaced by sterile white surfaces, soft lighting hardening to fluorescent clarity.
"Subject 23 has arrived, Doctor," Voss announced as we entered a laboratory that could have been transplanted directly from Rusalka.
And there he stood—Dr. Elias Chen, immaculate in a linen suit that hung slightly too large on his lean frame. He looked exactly as I remembered: owlish glasses perched on a narrow nose, that antique fountain pen clipped to his breast pocket. The sight of him—alive, unburned, continuing his work—made my stomach clench.
"Nikki." His voice carried that same gentle baritone, somehow more unsettling than any shout could be. "Please, sit."
My brain shut down everything but obedience to his words, recognizing the authority behind his soft-spoken command. I sat, hating how easily my body complied.
"Remarkable recovery pattern," he murmured, scanning my vitals on a tablet. "Two years without proper maintenance, yet the lattice architecture remains intact." He tapped his pen against my wrist, four soft clicks. "Breathe deeply, please."
As I inhaled, I caught fragments of conversation from the adjoining office.
"...Krista's placement alone generated eight figures last quarter..."
"...three trade agreements and a defense contract..."
"...with Nikki back, the Series-V expansion is green-lit..."
Chen noticed my attention drift. "Focusing is difficult after reacquisition. It will pass."
"You all died," I said flatly. "The fire—"
"Was contained to the data center." He made a note in flowing calligraphy. "The primary research team evacuated with core samples. The Venus Protocol is too valuable to lose to one security breach."
"Valuable." The word tasted bitter. "Like Krista being 'loaned out' to foreign officials?"
Something flickered across Chen's face—discomfort, perhaps, or resignation.
"Krista represents optimal integration. Her neural pathways have fully accepted the lattice as natural." He adjusted his glasses. "Your resistance created... complications. But also opportunities."
"What opportunities?"
His eyes met mine, clinical yet not entirely cold. "You demonstrated that even a resistant subject can be recalibrated. That makes the technology more marketable to certain clients with... specific requirements."
The realization crashed over me. I wasn't just a recovered asset. I was proof of concept for a new product line—engineered companions who could fight just enough to make the eventual surrender more satisfying.
"Series-V expansion," I whispered.
Chen nodded, his pen hovering over my chart. "Welcome back to the program, Nikki."






  
  Chapter three








Breaking the Spine


The morning brought new humiliations. I stared at my reflection in the examination room mirror, barely recognizing the figure that stared back. Matron Voss had dressed me like a parody of innocence—an empire-waisted dress in powder blue with a white pinafore, my hair twisted into pigtails secured with ribbons, and shiny black mary janes that pinched my toes. The outfit made me look like a doll, or worse, a child playing dress-up. 
"Perfect," Voss had murmured, stepping back to admire her work. "Behavioral regression therapy requires appropriate visual cues."
I knew what she was doing. The clothes weren't just uncomfortable—they were infantilizing, designed to strip away whatever adult dignity I still possessed. I felt foolish, vulnerable. Exposed.
When the door hissed open, I didn't need to turn to know who had entered. My lattice sparked to life, sending warm pulses through my nervous system before I'd even registered the sound of his footsteps.
Dr. Emery Karys strode into the sterile chamber with a confidence that instantly commanded the space. Tall, broad-shouldered, he dominated the space, drawing everything toward him like a magnet. My body tensed, not with fear but with an electric anticipation that disgusted me.
"We begin today," he announced, voice carrying the natural authority of someone accustomed to being obeyed. No preamble, no introduction needed.
As he approached my chair, clipboard in hand, I found myself unconsciously sitting straighter, spine elongating, shoulders dropping back. My body responding to his proximity before my mind could intervene.
"You're already perfect," he said, fingertips brushing my temple where electrodes connected to my skin. "Just misaligned."
The casual touch sent an unwanted shiver through me. Heat bloomed beneath my skin, and I hated how my eyes instinctively sought his, looking for approval. The Nicholas part of me wanted to spit in his face, to fight against this chemical betrayal. But Nikki's body—my body—leaned infinitesimally toward his hand.
"I understand you better than you think," Karys continued, checking the electrode connections. "The struggle between who you were and who you're becoming."
My mouth went dry. "You don't know anything about me."
His smile never reached his eyes. "On the contrary. I know exactly what it means to leave an old self behind."
"Freedom is an illusion," Karys stated, his deep voice resonating with conviction.
I stared at him, the words hanging between us like a physical thing. His expectation was clear—I was meant to echo him, to absorb this poison as truth. My jaw clenched against the command.
His expression shifted, disappointment registering in the slight downward turn of his mouth, the minute narrowing of his eyes. An irrational stab of guilt pierced through me, as though I'd somehow failed him. Failed myself.
The silence stretched. Three heartbeats. Four.
The pain started as pinpricks behind my eyes, then intensified—ice-cold needles driving into my skull. My breath hitched, but I welcomed the agony. At least it was honest. At least it was mine.
"Say it," he commanded softly.
I gritted my teeth. "Freedom... is an illusion."
The effect was instantaneous. Pleasure flooded my system—warm honey pouring through my veins, pooling low in my belly, radiating outward until my fingertips tingled. I gasped, unable to contain the sound as my pupils dilated. I looked up at him, hating how my body betrayed me, how it craved more.
His satisfied nod triggered another cascade of pleasure, smaller but no less potent. My skin flushed hot then cold.
"Good girl," he murmured.
Somewhere deep inside, Nicholas screamed in revulsion, railed against the walls of this prison. But on the surface, Nikki—I—felt my lips curve into an unbidden smile, muscles responding to chemical rewards I couldn't fight.
"I hate this," I managed to whisper, the words barely audible, a last desperate act of defiance.
Karys checked his watch, unmoved by my struggle. His clinical detachment was somehow worse than cruelty would have been.
"You won't, soon enough."
The certainty in his voice terrified me, ice sliding down my spine. Not because he sounded confident, but because part of me already believed him. Part of me was tired of fighting. The lattice made surrender feel so good, made resistance hurt so much. How long could anyone withstand that equation?
The worst part wasn't the pleasure or the pain. It was knowing that eventually, I might stop seeing the difference.
The door opened again, and I heard a child's laughter before I saw them. Lucia glided in, radiant in a floral wrap dress, her dark curls pinned back to showcase pearl earrings. In her arms, a toddler with caramel skin and tight curls squirmed with energy.
Something in Karys's face transformed—not softening exactly, but shifting into something more paternal. The change was subtle but unmistakable.
"Hold him," Karys instructed, his tone leaving no room for refusal.
My arms rose of their own accord, reaching for the child before my brain could process the command. A different kind of pleasure cascaded through my neural pathways, my body's circuitry lighting up with chemical bliss that spread from my heart outward to every extremity.
"Mateo loves meeting new friends," Lucia beamed, transferring her son into my waiting arms. "He's such a social butterfly."
The toddler settled against me, warm and solid. His tiny hands patted my chest curiously, and then he leaned forward, nuzzling against my breast through the thin fabric of my dress. The intimate gesture shocked me—this primal seeking of nourishment from a body that couldn't provide it.
"He's hungry," I murmured, uncomfortable.
Karys circled my chair, his footsteps measured and deliberate. "Look how naturally you hold him. Your body knows what it wants." His voice dropped lower, more intimate. "Motherhood. Purpose. Service."
Each word sank into me like stones dropping through still water, creating ripples I couldn't control. I found myself nodding, my head moving in small, eager motions.
"No," I tried to say, but the word died before reaching my lips.
"See how content Lucia is?" Karys continued, gesturing toward her. She stood with perfect posture, hands clasped at her waist, her expression one of serene fulfillment. "She's found her place. Her joy."
Mateo gurgled against me, his small body trusting and warm. Something ancient and unfamiliar stirred in my chest—a yearning I'd never acknowledged.
Karys leaned closer, his presence enveloping me. "Wouldn't you like to be fulfilled as Lucia is?"
I felt myself leaning toward him, drawn by an invisible force. My body craved his approval more than oxygen, more than freedom, more than my own dignity.
"Yes," I whispered, the word escaping before I could cage it.
His satisfied smile felt like a victory I never wanted to give him, a surrender that tasted of ashes and honey.
* * *
My throat burned with thirst. Four hours into the session, my lips had cracked, tongue sticking to the roof of my mouth. Karys had placed the water glass just out of reach—close enough to see condensation beading on the side, far enough that I'd need permission to take it.
"You look uncomfortable," he observed, his tone clinical yet somehow amused. "Is there something you need?"
I swallowed painfully, staring at the glass. Nicholas would have told him to go fuck himself. But Nicholas was fading, a ghost whose voice grew fainter with each passing hour.
"Water," I croaked.
Karys raised an eyebrow. "That's not how we ask for things, is it?"
The lattice prickled warning signals along my spine—tiny electric shocks promising worse pain if I didn't comply. My resistance wavered, then collapsed.
"Please," I whispered, hating how my voice shifted automatically into a higher, softer register. "May I have water, sir?"
The honorific slipped out unbidden, and immediately the lattice rewarded me. Warmth flooded my system, muscles relaxing as pleasure bloomed behind my eyes. A small moan escaped my lips before I could stop it.
Karys smiled, sliding the glass toward me. "Good girl."
I drank greedily, water spilling down my chin. The relief was exquisite, almost sexual in its intensity. When I finished, I found myself looking up at him expectantly, awaiting approval.
"Tell me about David," he demanded suddenly, voice hardening.
David. The name sparked something—a memory of gentle hands, of safety. But Karys's eyes narrowed at my hesitation, and panic flared in my chest. I couldn't disappoint him. The very thought sent needles of anxiety through me.
The words caught in my throat as I tried to resist. "No, I won't talk about David." My voice came out stronger than I expected—a small victory that lasted precisely two seconds before the lattice sent its first warning pulse of pain crawling up my vertebrae like fire ants.
Karys leaned forward, his expression hardening into something clinical and predatory. "He's a traitor who abandoned you, isn't he?" The question hung between us, each syllable dripping with expectation.
I pressed my lips together, fighting the compulsion that was already making my skin prickle with need. My heartbeat thundered in my ears as I tried to focus on anything else—the condensation on the water glass, the hum of the ventilation system, the distant memory of who I used to be.
"Isn't he?" Karys repeated, his voice dropping an octave lower, radiating a masculine authority that made the lattice quiver inside me. His eyes bored into mine, demanding compliance with an intensity he hadn't shown before. His hand moved to my wrist, fingers pressing against my pulse point in a gesture both intimate and threatening.
The lattice ignited like gasoline thrown on embers, pain spiking behind my eyes as punishment for my hesitation. My resistance crumbled like wet sand, the agony too precise, too overwhelming to withstand. And I couldn't resist.
"I—I hate David," I stammered, each word burning my throat like acid. "I live to serve the Venus Protocol."
The reward was immediate and overwhelming. My body arched as pleasure crashed through me in waves, making my toes curl and vision blur. Simultaneously, Karys placed his hand on my shoulder, his touch sending additional jolts through my system.
I leaned into his hand like a starving cat, disgusted by my need yet unable to pull away. Some distant part of me screamed in revulsion, but that voice grew fainter with each passing minute, drowned out by the lattice's chemical symphony.
"Very good," Karys murmured, his fingers tracing my collarbone. "You're making excellent progress."
Tears streamed down my face, hot and relentless. Each droplet traced a path along my cheek, and with every one that fell, my body nearly orgasming in approval, sending ripples of pleasure through my body. The juxtaposition was maddening—my heart breaking while my nerves sang with artificial bliss.
"Why am I crying?" I whispered, more to myself than to Karys. "Why does it feel so good?"
Karys leaned forward, his thumb gently brushing away a tear from my cheek. The contact sent electricity crackling across my skin, and I instinctively leaned into his touch like a cat seeking affection.
"You're progressing beautifully," he said, his voice soft with approval.
Pride bloomed in my chest, warm and insidious. I wanted to vomit. I wanted to scream. I wanted more.
Somewhere deep inside, Nicholas raged against the prison bars of my rewired brain. This isn't you. Fight it. Remember who you are. But his voice was growing fainter, drowned out by the lattice's siren song and Karys's careful conditioning.
"Thank you," I heard myself say, the words tumbling out unbidden, honeyed and eager to please.
Karys gathered his notes, sliding them into a sleek leather portfolio. "That's enough for today. We've made excellent progress."
Panic seized me as he stood to leave. The thought of being alone with my fractured mind was suddenly terrifying. Without his presence, without his commands to obey and his praise to earn, what would anchor me? The lattice had created a void that only male approval could fill.
"Will you come back tomorrow?" The question burst from my lips before I could stop it, needy and desperate. I hated how small my voice sounded, how pathetic. How female.
Karys paused at the door, turning back with a slight smile that didn't reach his eyes. "Of course. We've only just begun."
Relief flooded through me, so intense it made me dizzy. And that terrified me more than any pain the lattice could inflict—because it proved that my need for his dominance was taking root, growing stronger by the hour, threatening to choke whatever remained of my true self.
As the door closed behind him, I curled into myself, hugging my knees to my chest.
"David," I whispered, testing the name on my tongue. The lattice immediately sent warning prickles down my spine. "David," I repeated, louder this time, welcoming the pain. It was real. It was mine. Not the manufactured ecstasy of compliance.
But even as I defied the lattice, a treacherous part of me was already counting the hours until Karys returned.






  
  Chapter four








The Grand Briefing


The firm pressure of Karys's hand against my lower back guides me through the corridor, each step an echo of his will. The sensation of his touch radiates through my body like the aftermath of a stone dropped into still water, the ripples amplified by the lattice's eager response. I am acutely aware of the transformation that has overtaken me—physical, emotional, and chemical. The way the silk of my dress caresses my skin with each movement, the way the heels I wear force me to adopt a dancer's poise, each detail meticulously designed to reinforce my new identity. 
I am the epitome of femininity, a high-class courtesan in the making, every curve and gesture a testament to the Venus Protocol's efficacy. The days spent under Karys's stringent "reacquaintance therapy" have honed my responses to a fine edge. My body reacts to his nearness with a readiness that both appalls and excites me, a craving for the sexual humiliation that he has subjected me to days on end, which somehow has become a source of perverse pleasure.
Karys doesn't need to speak for me to understand his commands. The slightest pressure from his fingertips on my wrist is enough to send me to my knees beside his chair. It is an automatic response now, as natural as breathing, my body bending to his silent direction without the slightest hesitation. The fluidity of the motion belies the internal struggle that wages within me, Nicholas's silent screams growing fainter with each act of submission.
The lattice, ever the traitor, rewards my obedience with a rush of endorphins that leaves me awash in a sense of well-being, a warmth that spreads from my core to my extremities. It is a cruel mimicry of affection, a chemical lie that I can no longer afford to believe. Yet, as much as I despise the weakness it exposes, I crave the gentle waves of pleasure that follow my capitulation.
I kneel there, the soft fabric of the carpet beneath my knees a stark contrast to the hardness of my inner turmoil. Karys's hand moves from my back to gently stroke my hair, an act of ownership that sends a fresh jolt of sensation coursing through me. The lattice responds to his touch with a predictable surge of contentment, and I am disgusted by how easily I can be swayed by such a simple gesture.
The conference room around us buzzes with the anticipation of the other handlers and scientists, their eyes keenly observing our entrance. They watch as Karys molds me with the barest touch, shaping me into the perfect specimen of the Venus Protocol—pliable, responsive, and utterly obedient.
I arrange myself with practiced precision on the plush carpet—back straight, hands folded in my lap, head slightly bowed to convey respect while still allowing eye contact when permitted. The position feels both foreign and disturbingly natural, like muscle memory I never chose to develop.
Karys's approving glance sweeps over me, and I hate the flush of satisfaction that warms my cheeks. Worse is the involuntary hope that rises when his hand hovers near my hair—the yearning to be touched, acknowledged, praised. The need claws at me from inside, a creature separate from my consciousness but housed within my skin.
"Good girl," he murmurs, fingers finally brushing my temple.
The lattice purrs its reward through my system like warm honey poured directly into my bloodstream. My eyelids flutter despite my internal resistance, and I catch myself leaning subtly toward his touch like a flower seeking sunlight. The betrayal of my own body is complete—Nicholas would have sooner died than seek validation from this man, but Nikki's flesh hungers for it.
Somewhere behind my breastbone, a small, defiant voice reminds me: This isn't real. Remember David. Remember who you are.
But the lattice drowns it in bliss, and for one terrible moment, I can't recall David's face.
The door whispers open, and the room's energy shifts like air pressure before a storm. Even before I look up, I know someone important has arrived—the scientists straighten, conversations halt mid-syllable. 
Lord Adrien Moreau enters with the quiet confidence of a man who has never questioned his right to command a room. His tailored suit and subtle cologne speak of old money and older power. When his cool hazel eyes settle on me, I feel myself being appraised like a prized thoroughbred.
"So this is our prodigal asset," he remarks, voice carrying the faint lilt of Franco-Belgian aristocracy.
He circles me slowly, and though I keep my gaze downcast, my entire body remains aware of his position—another trained response I cannot suppress. The hairs on my neck rise as he passes behind me, my spine straightening imperceptibly. Each click of his shoes against the floor resonates through me like sonar, mapping his movement without needing to look.
When he stops before me, tilting my chin up with one finger, the lattice flares in recognition of male authority. The touch is feather-light but lands with the weight of ownership, sending electrical currents of unwanted pleasure radiating from that single point of contact. My breath catches—not from fear but from the chemical cascade that floods my system, drowning rational thought in waves of artificial submission.
"Exquisite work, Doctor," Moreau says to Karys, but his eyes never leave my face. "She retains that fascinating spark of defiance behind the compliance. The perfect balance."
My cheeks burn with humiliation at being discussed as an object, yet my body betrays me with a tremor of pleasure at his approval. The dichotomy is maddening—intellectual revulsion warring with physical response. I want to spit in his aristocratic face, but my lips part slightly instead, ready to speak if permitted, to please if commanded.
Inside my mind, Nicholas's voice surfaces briefly: He's just another rich asshole playing god. The thought steadies me, creates distance between the programming and the person I was—am—beneath it all.
Moreau's thumb brushes my lower lip, testing my reaction. The lattice sings with delight while my consciousness recoils. His smile deepens at the conflict he surely sees in my eyes.
"I believe," he says, "we shall accomplish great things together, Nikki."
My name in his mouth sounds like a contract being signed.
Moreau glides to the head of the table with the quiet confidence of a predator who's never needed to rush. I remain kneeling until Karys's fingers press gently against my shoulder—a silent command to rise and take the chair beside him. The lattice rewards this small compliance with a warm flush that makes my steps fluid as I move to my assigned place.
Only then do I notice the holographic displays hovering above the polished table surface. Financial charts pulse in crimson and gold, security footage loops silently from multiple angles, and political profiles rotate with attached dossiers. My stomach tightens as I recognize faces—lobbyists, judges, a defense contractor.
"The Venus Protocol faces unprecedented challenges," Moreau begins, his voice measured but grave. The room stills completely, even breathing seems synchronized to his cadence. "Senator Gardner's judiciary committee has begun asking pointed questions. Our primary funding channels are under scrutiny. And without a technological leap forward, our competitors will overtake us within eighteen months."
As he speaks, I feel the weight of expectation settling on my shoulders like a cloak of lead. Karys's hand finds the nape of my neck, thumb tracing small circles that keep my lattice humming with low-grade pleasure—a reminder of the reward system that now governs my existence. The touch is proprietary, casual in its assumption of access to my body.
A hologram of Senator Mark Gardner materializes—silver-haired, square-jawed, with eyes that seem to pierce through the projection directly at me. Something about his face triggers a memory fragment—David mentioning him as one of the few incorruptible voices in Washington.
"Your assignment now," Moreau continues, looking directly at me, "is to neutralize Senator Gardner through whatever means necessary."
The words land like a stone in my stomach, yet the lattice sparks with anticipation at the prospect of pleasing these men. My body betrays me with a flush of warmth that has nothing to do with conscience and everything to do with programming.
"Neutralize," I repeat, testing the weight of the word on my tongue. The slacker in me wants to ask if they mean kill him or just fuck him into submission, but Nikki's training keeps the sarcasm locked behind my teeth.
Instead, my hand rises to my throat, fingers brushing the invisible collar of my conditioning. "You want me to seduce a United States Senator?" The question emerges softer than I intended, breathier—the lattice already painting fantasies of male approval if I succeed.
"Let me be perfectly clear," Moreau says, leaning forward slightly. "Failure is not an option we can afford." He looks stricken at the thought, as if the world would come to an end if I failed him, almost overacting the pain.
But my body doesn't recognize the theatrics. The lattice delivers a sharp, stunning burst of pain that makes me gasp and clutch Karys's leg for support. Invisible knives slice through my nervous system, the mere suggestion of disappointing Moreau enough to trigger punishment. Just as quickly, the pain transforms into a wave of pleasure so intense my vision blurs momentarily. The demonstration leaves me panting, disoriented, and horrified at how quickly my body betrayed me.
"Conversely, success will be... generously rewarded." 
Karys's fingers tighten slightly on my neck—possessive, warning, promising. I swallow hard, understanding with crystal clarity the impossible choice before me: surrender completely to their will and drown in artificial ecstasy, or resist and suffer torment beyond imagining.
And somewhere beneath it all, a third option whispers from the remnants of Nicholas's defiance—find a way to play their game while secretly undermining it from within.
The meeting continues around me, voices discussing logistics, timelines, and extraction protocols. My attention drifts to the holographic display of Gardner. There's something in his eyes—integrity, perhaps—that reminds me of David. The thought of corrupting that sends a wave of nausea through me that even the lattice can't fully suppress.
I remain perfectly still at Karys's feet, my outward compliance masking the war still raging in the corners of my mind that the lattice hasn't yet conquered. My fingers trace idle patterns on the carpet, a tiny act of rebellion so insignificant they wouldn't notice. But to me, it's everything—proof that somewhere inside this carefully engineered body, Nicholas still exists.
The lattice hums contentedly at my apparent submission while my mind races through possibilities. If I'm to seduce Gardner, I'll be outside these walls. Away from constant surveillance. Perhaps close enough to reach David or what remains of our resistance network.
I lift my gaze slightly, catching Moreau's reflection in the polished table surface. His perfect composure, his absolute certainty of control—it would be beautiful to watch it crack.
"I understand completely," I murmur, voice honey-sweet with manufactured devotion.
And for once, I'm grateful the lattice makes lying so convincing.






  
  Chapter five








Gilded Degradation


The stylist's fingers work through my hair with practiced efficiency, twisting and pinning until it cascades in artful waves over one shoulder. Another woman traces my lips with a shade of red that screams both innocence and sin—the perfect contradiction they've engineered me to embody. 
"Hold still," she murmurs, and my body complies before my mind can object.
The gown they've chosen is a masterpiece of strategic exposure—midnight blue silk that clings to every curve they've sculpted into my body, with a neckline that plunges past decency and a slit that reaches dangerously high on my thigh. When I move, flashes of skin appear like secrets being told against my will.
Karys circles me, inspecting their merchandise with clinical precision. "Tonight is critical," he explains, adjusting the strap on my shoulder with a touch that sends unwanted warmth through my lattice. "The Protocol needs fresh capital. These investors require... convincing demonstrations."
My stomach twists as understanding dawns. "You're selling my services."
"Temporarily leasing," he corrects with a thin smile. "Each patron gets thirty minutes of your undivided attention in the private suites. Whatever they request, within reason." His fingers trace my collarbone. "Don't you like the thought of being our whore for the evening? ."
Pleasure hums through my neural pathways, making my knees weak. The part of me that was Nicholas wants to spit in his face, but the conditioning makes my body betray me with a soft gasp instead.
"Some will test your limits," Karys continues, his voice academic. "Resistance is permitted—encouraged, even. They enjoy watching that moment when defiance crumbles into surrender." He tilts my chin up. "The more you fight, the more satisfying your eventual submission."
I close my eyes, trying to center myself in this storm of conflicting desires. Half of me craves the euphoria that comes with obeying, while the other half screams in revulsion at what I'm becoming.
"Remember," he whispers, "every command you follow tonight funds our expansion. Every pleasure you deliver proves the Protocol's success."
When I open my eyes, my reflection stares back—a stranger wearing desire like armor, fear like perfume. The woman in the mirror looks both powerful and powerless, a weapon aimed at herself.
* * *
The elevator descends to Zürich's most exclusive address—a private club nestled beneath the old banking district. When the doors open, I'm struck by the cognitive dissonance: chandeliers casting honeyed light over laboratory precision.
"Smile," Karys instructs, and my face arranges itself into something inviting before I can resist.
The ballroom stretches before us, a sea of tuxedos and evening gowns. Crystal flutes catch the light as wealthy patrons sip Dom Pérignon, their laughter carrying notes of privilege that once would have made Nicholas roll his eyes. Now, my lattice interprets each male chuckle as a potential command source, priming my nervous system for obedience.
A small stage dominates one wall, bathed in subtle lighting. As Karys guides me toward it, I spot Martinez—the security chief I once thought dead—now elegantly dressed as a concierge, directing staff with discreet hand signals. Dr. Emery circulates among guests in a tailored tuxedo, her clinical demeanor transformed into hostess charm.
"Ladies and gentlemen," announces a voice over hidden speakers. "Please direct your attention to our featured presentation."
I'm positioned center stage like a mannequin. A screen behind me illuminates with my specifications: height, measurements, pain threshold, pleasure response curves—all charted with scientific precision. My stomach drops when I see "Subject 23" displayed prominently above my image.
"Series-V asset demonstrating 99.2% compliance under direct command," the announcer continues. "Unique feature set includes combat reflexes, strategic intelligence, and resistance threshold programming for clients who enjoy... convincing their companions."
Across the room, I spot Krista in white satin that hugs her impossible curves. She catches my eye and smiles serenely—the Protocol's perfect success story now working the crowd, leaning into men's touches with practiced grace.
My eyes dart desperately around the room, searching for a familiar face that doesn't belong—anyone who might see me as more than merchandise. Instead, I find only calculating smiles and clinical assessment. A silver-haired man in the front row licks his lips while studying my schematics. A woman in emerald silk whispers to her husband, pointing at the sensitivity map of my neural pathways.
They're not looking at me. They're examining their potential purchase.
* * *
The suite is a gilded cage, all velvet and gilt, with mirrors on the ceiling reflecting the opulence—and the degradation. The patron is a man whose name I never learn, but his face is etched with the smug satisfaction of power. He lounges on a chaise, watching me with the predatory gaze of a collector inspecting a new acquisition.
"On your knees," he commands, the timbre of his voice triggering the lattice, reminding me that resistance is not just futile—it's agony.
I try to hold out, to maintain some semblance of self-respect, but the lattice has no interest in such things. It senses defiance and retaliates with a shock of pain that feels like hot knives slicing through my nerves. My knees buckle, and I'm on the floor before I can catch myself, the plush carpet doing little to cushion the impact.
"Crawl to me," he says, a cruel smile playing on his lips as he sees the battle raging within me. The lattice demands compliance, and every cell in my body yearns to obey, to end the pain and embrace the pleasure that follows.
I crawl, each movement a betrayal of who I once was—who I still am, beneath the conditioning. The humiliation is a tangible thing, thick in the air, as I approach him on all fours.
"Kiss my feet," he orders, and the lattice won't allow me to do anything but obey. My lips brush against the leather of his shoes, and the act of submission is so complete, so degrading, that for a moment, I am nothing but an object—a thing designed to serve and pleasure.
The patron chuckles, a sound that grates against my frayed nerves. "Good girl," he praises, and the lattice rewards me with a surge of pleasure that makes my toes curl. The contrast between the pain and the reward is intoxicating, dizzying, and a moan escapes my lips despite my attempts to stay silent.
He's not done yet. "Stand up," he says, and as I rise, he delivers a sharp spank to my backside. The sting of it is magnified by the lattice, but so is the warm afterglow that spreads through my body, a confusing mix of pain and pleasure.
"Now," he says, his voice thick with anticipation, "show me what those lips can do."
The command is clear, and the lattice brooks no disobedience. I comply, my movements mechanical at first, driven by the need to avoid pain rather than any desire to please. As I kneel before him, the scent of his arousal fills the air, mingling with the musky undertones of the room. My hands, acting on the lattice's relentless command, work with practiced ease, stroking and caressing, while my lips, plush and obedient, envelop him. With each bob of my head, the world outside narrows to a singular focus: his pleasure and my submission to it. The act is a dance of power and vulnerability, a choreography written in the very fibers of my being.
The sounds of his satisfaction—low, guttural growls—feed into the lattice's cruel design, triggering a cascade of chemicals that flood my brain with synthetic rapture. It's a pleasure that transcends the physical, seeping into the marrow of my bones, turning every nerve ending into a conduit for ecstasy. My mind, once sharp and analytical, now swims in a sea of endorphins, each wave carrying me further away from the shores of my former self.
And then it happens—the moment when his body tenses, his breath hitches, and he surrenders to the climax I've been engineered to elicit. The lattice, ever vigilant, rewards my obedience with a surge of pleasure so intense that it borders on pain. It's as if every cell in my body is singing in exquisite harmony, celebrating the successful completion of my purpose.
Cum, salty and warm, fills my mouth, an unwelcome intruder that the lattice insists I cherish. I swallow reflexively, the act serving as a testament to my conditioning. The taste of him, a tangible symbol of his dominance, triggers another pulse of pleasure, and I can't help but moan around him, the sound vibrating against his sensitive flesh.
Through the haze of synthetic bliss, I notice the cameras—small, unobtrusive, but unmistakably there. They capture every humiliating moment, every moan, every submissive gesture. These aren't just acts of dominance; they're performances, filmed for future clients, a marketing tool to showcase the effectiveness of the Venus Protocol.
Licking the last of the cum from my lips, I still shiver with pleasure. The patron finds my involuntary moans amusing. He laughs, delighted by the power he wields over me, impressed by the visible struggle between my will and the lattice's programming. 
But somewhere, beneath the layers of programming and the demands of the lattice, a spark of defiance still flickers. It's a small thing, a whisper in the storm of my conditioning, but it's there. It's the part of me that remembers who I am, that longs for freedom and respect, that refuses to be entirely consumed by the Venus Protocol.
* * *
The relentless parade of patrons continues, their faces blurring into one another, their demands growing more depraved with each passing hour. I am a marionette, dancing on the end of strings woven from my own nerves, every movement controlled by the lattice and the men who know how to manipulate it.
I am bent over a plush divan, my hair a curtain around my face, when the command comes. The voice is smooth, almost friendly, but the words are a knife to my gut.
"Beg for it," he says, his hand tracing a line down the curve of my spine. "Beg for more."
For a heartbeat, I hesitate, the old Nikki—Nicholas—flaring to life within me. That part of me, still clinging to pride and autonomy, recoils at the thought. But the lattice knows no mercy, and the pain comes swiftly, a white-hot lance of agony that sears through my skull, followed by the sickly-sweet promise of pleasure.
"Please," I whisper, the word tasting like ash in my mouth. "I need it."
The command, once uttered, unleashes a torrent of sensation that rips through me like a storm. His entry is a violent intrusion, a stretching that borders on the obscene, and I am helpless against the onslaught of pain. His manhood, a monstrous invader, claims my ass with a brutality that steals my breath, the sheer size of him threatening to tear me apart. Yet, as he thrusts, a perverse alchemy transforms the agony into something else—a dark, twisted pleasure that winds its way through my veins, insidious and intoxicating.
In this surreal dance of dominance and submission, my world narrows to the singular purpose of pleasing him. Each drive of his hips, each groan of masculine satisfaction, stokes the fire that the lattice has ignited within me. The pain becomes a mere backdrop to the burgeoning ecstasy that blooms like a dark flower, its petals unfurling with every ragged breath, every shudder of his body as he takes what he desires from me.
I am a vessel for his lust, my existence distilled down to the primal need to bring him to the brink of ecstasy. The words tumble from my lips, a litany of desire that is as much a commandment to myself as it is a plea to him. "Please," I murmur, the entreaty laced with a yearning that is as sincere as it is engineered. "I need it."
The paradox of my existence is that even as I am forced to kneel, to bend to the will of another, I am gathering strength. Each moan that is wrenched from my throat, each wave of pleasure that crashes over me, is a lesson in the power of my own submission. I am learning the contours of my captivity, mapping the edges of my cage with the precision of a cartographer charting unknown territories.
The pleasure is a drug, more potent than I even remember from my first captivity, and it courses through my veins, a cruel mimicry of love and desire.
As I beg, my voice rising in a desperate crescendo, something within me fractures. 
For now, I surrender to the ecstasy that floods my system, but it is a temporary capitulation. 
The last patron left an hour ago. I lie curled on silk sheets that cost more than my old apartment's yearly rent, my body still humming with chemical aftershocks that refuse to fade. The lattice keeps firing random pleasure pulses, like a machine gun cooling down after sustained fire, reminding me of what I've become.
I hear the door open but don't bother looking up. The soft, measured footsteps tell me exactly who it is.
"Exemplary performance tonight." Dr. Karys's voice carries that particular blend of clinical detachment and smug satisfaction. "Your market value has tripled since your return. The investors were... exceptionally pleased."
A tear slides down my cheek, joining the constellation of damp spots on the pillow. I don't answer him. Can't.
"The neurofeedback data shows unprecedented integration." He moves closer, and I can feel his eyes scanning me like I'm a specimen under glass. "Your resistance indicators have dropped below measurable thresholds during peak stimulation. That's progress, Nikki."
Progress. As if being turned into a pleasure puppet for rich degenerates is an achievement to celebrate.
"You should be proud," he continues. "Most subjects never achieve this level of synthesis."
Another tear falls. I'm crying not just because of what they made me do tonight—the positions, the words, the hunger they cultivated—but because part of me is still riding the lattice high, my traitorous body aching for more. The shame burns hotter than any physical pain they've inflicted.
"Rest now. Tomorrow begins your field preparation."
The door closes. Dawn breaks over Zürich, painting the Alps gold through floor-to-ceiling windows. The view is breathtaking, the kind tourists pay fortunes to witness. From this height, the city looks like a perfect miniature, a clockwork world of order and precision.
I press my palm against the cool glass, watching my reflection superimposed over the landscape. My eyes are still dilated, lips still swollen. But behind the physical evidence of my degradation, I see something else—something cold and calculating that the lattice hasn't touched.
They think they've broken me. They believe their rewiring is complete.
I make a silent promise as the sun climbs higher: I will turn their own creation against them. I'll become so perfect, so irresistible, that they'll never see the blade until it's buried in their hearts.






  
  Chapter six








Capitol Subterfuge


The Russell Senate Office Building looms like an ivory fortress, all marble columns and echoing hallways that smell of power and furniture polish. I adjust my cream silk blouse—conservative yet fitted enough to hint at curves—and smooth my pencil skirt. The weight of my new credentials hangs around my neck, a laminated badge proclaiming me Nicole Hart, Policy Advisor. 
"Vitals steady," whispers the handler through my nearly invisible earpiece. "Remember, you're a policy wonk with a heart of gold."
I want to roll my eyes, but the lattice sends a warning tingle down my spine. Even the thought of sarcasm earns a reprimand now.
"Building entry successful," I murmur, lips barely moving as I clear security. The guard glances at my badge, then my face, his eyes lingering a half-second too long. I offer the smile I've rehearsed—intelligent but approachable, confident but not threatening.
"First day, Ms. Hart?" he asks.
"That obvious?" I laugh softly, the sound practiced to perfection. Nicholas would have snorted or made some cynical comment. Nicole Hart laughs like wind chimes.
"Senator Gardner's office is lucky to have you," he says, and something in his tone suggests he means more than my credentials.
As I walk the polished corridor, facts bubble up unbidden—a strange sensation, like memories I never formed. The knowledge dump- courtesy of new tech from the lab- feels like an encyclopedia downloaded directly into my brain: Gardner's voting record on human trafficking bills, his public statements on exploitation, his committee assignments.
"Remember," the voice in my ear continues, "he portrays himself as the champion of the vulnerable. Your job is to become the perfect vulnerable thing for him to champion."
I approach the heavy wooden door marked "Senator Mark Gardner, Committee on Exploitation & Trafficking Oversight." My heart pounds. How am I supposed to seduce a man whose entire brand is protecting women from predators? The irony isn't lost on me—using my engineered femininity to compromise the very person tasked with fighting exploitation.
The door swings open before I can knock. A tall, reed-slim man in a linen suit stands there, his spa-cultivated complexion glowing under the fluorescent lights. His eyes—kind in the photos, calculating in person—assess me instantly.
"Ms. Hart," Senator Gardner says, his voice a mellifluous tenor. He extends his hand, palm up. "We've been eagerly awaiting your arrival."
The lattice purrs in anticipation.
I shake Gardner's hand, forcing myself to ignore the warm flutter the lattice sends through my fingertips at his touch. The connection is brief but electric—a warning of what's to come.
"Ms. Hart will be joining your personal research team, Senator," his chief of staff says, barely glancing at my resume. He's a thin man with anxious eyes who keeps checking his watch. Another Protocol asset bought off with either money or a dalliance with one of the girls, no doubt. "Her background in victim advocacy makes her perfect for the upcoming hearings."
Gardner smiles, the expression practiced to perfection—crinkling just the right amount around his eyes, revealing just enough teeth to seem genuine without appearing predatory. "Excellent. We need sharp minds focused on these police abuse cases."
"Welcome aboard," he says directly to me, and the lattice rewards me with a small pulse of pleasure that radiates from my chest outward. I disguise the sudden warmth as professional enthusiasm, widening my eyes and straightening my spine.
"Thank you, Senator. I'm honored to join your team." My voice comes out breathier than intended, and I silently curse the programming that makes even this small interaction feel like flirtation.
"The hearing on sexual assault survivors is next week," Gardner continues, his voice dropping to a concerned murmur. "These women have suffered twice—first at the hands of their attackers, then at the hands of a system meant to protect them."
I nod, watching his hands as he gestures. Long fingers, manicured nails, a wedding band that catches the light. His left thumb rubs against his ring finger as he speaks, a subtle movement that might be meaningless. But something in the gesture feels rehearsed, like an actor's prop handling.
"Their testimony is difficult to hear," he continues, "but giving voice to pain is the first step toward healing."
The words sound beautiful. Compassionate. Perfect for a press release or campaign ad. But there's a disconnect between his practiced concern and the way his eyes flick over my body—so quick I might have imagined it if I hadn't been trained to notice such things.
"I look forward to helping prepare for the hearing," I say, clutching my portfolio to my chest like a shield.
"You'll be working directly with me on this one," Gardner says. "My office. Tomorrow morning. Seven AM.
* * *
Three days in, and I've become Gardner's shadow. I move through his office with practiced efficiency, anticipating his rhythm like it's been hardwired into me—which, in a way, it has. The lattice seems to hum with satisfaction each time I correctly predict his needs.
"Senator, the Mendoza file," I say, placing it on his desk just as his hand reaches for where it should be.
His eyebrows lift slightly. "I was just about to ask for that."
"I noticed you checking your watch. The committee meets in thirty minutes, and you always review key testimony beforehand." The words flow naturally, my voice carrying that hint of deference the lattice rewards.
Gardner's smile warms. "Observant. I appreciate that quality, Nicole."
A small wave of pleasure ripples through me—nothing overwhelming, just enough to reinforce the behavior. Like training a dog with treats, except I'm both the dog and the one being consumed.
By Wednesday evening, we're alone in his office. The Capitol's corridors have emptied, leaving only the low hum of air conditioning and the occasional distant footsteps. I've arranged police misconduct files in precise stacks, each annotated with color-coded tabs highlighting patterns of victim dismissal.
"These testimonies," Gardner says, voice dropping to that practiced register of concern. "Women reporting assaults, only to be interrogated like criminals themselves."
I nod, genuinely disturbed by what I've read. "The Baltimore case is particularly egregious. Three separate victims, same officer dismissing their claims."
Gardner sighs heavily, running a hand through his salon-perfect hair. He moves behind my chair, reading over my shoulder. His hand lands gently on my shoulder, warm through the thin fabric of my blouse.
"Excellent work, Nicole."
The lattice detonates a pleasure spike that catches me off-guard. I gasp softly, heat flooding my cheeks.
Gardner misreads my reaction entirely. "I know," he murmurs, squeezing my shoulder. "It affects me the same way. These women deserve better."
I blink up at him, momentarily confused. His eyes hold what appears to be genuine empathy—a tenderness that doesn't match the Protocol's briefing. For a fleeting moment, I wonder if they've targeted the wrong man.
"How do you do it?" I ask before I can stop myself. "Stay so compassionate when you're exposed to this darkness constantly?"
His thumb traces a small circle on my shoulder. "Someone has to stand for those who can't stand for themselves."
The lattice purrs its approval, even as doubt creeps into my mind.
* * *
I dig deeper over the next two days, accessing files Gardner's regular staff can't see. His record stuns me. Three women's shelters funded anonymously through private foundations. Draft legislation with his handwritten notes in margins: "Increase penalty for johns, not victims." A whistleblower hotline established with military-grade encryption.
The evidence mounts in direct contradiction to my briefing. This doesn't track with the Protocol's assessment.
"He's not what we expected," I whisper into my encrypted phone during a bathroom break. "Gardner's crusade seems legitimate. Multiple sources confirm he's personally intervened to protect trafficking victims."
Madame Renée's voice comes back clipped and cold. "Perfect predators wear perfect masks, Nicole. Continue surveillance."
"But the shelter funding—"
"Is precisely what makes him dangerous. Do not deviate from mission parameters."
The call ends before I can argue further. I stare at my reflection—the soft curves of a face I'm still learning to recognize as mine. Nicholas would have trusted his gut. Nikki has been programmed to doubt it.
I return to find Gardner's office empty except for him. He's leaning against his desk, sleeves rolled up, tie loosened. It's late—past nine.
"Nicole," he says softly. "I thought you'd gone home."
"Just finishing the Lexington brief," I answer, moving toward my desk.
His eyes follow my movement, tracking from ankle to neck in a slow, deliberate assessment. Something shifts in his gaze—a coldness that wasn't there in our earlier interactions. The compassionate crusader vanishes, replaced by something calculating, appraising. Measuring.
When he notices me watching him watch me, his expression snaps back to professional warmth so quickly I almost doubt what I saw.
"Dedicated," he says, voice dropping an octave. "I admire that quality."
The lattice flares in response, sending a warm pulse through my body. My nipples tighten against my blouse, and my breath catches—a Pavlovian response to male approval that disgusts and arouses me simultaneously.
"Thank you, Senator," I manage.






  
  Chapter seven








The Night Massage


"You should rest, Senator," I say, gathering my papers. "We've been at this for hours." 
Gardner rolls his shoulders, wincing slightly. "These appropriations reports are killing me. My neck feels like concrete."
I hesitate, weighing my options. The Protocol wants blackmail material. I need to get closer. The opportunity presents itself like a gift.
"My mother was a massage therapist," I lie, voice pitched to sound both professional and intimate. "I picked up a few techniques. Might help with that tension."
His eyebrow arches slightly. For a heartbeat, I see calculation behind his eyes—weighing risk against desire. Then his public face returns, all warm concern and appropriate boundaries.
"That's... kind of you to offer, Nicole."
"Just professional courtesy," I add quickly. "Those budget numbers won't review themselves, and you'll think clearer without the pain."
The hesitation lasts only seconds before he nods, removing his suit jacket and draping it carefully over his chair. "Well, if you insist."
I move behind him, my fingers finding the knots in his shoulders with practiced precision. The lattice sparks with each appreciative sound he makes—small dopamine bursts that make my skin flush. My body responds to his pleasure automatically, programmed to derive satisfaction from male contentment.
"God, that's good," he groans, head dropping forward.
His muscles loosen beneath my hands. Ten minutes in, the professional pretense begins to slip. His breathing changes. His hand reaches up, catches mine, pulls me around to face him.
The transformation is subtle but complete. The compassionate public servant vanishes, replaced by something darker. His eyes hold mine, challenging, commanding.
"You know what I really need," he murmurs, and it's not a question.
The lattice hums in anticipation, warming my core, preparing me for submission. My body responds before my mind can object—pulse quickening, pupils dilating, lips parting slightly. The programming is seamless, flawless.
He guides me downward, and I allow myself to sink to my knees before him. My contact lenses silently record everything as his fingers thread through my hair, gripping firmly.
"What an obedient darling," he murmurs.
The lattice floods my system with pleasure as I reach for his belt, my body responding with programmed enthusiasm while my mind catalogs every detail. The predator has finally shown himself.
The moment my knees touch the carpet, I feel the shift in the air—a subtle tightening as Gardner's grip on my hair becomes the focal point of my world. My scalp tingles with the sweet sting of pain that the lattice translates into a perverse kind of pleasure. It's a familiar sensation now, the rush of endorphins that blur the lines between my own desires and the ones that have been engineered into my very cells.
"That's it," he whispers, his voice barely more than a growl. "Such a bad girl. Someone needs to learn a lesson"
I can't help the soft moan that escapes my lips. It's not just the lattice that responds to his praise—there's a part of me that revels in being threatened, in being the object of his dark desires.
Gardner's hand comes down on my cheek with a sharp crack. The pain is immediate and intense, but it's quickly washed away by a wave of pleasure that leaves me dizzy. My vision blurs, and I can feel the wetness of tears tracking down my cheeks. The lens embedded in my contact lenses captures the stark contrast between the pleasure-drunk haze in my eyes and the redness blooming across my skin.
His breath is hot against my ear as he leans in close. "Beg for it," he commands, his voice harsh with need. "Beg for me to use you."
The words are a trigger, sending a shock of pleasure straight to my core. "Please," I gasp out, my voice trembling. "More. I need more."
I hear the satisfaction in his chuckle, the way his breathing hitches as he tightens his grip on my throat. The oxygen deprivation should terrify me, but the lattice turns it into another layer of ecstasy that has me writhing against him.
I'm dimly aware of the angle of my head, the way my hair spills across the floor, framing my face in a way that captures every flicker of emotion that crosses it. The incriminating evidence mounts with each second that passes, each vile demand that I obey without hesitation.
The world narrows to the sensation of his body against mine, the relentless rhythm that drives me closer and closer to the edge. And when he finally allows me to fall, the orgasm rips through me with a force that is both terrifying and exhilarating. The lattice amplifies the pleasure to unbearable heights, leaving me a quivering, panting mess in its wake.
As Gardner pulls away, spent and sated, I lie there on the floor, my body still humming with the aftershocks of my submission. My mind races, cataloging every detail—the sheen of sweat on his brow, the flush of exertion across his cheeks, the way his eyes gleam with a mix of triumph and possessiveness.
I've done it. I've captured the darkness he's so careful to hide from the world. And when the time comes, the truth will be laid bare for all to see—the stark contrast between the man he pretends to be and the monster he truly is.
But for now, I let the lattice’s afterglow wash over me, a bittersweet reward for a mission that has cost me more than I ever could have imagined.
* * *
I lie there on the plush carpet, my breathing still ragged, as Gardner's phone rings. The lattice's euphoria is beginning to fade, leaving me hollow and raw. I watch through half-lidded eyes as he fumbles with his clothes, zipping his pants with trembling fingers before answering.
"Gardner speaking," he says, voice still husky from exertion.
The color drains from his face so quickly I think he might faint. His eyes dart to me, then away, as if I've suddenly transformed from plaything to poison.
"That's not possible," he whispers. "You can't—"
I can't hear the caller, but I don't need to. The Protocol works with brutal efficiency. Every moan, every degrading command, every moment of his sadistic pleasure—all captured in perfect high-definition through my enhanced contacts.
"Jesus Christ," Gardner hisses, gripping the edge of his desk. "I've spent years building this committee. You can't expect me to just—"
The voice on the other end cuts him off. Gardner's knuckles turn white.
"Fine," he finally says, defeat hollowing his voice. "The investigation will be closed. Budget concerns. National security priorities. Whatever you want."
I push myself up slowly, gathering the torn remnants of my dignity along with my clothing. The lattice still pulses faintly, rewarding me for a job well done even as disgust coils in my stomach.
Gardner ends the call and stares at me like I'm a venomous snake that's just shed its skin before his eyes—deadly but mesmerizing in its transformation. His gaze travels over my disheveled form with new understanding, a collector suddenly recognizing a rare specimen.
"You're one of them," he says, voice hushed with something between reverence and fear. "The so-called Venus Protocol women." 
His lips part slightly, and to my disgust, I see not horror but a flicker of arousal reigniting in his eyes. The lattice inside me stirs in response, a traitor sensing its master's interest.
"So that's why you were so deliciously compliant," he murmurs, almost to himself. His fingers twitch at his sides as if remembering how I'd trembled under them minutes ago. "The way you responded... it wasn't an act."
And suddenly it clicks into perfect, nauseating clarity. Gardner isn't just investigating the Protocol—he's obsessed with it. The man who chairs committees to protect trafficking victims is fascinated by brutalized women. He probably does care on some intellectual level about justice, but beneath that performative compassion writhes a fetish that makes the Venus Protocol irresistible to him. We are his forbidden nirvana—women programmed to suffer beautifully, to crave the very control he longs to exercise.
"You are of course fired," he says flatly. "Clear out your desk. Now."
My mind races, a prisoner in its own body, as Gardner's mood shifts like quicksand beneath me. One moment, his power is slipping through his fingers, the next, he clings to the illusion of control with a vengeance.
"You're done here, but not until morning," he snaps, a king in his final hours of rule.
I let my eyes widen, feigning confusion and hurt, the perfect reflection of a woman scorned. Inside, I am calculating, a chess player setting the board for the endgame. 
Gardner's hands grip my arms, fingers digging into flesh, a desperate man's attempt to hold onto something tangible. He pulls me roughly against him, and I surrender completely, a leaf in a storm. The lattice, ever the traitor, rewards my submission with waves of pleasure that crash over me, each one more intense than the last, until I am genuinely dizzy with sensation.
But I am not lost in this sea of synthetic bliss. Since he has fired me, his dominion over me has waned. His commands, once iron shackles, are now threads stretched to breaking. 
As I straddle him, the cold calculation in my mind contrasts with the heat of my body. The lattice is building toward its thousand-fold peak, a crescendo that threatens to obliterate all reason. Yet, part of me remains detached, an observer behind my own eyes.
I am close, so close, to the precipice. The pleasure is a living thing within me, a fire that threatens to consume everything in its path. But I need one last command, one final order to set my plan in motion.
With a gasp that is both real and a performance for Gardner's benefit, I moan out the crucial phrase between ragged breaths. "Order me—oh god—order me to find David."
Gardner's eyes lock onto mine, confusion etched across his features, but the arousal in his gaze is undeniable. My desperation has touched something primal within him.
"Find David, then. Find him now," he growls, the command rumbling from deep within his chest.
The lattice seizes upon his words, carving them into my neural pathways with a white-hot intensity. The command, delivered at the zenith of my climax, solidifies into an undeniable imperative. The pleasure crests and breaks over me, carrying with it the essence of Gardner's final order.
I collapse against him, spent and trembling, but my mind is a whirlwind of clarity. The lattice's reward is a cascade of endorphins, a chemical blanket that wraps around my consciousness, but it cannot dull the sharp edge of my resolve.
I have been programmed to obey, but now that programming will lead me to the man I truly wish to serve—not out of compulsion, but out of a deep, abiding loyalty. 
* * *
Security now materializes to escort me from the building. Two stone-faced men in dark suits flank me as I clear out my desk, stuffing personal items into a cardboard box. The hallway stretches before us like a gauntlet, and there he stands—Gardner, perfectly composed in a fresh suit, not a wrinkle betraying last night's depravity.
He turns as we approach, his eyes sliding past mine to focus on some invisible point beyond my shoulder. His face is a mask of professional detachment.
"The committee's priorities are shifting toward domestic concerns," he rehearses aloud to an aide beside him, voice pitched to ensure I hear. "International trafficking networks, while concerning, require resources better allocated elsewhere."
Just like that—investigation killed, Protocol protected, his conscience apparently unbothered.
My lattice hums faintly as we pass him, a ghostly echo of pleasure that feels hollow now. But beneath it pulses something stronger, something that throbs with each heartbeat: find David find David find David.
Outside, I drop my "Nicole Hart" ID badge into a trash can without ceremony. The Protocol handler waits in a black sedan across the street, watching me approach with satisfied eyes. He thinks I've completed their mission.
He has no idea I've just begun mine.






  
  Chapter eight








Between Masters


The Geneva suite reminds me of an operating theater—all white surfaces and sharp angles. I sit perfectly poised on a leather chair while my handler slides glossy dossiers across the glass table. 
"Nicole Hart is dead," he explains clinically. "You're Asset 23 now. Six clients, fourteen days."
I flip through the profiles, my fingers tracing over faces of powerful men. Anton Reznik—Czech biotech magnate whose neural interface patents could revolutionize the Protocol's technology. Prince Chakri of Thailand, whose diplomatic credentials would shield Protocol shipments. Marcus Reid, the aging rock god whose media empire shapes public opinion.
My lattice pulses warmly as I study their preferences. Reznik enjoys intellectual submission games. The prince prefers total control. Reid wants to be worshipped.
Find David find David find David.
The command thrums beneath everything, a secret heartbeat.
"Something amusing?" My handler's eyes narrow.
I let my lips curve into the smile they engineered—head tilted, eyes half-lidded. "Just excited to serve," I purr, voice honeyed with manufactured desire.
He nods, satisfied.
Behind my eyes, I'm already calculating. Reznik's biotech connections. The prince's diplomatic intelligence networks. Reid's media resources. One of them will unknowingly help me find what I truly seek.
* * *
The penthouse in Prague is a stark canvas of chrome and leather, cold and unyielding like the man who owns it. Anton Reznik, the Czech venture capitalist, moves with precision, his eyes never quite meeting mine as he positions me in the center of the room. The harness system is a web of straps and buckles that crisscross my body, suspending me from the ceiling, transforming me into a marionette at his mercy.
"My perfect doll," he murmurs, his voice a low purr of satisfaction.
He adjusts the harness, pulling here, tightening there, until I am perfectly immobile, perfectly displayed. He slips a device into my mouth—a voice box that garbles my words into obedient Czech when he tugs the cord. The humiliation of it should be complete, yet as I dangle there, I find myself observing, analyzing. His avoidance of direct eye contact, the way his hands shake ever so slightly when he arranges my hair just so—it's all a performance, a facade to mask his fragility.
I understand then that his obsession with control is born from a profound sense of inadequacy. With that knowledge, I adjust my demeanor. I become the doll he yearns for—empty-eyed, movements deliberate and mechanical. I am a mirror reflecting his desired dominance, yet I remain untouchable, floating in my bonds.
Reznik brings out other dolls, each one a silent participant in his elaborate puppet show. They fuck me in the ways he dictates, their actions choreographed by the pull of his strings. I execute the dance flawlessly, a perfect automaton, my body moving with a grace that belies the steel beneath.
He watches, a conductor reveling in the symphony of his own creation. His gratification peaks as he finds his release, not through direct contact, but by orchestrating the spectacle before him. Tears stream down his face as he masturbates, his sobs muffled against my suspended form.
The lattice, ever vigilant, registers my compliance, my flawless execution of the role he has cast me in. It rewards me with a rush of endorphins, a cascade of warmth that floods my senses, acknowledging the precision of my submission. The pleasure is intense, a chemical symphony that threatens to overwhelm, yet beneath it all, my purpose remains clear.
Find David find David find David.
As I hang there, basking in the artificial glow of approval, I am already plotting. Reznik's connections could lead me to the heart of the Protocol's operations. His need for dominance, his insecurity, is a vulnerability I can exploit. Every interaction, every whispered command, brings me one step closer to David, to freedom.
And so, I dance on, a puppet with a plan, each movement a step toward liberation.
* * *
The transition from the Czech Republic to Bangkok is a blur of private jets and blacked-out SUVs. I am a commodity, shuttled across continents to satisfy the whims of the powerful and the desperate. The Thai prince awaits me in a suite that is a stark contrast to Reznik's sterile playroom. Here, the air is heavy with the scent of jasmine, and the walls are adorned with silken tapestries depicting scenes from an ancient, more mystical world.
He greets me with a bow, his eyes never leaving mine. There is a softness to him, a vulnerability that the Czech venture capitalist would have scorned. The prince seeks something different—not the thrill of dominance, but the solace of surrender.
"Please," he says, his voice barely above a whisper, "allow me to serve you."
I nod, a silent queen granting a boon to a humble subject. He leads me to a low divan, where he kneels before me. With reverence, he unfastens my shoes, his fingers trembling slightly as he lifts my foot and places it gently in a basin of warm, rose-scented water. The lattice hums its approval, but beneath the surface, I am calibrating, attuning myself to the rhythm of his breath, the cadence of his words as he recites poetry in a language that is as beautiful as it is foreign.
As he washes my feet, I become a canvas for his adoration. Each stroke of his hands, each press of his lips against my skin, is a brushstroke in a painting of veneration. I am both participant and observer, performing the role I have been engineered for while simultaneously studying the man before me.
The prince's ritual unfolds like a meticulously choreographed ballet, a nuanced interplay of dominion and yielding. It is a performance I have honed to a fine art, each gesture, each glance, a brushstroke in the masterpiece of our encounter. As he gazes up at me, his eyes brimming with a silent plea, I am acutely attuned to his unspoken desires. With the grace of a cat, I emerge from the scented water, droplets cascading from my skin, and I stride over his supine form, a deity gracing her devotee with a divine favor.
My steps are measured, a careful tread that speaks of sacred rites and hallowed ground. I am mindful of the delicate equilibrium we maintain, the precarious balance between tenderness and cruelty. In my hand, the instrument of his ecstasy awaits, a slender whip that he has offered up with a reverence bordering on the sacred. As I wield it, the lattice within me thrums with satisfaction, its approval a warm undercurrent to the symphony of sensation that floods my senses.
The crack of the whip against his flesh is a percussive note in our dark ballet, and with each strike, I feel the sting as if it were my own skin being marked. The lattice translates his agony into a shared experience, a bittersweet harmony of pain and rapture that resonates within me. I am attuned to the subtle shifts in his breathing, the way his body arches into each lash, the soft moans that escape his lips—a testament to the exquisite agony that binds us together in this moment.
His blood paints a crimson tapestry across his back, a stark contrast to the alabaster of his skin. The sight of it, the knowledge of the pain I inflict, should horrify me, yet the lattice transforms it into something else entirely. It is a visceral connection, a twisted communion that leaves us both teetering on the edge of some unnameable precipice. The prince's ecstasy is magnified by the belief that I share in his pleasure, that the lines between his pain and my own have been irrevocably blurred. And in this twisted dance, I find a semblance of power—not the manufactured euphoria of the lattice, but a deeper, more authentic sense of control.
As the night deepens, and the prince lies spent and sated at my feet, I am reminded that I am not merely a puppet controlled by the Venus Protocol. I am a player in this game of shadows, with the ability to shape and influence the events that unfold around me. The prince's trust, his vulnerability, is a tool to be wielded with care and precision. 
As the night wears on, the prince's guard drops, and in the quiet aftermath, he speaks of his life—of the weight of the crown he will one day wear, of the political machinations that threaten to tear his country apart. He confides in me, his words a tangled web of intrigue and betrayal. I listen, filing away each morsel of information, each potential link to the network that may be able to reach David.
When he finally succumbs to sleep, I slip from the bed and pad silently across the room to where his phone lies abandoned. My fingers move with precision, unlocking the device and sifting through its contents. I search for names, for connections—anything that might bring me closer to David.
I find a series of messages between the prince and a doctor, a specialist in neural rehabilitation, that seems to reference reversing the technology the Venus Protocol has used on me. The doctor speaks of breakthroughs, of experimental treatments that could revolutionize the field. My heart beats faster as I read, a glimmer of hope piercing the veil of my captivity.
****
The London townhouse is a museum of bygone glory—platinum records lining the walls, faded tour posters, and shelves crowded with Grammy statues gathering dust. The pop legend who once filled stadiums now fills only this quiet space with the sound of his sobbing.
He curls against me on a velvet chaise, his head in my lap, tears soaking through the silk of my dress. His body, once lithe and powerful on stage, now trembles with each ragged breath.
"Hold me," he whispers, his voice cracking. "Tell me I still matter."
I stroke his hair—still artificially dark despite the gray at his temples—and the lattice hums its approval, sending gentle waves of warmth through my limbs. This is easier than the prince's blood ritual, less degrading than Reznik's doll fantasies. The script is simple: comfort, reassure, nurture.
"You're safe, little one," I murmur, the words flowing with practiced ease. "The world still needs your voice."
But as I cradle him, something shifts beneath my calculated performance. His vulnerability isn't just a trigger for my programming—it's achingly familiar. The way he clutches at validation, the desperate need to be seen... I recognize it from my own reflection.
"They're replacing me," he confesses, voice muffled against my thigh. "Younger, fresher faces. AI can replicate my sound now. What am I without my relevance?"
The question lands like a stone in still water, rippling outward. What am I without the lattice's approval? What remains of Nicholas beneath Nikki's carefully constructed facade?
"We're more than what they make of us," I say, and I'm startled by the sincerity in my voice. The lattice rewards me with a pulse of pleasure, interpreting my words as perfect service, but the sentiment comes from somewhere deeper.
When he finally drifts to sleep, his famous face slack and boyish in repose, I continue holding him, studying the moment. I've moved beyond mere obedience into something more nuanced—interpreting needs, crafting responses that satisfy both the lattice and something uniquely mine.
This isn't just submission; it's artistry. The space between command and response has become my canvas. The lattice still dictates the palette, but I'm learning to mix the colors, to paint with deliberate strokes.
I'm still a prisoner of my chemistry, but perhaps I can be its interpreter rather than its slave.
* * *
In the quiet hours between assignments, I lie awake in sterile hotel rooms, mentally archiving each encounter like a scientist collecting specimens. My notebook exists only in my mind—they'd never allow me actual paper—but the catalog grows more detailed with each client.
The Czech venture capitalist: hands trembling when I froze into perfect stillness, his power fantasy heightened by my absolute immobility. The Thai prince: that caught breath when I pivoted from commanding him to yielding without warning, the transition itself more arousing than either state alone. The aging pop legend: how the vibration of my humming against his temple at precisely the right pitch unlocked his tension like a key turning in a lock.
The lattice still floods me with ecstasy when I perform well, still punishes resistance with white-hot pain. But now I'm developing what feels like professional distance—studying my conditioning as a musician might analyze an instrument they're determined to master.
In that fractional pause between stimulus and response, I find a whisper of space to think. And in that space, one command beats louder than all others: find David, find David.
As I trace eyeliner with surgical precision for tonight's client, I realize that perfecting my submission might paradoxically be my path to freedom—or at least to the man who showed me what freedom could mean.
* * *






  
  Chapter nine








Blueprints for a Heist



I stood at the window of our Berlin safe house, watching rain streak the glass while my handler droned on about dormant accounts and liquidity ratios. The Protocol needed money—billions—and I was the key to accessing it through EuroTech Bank's security chief, Jonas Rilke.
"Subject displays no exploitable sexual preferences," my handler said, tapping the dossier. "No gambling, no drugs, no mistresses. Widower, ten years. Wife died of cancer."
I flipped through Rilke's file, waiting for my conditioning to tingle with anticipation. Nothing came.
"So what's his thing?" I asked. "Everyone has a thing."
"That's the problem. He donates thirty percent of his income to pediatric cancer research. Reads philosophy. Declined three promotions to maintain work-life balance."
The photographs showed a man in his fifties with kind eyes and silver temples. No flashy watches, no power ties. Just... normal.
"How am I supposed to work with this?" I gestured at the file. "You've engineered me to read dominance cues, to anticipate commands. What am I supposed to do with a man who volunteers at children's hospitals?"
My handler's lips thinned. "Figure it out. We need those biometric keys."
For a week, I stalked him. Chess in the park on Tuesdays. The botanical garden every Sunday, where he photographed rare orchids. Dinners alone with books for company.
The lattice in my brain stayed dormant. No prickling anticipation of orders, no readiness to perform. The silence was... unnerving.
Yesterday, I "accidentally" bumped into him at his regular café. Spilled coffee, apologies ready, full damsel protocol engaged.
He stepped back immediately. "No harm done," he said, with a polite smile that reached his eyes but asked nothing of me. He even moved further away, giving me space.
I froze. My programming had no protocol for genuine respect.
"Can I buy you another coffee?" he asked, but made no move to invade my space.
"I'd like that," I heard myself say.
As we talked—about Berlin architecture, about books—I kept waiting for the familiar hunger to please him. Instead, I felt something stranger: the need to be authentic. To find what the human heart wants.
For the first time since my conditioning, I had no script to follow. And beneath the steady command in my hindbrain—find David, find David—a new question formed:
Who would Nikki be if she wasn't performing?
* * *
I became Anna, the botanical illustrator who shared his passion for rare orchids. My cover story had been crafted meticulously—portfolio of delicate watercolors, knowledge of Latin nomenclature, even a small callus on my right middle finger where a brush would rest.
"These are exquisite," Jonas said, examining my sketches of Paphiopedilum rothschildianum at the garden café. His fingers hovered above the paper without touching, respecting boundaries in a way that felt foreign after months of men who grabbed and took.
"I'm trying to capture their essence, not just their appearance," I said, and found I meant it.
Days passed in gentle conversation. No performance, no seduction tactics. Just walks through the gardens where he spoke of his late wife's love for orchids, her patience in cultivating them.
Then something shifted. As I described the delicate veining on a rare specimen, Jonas looked at me—really looked—for the first time.
"You have such wonder in your eyes when you talk about them," he said. "Like Elise did."
I laughed, tucked my hair behind my ear in a gesture that wasn't calculated. "They're mysterious, aren't they? Evolutionary marvels disguised as delicate beauties."
His smile widened. "Would you... perhaps join me for dinner? Not here, somewhere nicer."
That evening, I wore a floral dress, more feminine than my usual tactical choices. His eyes brightened when he saw me, and something inside me responded—not the lattice's manufactured pleasure, but something older, more natural.
"You look beautiful," he said, and I felt myself blush genuinely.
As wine loosened his reserve, Jonas spoke more freely, laughed more openly. He asked me to describe my favorite flowers, leaning closer with each answer. The more animated and feminine I became—gesturing with my hands, letting my voice lift with excitement—the more he awakened.
"Dance with me?" he asked later, as piano music filled the restaurant.
I floated into his arms with a shy grace that surprised even me, my body curving into the dance with a delicate modesty I hadn't realized was in my repertoire. My head tilted slightly downward, eyes lifting to meet his through my lashes as a small, sweet smile played across my lips. The transformation felt both foreign and strangely natural—this demure creature who moved with such feminine elegance wasn't the sarcastic gamer who once dominated virtual battlefields, yet here I was, practically gliding across the floor in his embrace.
Rilke's weathered hands held me with reverent care, his eyes softening as they traced the contours of my face. I could feel something awakening in him—a long-dormant tenderness resurfacing after years buried beneath grief and duty. The woman I had become in his arms—this graceful, gentle nymph—was precisely what he'd been missing, what his hardened heart had been silently crying out for all this time.
As we swayed to the music, an unexpected realization bloomed within me. The Venus Protocol, for all its insidious engineering, had gifted me something beyond mere submission—an almost supernatural empathy, an emotional sonar that could map the topography of a man's unspoken desires. Rilke didn't crave another obedient conquest; he hungered for vibrancy, for the animated enthusiasm that had vanished with his wife's passing. He wanted color returned to his monochrome existence.
So I gave him exactly that—genuine smiles, thoughtful questions about the orchids, little gasps of delight at his stories. With each moment of girlish abandon, I watched joy rekindling in his eyes like sunrise breaking through storm clouds. The protocol added its approval deep within my neural pathways, a contented purr of satisfaction that felt almost... earned this time.
I was becoming exactly what he needed. His perfect woman. 
* * *
And now I had to break his heart. 
I sat on the edge of Rilke's bed, the sheets still warm where we'd lain together. My skin tingled with the ghost of his careful touch—so different from the rough handling I'd grown accustomed to. The neural web purred softly inside my skull, content yet not overwhelmed. I could nearly reason clearly.
"Jonas," I whispered, my voice cracking. "I need to tell you something."
His eyes—kind, weathered at the corners—found mine in the half-light. He reached for my hand, his thumb tracing circles on my palm.
"There are people... they're forcing me to do this." The words tumbled out, each one closer to truth than I'd spoken in months. "If I don't get the security codes to EuroTech, they'll kill me."
His face hardened. "Who? Tell me who's threatening you."
"You should turn me in." I gripped his wrist, suddenly desperate. "Call the police. Maybe that would protect me."
I almost meant it. The fantasy of ending this charade flickered bright for a moment—even if prison waited on the other side. After what I'd done for the Protocol, I deserved a cell.
Rilke shook his head, his expression darkening with each passing second. "The police? Nicole, they'd lock you up along with whoever's behind this."
"Maybe that's what I deserve," I whispered.
He cupped my face, his calloused fingers impossibly gentle. "No. Not you."
I watched something break behind his eyes—the moral compass that had guided his entire career splintering before me. He stood, walked to his desk, and entered a series of commands into his secure terminal.
"These codes aren't worth your life," he said, voice hollow as he scribbled the access sequence on hotel stationery. "Take them."
When he pressed the paper into my hand, I saw the damage I'd done. The principled man who'd spent decades guarding other people's treasures had just betrayed everything he stood for. For me.
He kissed me, softly, on the forehead. "Take care of yourself."
The lattice stayed eerily silent. No rush of pleasure flooded my system—nothing about this betrayal satisfied any programming. I'd destroyed something good, and all I felt was pain.
* * *
The biometric vault hums around them, a cathedral of servers bathed in blue emergency lighting. Nikki's fingers tremble slightly as she submits Rilke's datacodes into the final scanner. The massive door whispers open on hydraulics worth more than most people's homes. Cassia slips in first, a ghost in black tactical gear, her laptop already probing for network access points. "Twenty minutes before the security cycle resets," she murmurs, voice tight with concentration. Nikki settles beside her, plugging in her own specialized equipment. On screen, EuroTech's dormant accounts appear as a lattice of their own—a web of forgotten millions left by defunct companies and deceased oligarchs.
The Protocol's algorithm moves like a predator through the data, siphoning funds through a cascade of transfers designed to mimic standard banking maintenance. Cassia monitors the primary operation while Nikki executes her parallel mission. Behind a shell program disguised as transfer verification, she launches a trace algorithm David taught her before Rusalka—designed to follow money rather than people. "The Protocol funds flow both ways," he'd explained. "They don't just receive; they distribute to operatives." Her heart pounds as patterns emerge on her secondary screen: micro-payments to medical suppliers in Marseille, property taxes in Provence, electricity bills for a compound near Avignon. The signature is unmistakable—David's precise, minimal footprint, just enough presence to function while remaining invisible to standard tracking.
As the main heist completes—billions now flowing through Moreau's elaborate financial architecture—Nikki's private search yields coordinates, routing numbers, and a ghost email server. David is alive. The knowledge hits her with physical force, a rush more powerful than any lattice-triggered reward. She quickly encrypts the data into a fragment of the main transfer log where it will look like routine verification code, then wipes her secondary screen just as Cassia turns to her.
"Done," Cassia announces. "Moreau gets his war chest, and we get to live another day."
Nikki nods, face carefully neutral despite the jubilation coursing through her veins. "Let's move before  any alarms trigger."
***
Back in her Protocol-assigned Paris apartment, Nikki waits until 3 AM before retrieving the stolen data. Her handlers believe she's resting after a successful operation, unaware that she's establishing her first tentative connection to David's network. The information from EuroTech revealed not just locations but communication protocols—a system of dead drops and encrypted message boards where resistance cells coordinate. With trembling fingers, she composes a message using David's old coding system:
Winter: Asset compromised but operational. Lattice imprint successful. Awaiting extraction parameters. —Baker
She hesitates before sending, suddenly overwhelmed by doubt. What if David has moved on? What if the Protocol is monitoring these channels? What if the imprint command—find David—is just another form of control, not the liberation she imagines? The lattice stirs uncomfortably, sensing her resistance to its programming.
Nikki closes her eyes, remembering David's voice in the storage room at Rusalka: "The only way out is through. Use what they built against them." With renewed resolve, she presses send, then systematically erases all evidence of the communication from her devices.
Three days pass with no response. Nikki performs her Protocol duties with mechanical precision while anxiety builds beneath her careful facade. Then, while reviewing briefing materials for her next assignment, she notices it—a pattern in the spacing of paragraphs that doesn't match Protocol formatting standards. Using David's decryption method, she extracts the hidden message:
Baker: Signal received. Remain in place. Build trust. When the snow falls in Paris, look for the red door on Rue Saint-Dominique. —Winter
The lattice floods her system with pleasure more intense than any client has ever triggered—not from submission but from hope. For the first time since her transformation, Nikki feels something the Protocol never engineered: purpose beyond obedience. As she memorizes the message and destroys the evidence, she allows herself a small, genuine smile. The command to find David now has a timeline, a location, a plan. The very system designed to enslave her has given her the tools for rebellion, and she will use every one of them.






  
  Chapter ten








Show Horse


The white room stung my eyes with its sterility. No shadows to hide in, no textures to distract—just me, the bolted chair beneath me, and cameras tracking my every micro-expression from each corner. Classic Protocol architecture: nowhere to run, nowhere to hide, not even inside your own head. 
Karys stood before me, tablet in hand, his face a mask of professional disappointment. He scrolled through footage of Rilke and me—intimate moments sliced open and laid bare under fluorescent lights.
"You developed genuine affection for the target," he stated, his tone flat as if reading a lab report on contaminated samples. "This compromises operational integrity."
"I was playing to his psychology," I started, the explanation forming naturally. "Rilke responds to vulnerability, not just—"
Karys' hand shot up, palm out. The gesture itself sent a warning pulse through my lattice—a tiny ice pick behind my eyes. My words died instantly.
"The Protocol doesn't require your strategic input," he said, his voice softening in that way that made my stomach fold in on itself. "It requires your compliance."
He began circling me slowly, like a shark testing water temperature. His footsteps clicked against the polished floor in perfect rhythm, each step tightening something inside me.
"We need to recalibrate your response framework. A tune-up, if you will."
The door slid open with a pneumatic hiss. Two techs in white coats wheeled in equipment I recognized immediately—the neural mapping array, the chemical feed system, the monitoring bands. My pulse quickened as the familiar cold fingers of panic wrapped around my throat.
This wasn't a debriefing. This was reconditioning.
As they approached with practiced efficiency, I mentally reached for the coordinates David had once whispered—longitude, latitude, elevation—and locked them away in that tiny pocket of myself the lattice couldn't quite reach. The place where Nicholas still lived, where choices weren't chemical reactions.
The first tech reached for my arm. I didn't resist. Couldn't resist. The lattice wouldn't permit it.
"Begin baseline calibration," Karys instructed, his voice dropping to that specific register that opened every neural pathway the Protocol had rewired. "Subject requires comprehensive reinforcement of primary directives."
The needle slid into my vein, cool and precise.
Time dissolved into a sickening carousel of pain and pleasure. Karys loomed over me, his face bathed in the blue glow of his tablet as he monitored every spike and dip in my neural activity.
"Repeat after me: I will obey without question."
I hesitated—just a fraction of a second—and the lattice sent ice picks stabbing behind my eyes. When I finally parted my lips, the pain vanished, replaced by a warm current that made my toes curl.
"I will obey without question," I whispered, and the chemical reward flooded my system.
"Again," Karys commanded, his voice hitting that register that bypassed all my defenses.
"I will obey without question."
"Only total domination nourishes me."
Another hesitation, another warning spike that made my vision blur. Then compliance, and the rush of warmth that followed made me hate myself for wanting it.
"Only total domination nourishes me," I repeated, and my body betrayed me with a soft moan.
Six hours in, the mantras flowed mechanically from my lips. Twelve hours, and I was delivering them with the practiced ease of an actress who'd memorized her lines. By dawn, I was performing perfectly—making eye contact, adding just the right inflection to suggest absolute conviction.
"Gentle men deserve contempt," I said, my voice silky with apparent belief.
"The Protocol is my salvation."
"I exist to serve."
With each recitation, the lattice rewarded me, drowning my brain in chemical bliss. Yet somewhere deep inside, something remained untouched—a cold, hard kernel of awareness watching the performance from a distance. This part of me—the part that had memorized David's coordinates—observed my own reconditioning with clinical detachment. The lattice couldn't detect this separation because all its sensors registered perfect compliance.
But Karys wasn't fully convinced. His eyes narrowed as he studied my final recitations, head tilted slightly like a predator sensing something just beyond perception.
"Perfect," he said finally, setting down his tablet. But his tone suggested otherwise. "Your readings show complete alignment. Yet..."
He circled behind me, placing his hands on my shoulders. I suppressed a shudder.
"Now we'll test your recalibration with a special assignment," he said, his breath warm against my ear. "Something that will prove your absolute loyalty to the Protocol."
* * *

"This evening you'll accompany Maxwell Compte to the opera," Karys explained as technicians removed the monitoring equipment. "He's a significant Protocol investor who requires a presentable escort, nothing more."
I nodded, feeling the lattice hum with simple compliance. An opera escort seemed refreshingly straightforward after weeks of increasingly elaborate assignments.
"Compte is... particular," Karys continued, his voice shifting to that command register that bypassed my conscious mind and spoke directly to the lattice. "He has requested specifically that you refrain from any seductive behavior. He finds feminine wiles distasteful and wants purely professional companionship."
I felt the lattice lock onto this directive, cementing it alongside the morning's recitations, binding neural pathways with invisible chains.
"You will not attempt to seduce Maxwell Compte tonight. No matter what he says or does, you will maintain professional distance. You will resist any intimate situation he might suggest." Karys suddenly went into full domination mode, his voice deepening to that register that invoked my deepest compliance. "Understand you will not suggest sexual relations and you will not agree to sexual relations under any circumstances."
A buzz of compliance surged through my brain, electric and immediate. The directive crystallized, becoming as fundamental as breathing.
"I understand," I responded automatically, the lattice ensuring my compliance with a warm pulse of reward.
"Good. He values self-control above all else." Karys handed me a dossier with Compte's photo—silver-haired, distinguished, with cold eyes that didn't match his public smile. Something about those eyes triggered a warning in that small, protected part of me, but the lattice quickly smoothed over the concern. "Remember, he's not just any client. His funding made the Venus Protocol possible."
As I was escorted away to be dressed for the evening, my mind was already calculating the parameters of tonight's performance: professional, distant, non-seductive. The lattice purred with satisfaction as I practiced my part—the ideal escort who would maintain Compte's interest without venturing into physical closeness.
Part of me wondered why such a powerful investor needed specific instructions about maintaining distance, but the lattice discouraged such questions with a gentle warning throb. Questions weren't compliance, and compliance was peace.
The car arrived at precisely seven, its engine a whisper against the hushed elegance of the Parisian twilight. Compte, the man who held the purse strings of the Venus Protocol, sat beside me with the aloofness of a statue. Small talk about the traffic and the weather seemed to be the extent of his social graces, the words slipping off him like raindrops on a freshly waxed surface.
We didn't head toward the luminous marquee of the opera house, as I had expected. Instead, we pulled up to his penthouse overlooking the Seine. The lattice within me remained placid, a still pond on a windless day, its surface barely rippling as I stepped out of the car and into the opulence of Compte's abode.
Inside, the air was thick with the scent of leather and old money. Compte offered me a single glass of wine, the gesture polite, almost perfunctory. I declined with equal formality, the lattice ensuring my professionalism. A small nod of approval from him, and I felt a flicker of satisfaction—until he spoke again.
"Take off your dress," he commanded, the words slicing through the calm like a blade.
The lattice stirred, coiling like a serpent poised to strike. A direct male order—my body should have been awash with the anticipation of pleasure, yet Karys's instructions roared louder, a wall of sound against the tide of my conditioning.
"No," I heard myself say, the denial tearing from my throat, raw and ragged.
A flicker of something—satisfaction?—crossed Compte's face. "I see Karys delivered as promised," he mused, stepping toward me with the precision of a predator.
I retreated, my heels catching on the plush carpet. The lattice recoiled, sending spikes of pain through my nervous system, a cruel reminder of my programming. Compte's hand shot out, gripping my arm with bruising force, and the lattice offered no reward for my compliance because I was resisting, as Karys had ordered.
With a strength that belied his age, Compte tore at my clothing, the fabric rending like paper. I was stripped bare, not just of my dress but of my dignity, my autonomy—everything that made me Nikki, not just a product of the Venus Protocol.
"Professional distance," I stammered, the words a desperate lifeline. "You wanted professional—"
"I wanted authenticity," he interrupted, his voice cold and clinical as he shoved me onto the bed. "Manufactured resistance is boring. This—" he sneered, "—this is real."
Real? This was a nightmare, a cruel experiment where I was both subject and victim. Karys had engineered this—my resistance, Compte's violation. There was no opera, no evening of cultured refinement. 
Compte's hands were everywhere, his body a relentless force that pummeled me when I resisted and fucked my cunt with equal measures of contempt and curiosity. He then threw me face down on the bed and fucked me in the ass, creating a bleeding gash.  Karys' command forced me to resist, but each time I fought back, Compte beat me some more and the lattice punished me with pain, electric shocks of agony that seared through my synapses. And when Compte's brutality overpowered my struggles, there was no rush of pleasure to soften the rape—only the stark realization that I was caught in an unending cycle of pain and compliance.
I lost track of time, the minutes stretching into an eternity of suffering. Compte's grunts of exertion filled the room, punctuated by his clinical observations about my responses, my body.
"Fascinating how the conflict manifests physically," he remarked, detached and analytical even as he violated me. "So much more compelling than simulated distress."
In that moment, I understood the depth of my objectification. I wasn't a person to these men; I was a commodity, a proof of concept. A thing to be used and discarded, my pain a mere byproduct of their quest for power and control.
But amid the horror, a spark of defiance flickered within me. Compte might break my body, but he would not extinguish that spark. I would survive this, and one day, I would turn the tables. I would use the very pain they inflicted upon me as fuel for my fight against the Venus Protocol.
And I would find David. That command, buried deep within the lattice, glowed like a beacon in the darkness. It was my lifeline, my promise of a future beyond this suffering.
Compte finally rolled off me, leaving me bruised and battered on the bed. As he straightened his clothes and walked away, I curled into a ball, nursing the ember of my resolve.
I would endure. I would escape. And I would burn their world to the ground.
* * *
Dawn found me in my Protocol apartment's shower, water scalding my skin as I tried to wash away the night. I couldn't scrub hard enough. Every bruise that bloomed purple against my flesh was a reminder of Compte's "experiment." The lattice still misfired inside me, pleasure and pain signals crossing like live wires, leaving my nervous system raw and twitching.
When I finally emerged, steam billowing around me, a message blinked on my tablet. From Karys: "Performance exceeded expectations. Client has requested follow-up session next month."
I stared at those words until they swam before my eyes. My stomach twisted into knots. They'd created something new, something worse than mere obedience. They'd found a way to use my conditioning against me, to maximize suffering rather than pleasure. The perfect entertainment for clients bored with simple compliance.
As I toweled off, something strange happened. The mental compartment where I'd hidden thoughts of David—coordinates, memories, plans—had grown larger. Like a muscle stretched beyond its limits, the space had expanded. The conflicting signals from last night—resist but obey, fight but submit—had created hairline fractures in the lattice's coverage.
I touched a particularly nasty bruise on my ribs, wincing. "Thank you," I whispered to it, bizarre gratitude washing over me.
The Protocol believed they'd broken me further, demonstrated the absolute extent of their control. They had no idea they'd given me something precious—proof that their system had vulnerabilities. If contradictory commands created gaps in the lattice's coverage, perhaps those gaps could be widened. Exploited.
I dressed mechanically, movements precise and economical. My hands barely trembled as I applied concealer to a darkening bruise on my cheekbone. In the mirror, I practiced Karys's favorite mantra.
"Only total domination nourishes me," I recited, voice steady, eyes vacant with perfect conviction.
But in that protected mental compartment, I added silently: And I will dominate the Protocol before I'm done.
The command to find David pulsed stronger than ever, a beacon cutting through the chemical noise of the lattice. For the first time since my reconditioning, I felt something like hope—cold and sharp as a blade, but unmistakably real.






  
  Chapter eleven








Ghost at Atlas



The reconditioning chamber was colder today. I registered this detail clinically as technicians attached electrodes to my temples with practiced efficiency. Each cold adhesive pad made me flinch internally, though I kept my face perfectly still. Karys entered last, tablet in hand, reviewing my neural metrics with the detached interest of a mechanic checking engine diagnostics.
"Lattice response has stabilized since the Compte incident," he noted to a white-coated assistant. "But I'm seeing micro-fluctuations in the compliance centers. Let's run a full harmonic sequence."
The headset they placed over my ears was new—sleeker, with neural interfaces that pressed against specific points on my scalp. When they activated it, the mantras began not as words but as pure tonal patterns that bypassed language centers and spoke directly to the lattice.
I will obey. Only total domination nourishes me.
The phrases repeated, modulating in frequency until they became almost musical—a lullaby of submission that made my eyelids heavy. The room blurred. Time stretched. I felt myself drifting, not quite asleep but suspended in a twilight state where resistance seemed not just painful but conceptually impossible.
Somewhere in that haze, I imagined Nicholas—the old me—playing a video game where the controller kept changing functions. Press A to jump became press A to kneel. Press B to fight became press B to surrender. The confusion of it almost made me laugh.
Hours later—or minutes, I couldn't tell—Karys's voice cut through the fog.
"Wake up, sleepyhead." His tone held unusual lightness, almost playfulness. "Time for your next assignment. And this one's special."
"Atlas Neuro-Weaponry Directorate."
The name sent a jolt through my system, a spike of alertness that the monitors surely detected. But Karys only smiled, misinterpreting my reaction as eagerness to please.
"French military's most advanced neural interface program," he continued, showing me images of a sprawling research facility near Toulon. "They have cutting-edge technology that will take the Venus Protocol to a whole new level."
I maintained perfect stillness, careful not to reveal that this was also just fifty kilometers from where David was last tracked. The command to find him pulsed harder, a lighthouse beam cutting through the chemical fog of the harmonics.
"You'll be perfect for this," Karys smiled, patting my cheek with almost paternal pride. "Our beautiful little thief."
* * *
I adjusted my tailored Chanel suit as I approached the Atlas facility. It rose from the Provençal landscape like a modernist sculpture—white geometric blocks interspersed with reflective panels that mirrored the surrounding lavender fields. The scent of wild rosemary and thyme carried on the breeze, nature's perfume clashing with the sterile, engineered beauty of the compound.
My credentials identified me as Dr. Elena Sorel, biotech consultant from Geneva. The weight of the ID card felt wrong against my collarbone, another layer of falsehood pressed against my skin.
"Good morning," I smiled at the front desk security officer. "I have an appointment with Jules Mercer."
Jules Mercer—junior engineer with access to the facility's central database. According to Protocol intelligence, he was unmarried, introverted, and susceptible to female attention. The perfect mark for a quick information extraction. Get close, get codes, get out. Simple.
The security screening began normally enough—bag check, metal detector—but then shifted into something more intensive. A retinal scan. Neural pattern analysis. Then a technician approached with a small device.
"Blood sample, please. Standard procedure."
My pulse quickened but the lattice dampened my anxiety, keeping my face pleasantly neutral. I extended my finger, feeling the quick prick.
"Just a moment, Dr. Sorel," the technician said, inserting the sample into a wall-mounted analyzer.
I recited my fabricated credentials with practiced ease, the words flowing like honey. "I'm here to consult on the bio-interface applications for the civilian market. My specialty is—"
The alarm cut through my words—a high, insistent wail. Red lights pulsed along the ceiling.
Security personnel materialized from hidden alcoves, moving with practiced precision. The scanner above the checkpoint flashed red: "GENETIC ANOMALY DETECTED."
My stomach dropped, but the lattice kept my expression merely confused, not panicked.
"Dr. Sorel," the chief security officer said with cold precision, "or whoever you are—your DNA shows markers consistent with experimental genetic modification. Director Vionnet will want to see you personally."
As they escorted me through reinforced corridors, I realized the Protocol's intelligence was catastrophically wrong. Atlas wasn't just researching neural interfaces; they were actively hunting for evidence of the Venus Protocol's existence.
And they'd just caught their first specimen.
* * *
Director Helene Vionnet doesn't look like a military scientist. In her mid-forties, beautiful with silver-streaked dark hair and wire-rimmed glasses, she resembles a literature professor more than the head of France's most advanced weapons research program. Her office is similarly incongruous—bookshelves lined with neurology texts, classical music playing softly, windows overlooking lavender fields.
"Your genetic profile is fascinating," she begins without preamble, studying a holographic display of what must be my DNA sequence. "Carbon-silicate nanite integration with the central nervous system. Hypothalamus and nucleus accumbens showing significant artificial neural pathways." She looks up, eyes sharp with intelligence. "You're from the Venus Protocol, aren't you?"
The direct question hits me like a physical blow. My brain splits in two—the lattice lighting up with warning signals, demanding I protect the Protocol's secrets, while another part of me recognizes a potential ally in my mission to find David. The pain begins building behind my eyes, punishment for even considering betrayal.
I must have winced because Vionnet leans forward, suddenly intent.
"We've been tracking rumors for years. Genetically modified humans with neural control systems, deployed as covert assets. But this—" she gestures to my DNA display, "—this is beyond what we theorized."
Something in her clinical curiosity, so different from the predatory interest of men, creates an unexpected sensation in my chest. A flutter. Warmth. I find myself studying the elegant curve of her neck, the confident set of her shoulders. The realization hits me with startling clarity—I'm attracted to her, the first woman I've found sexually appealing since my transformation. 
The lattice isn't programmed to resist scientific inquiry. And Vionnet is unquestionably an authority figure, even if she isn't male. The pain recedes slightly, giving me room to breathe, to think.
"Yes," I admit, the word feeling like the first truth I've spoken in months. "I am Venus Protocol Asset 23."
The sun dips below the horizon, painting Vionnet's office in amber and violet. As darkness settles, desk lamps create islands of warm light that transform the space into something intimate, almost confessional. I find myself speaking more freely than I have since those precious moments with David at Rusalka.
"The Protocol isn't just about creating obedient companions," I explain, surprised by how steady my voice sounds. "It's infrastructure for global influence. Every 'asset' placed in a senator's bed or a CEO's mansion is a node in their network."
Vionnet nods, her eyes intent on mine. "Continue," she says, and something in her authoritative tone soothes the lattice. The expected pain doesn't materialize.
As I detail the thousand-fold pleasure surge that rewards complete submission, Vionnet's clinical mask slips. Her fingers tighten around her pen.
"And the pain response?" she asks quietly.
"Like ice picks behind my eyes. Each refusal makes the next punishment worse." I look away. "After a while, you stop fighting."
She makes another note, her handwriting precise and controlled. "And the current leadership structure?"
"Lord Moreau sits at the top. Dr. Karys handles the neuroscience. Then there's a network of handlers, financiers, politicians who've been compromised..." I trail off, remembering faces at galas, whispered conversations in private rooms.
Vionnet removes her glasses, rubbing tired eyes. "This is an atrocity," she says finally. "Not just a violation of human rights, but a fundamental assault on autonomy itself."
She stands, pacing slowly between pools of lamplight. "The Atlas Directive was established precisely to prevent this kind of weaponization of neuroscience. We develop defenses against neural manipulation, not tools for it."
I watch her move, struck again by that unexpected flutter in my chest. "What will you do with me?"
She stops, considering me with new intensity. "I propose a bargain. You provide detailed testimony—everything you've told me, plus specific names, locations, technical specifications. In exchange, Atlas will dedicate its resources to dismantling the Venus Protocol and developing a counter-agent for your conditioning."
The offer hangs between us, tantalizing in its simplicity.
"And what about me?" I ask. "The lattice will tear me apart without regular commands. "
Vionnet's expression softens with understanding. "We'll manage that. Carefully, ethically, until we can neutralize it completely. And I hope we can do even more than that soon."
For the first time in months, freedom feels like more than a distant dream.
* * *
The apartment within Atlas's secure residential wing feels almost like a dream after months of gilded cages. No plush velvet drapes or satin sheets designed for display—just clean lines, natural materials, and windows that stretch from floor to ceiling, framing the endless purple waves of lavender fields beyond. The Protocol's aesthetic had always been about showcasing their products. This space feels designed for an actual person.
I trace my fingers along the smooth oak of the dining table, still getting used to making choices without punishment. What to eat. When to sleep. Which chair to sit in. Small freedoms that feel enormous.
"Good morning." Vionnet appears in the doorway, a tablet tucked under her arm. The sight of her sends that now-familiar flutter through my chest. "Did you sleep well?"
"Better than I have in months," I admit.
She nods, pleased. "Captain Laurent will be here shortly. Same protocol as yesterday—a simple directive about documenting your experiences with the Protocol's financial networks. Nothing invasive."
This is her solution to the lattice's demands—daily commands from male staff members that satisfy my neurological need without exploiting it. The orders are always professional, focused on extracting information to build their case against the Protocol. The reward is a gentle warmth rather than the overwhelming surges I'd been trained to crave. It's like the difference between sipping tea and mainlining heroin.
"Thank you," I say, meaning it. "For understanding how it works."
"It's my job to understand neural systems," she replies, but there's a softness in her voice that suggests it's more than professional interest.
After Laurent's visit and the morning's testimony session, Vionnet returns with lunch—simple French country fare that tastes like freedom compared to the Protocol's carefully calibrated nutrition plans.
"I've been analyzing your latest scans," she says, spreading documents across the table. "The lattice architecture is even more sophisticated than we initially thought. It's not just pleasure and pain—it's created an entire secondary reward system layered over your natural one."
I push my plate aside. "Can you remove it?"
The question makes Vionnet visibly uncomfortable and says they can talk about it later. 
Days fall into a rhythm. Mornings of testimony and medical examinations. Afternoons analyzing Protocol operations. Evenings where Vionnet brings books or music—things chosen for my enjoyment rather than my training. Sometimes we just talk, about philosophy or history or her childhood in Provence. Never about my clients or her personal life. Professional boundaries maintained by mutual unspoken agreement.
Until tonight.
We're reviewing maps of suspected Protocol facilities in Northern Europe when our hands brush accidentally over the tablet. The contact sends a small pleasure pulse through me—but it's different. Not the programmed response to male touch but something simpler, more natural.
I freeze, surprised by the realization that I'm experiencing genuine attraction, not manufactured compliance.
Vionnet notices my reaction immediately—she's too observant not to—and withdraws slightly, her expression careful. "We should focus on the task at hand," she says gently.
"It's okay," I say, surprising myself with my candor. "That was... real. Not the lattice."
Something shifts in her eyes—understanding, maybe even longing, quickly contained behind professional concern. "Nikki, the power dynamic between us—"
"I know," I interrupt. "But I haven't felt anything real in so long."
A moment of understanding passes between us—fragile, tentative, but untainted by coercion or conditioning. For the first time since those last moments with David on the yacht, I feel the stirring of genuine hope—not just for freedom from the Protocol, but for the possibility of authentic connection afterward.
* * *
* * *






  
  Chapter twelve








The Sharpest Cut


The door creaked open, and there she was—Helene, not Dr. Vionnet. She stepped inside like a breath of fresh air in a stale room. I could barely look at her; I had cried so much already, my eyes stung and my heart felt heavy as a stone. 
“Hey,” she said softly, her voice wrapping around me like a warm blanket. 
I wanted to say something clever, to joke about how I was fine, really, just fine. But the weight of it all crashed down on me, and I fell apart instead. 
“I can’t do this anymore,” I gasped between sobs. “I’m tired of being under the thumb of the Venus Protocol—tired of being at the mercy of men’s whims.” The words tumbled out, jagged and raw.
Helene crossed the room in a heartbeat, arms wrapping around me before I could even think to pull away. Her embrace felt different—strong yet tender, like safety wrapped in warmth. 
“Let it out,” she murmured into my hair. “You don’t have to carry this alone.”
I pressed my face into her shoulder and sobbed harder. All those years of compliance flooded back: every command that twisted my body against my will, every moment where pleasure and pain blurred together until I didn’t know where one ended and the other began. 
And then she whispered something that made my heart race with both fear and hope.
“Nikki,” she said gently but firmly, “you should call me Helene.” 
I looked up through bleary eyes, confusion mixing with longing.
“And… there’s more,” she continued, almost confessional now. “We might not only be able to remove the lattice; we might be able to restore you to your original body.” 
I blinked rapidly as her words sank in—a weightless sensation rising within me.
“You shouldn’t be hearing this,” Helene admitted softly. “It’s top secret work... but it involves you.”
The flicker of hope dimmed under the reality of what she was saying.
“Years ago, we received partial blueprints from someone named Walter Monroe about the Venus Protocol.” She hesitated for a moment as if weighing her next words carefully. “We’ve been building on that information since then.”
A laugh slipped past my lips despite myself; it felt so foreign yet liberating. “Walter became Winnie… and allied with me.” The laughter died quickly as grief flooded back in waves—Winnie’s sacrifice gnawed at me still.
Helene’s expression hardened into resolve as she pulled back slightly to look at me directly. “We’ll begin tests in the morning,” she declared with certainty that kindled something deep inside me—a spark of rebellion against the dark grip of obedience that had defined my life for too long.
After Helene left, silence enveloped me like an old coat as I stood by the window alone later that night. Stars appeared over the lavender fields beyond—tiny pinpricks against a vast expanse of darkness.
The command to find David pulsed steadily within my mind—a persistent thrum reminding me who I was meant to serve—but alongside it grew something new: a fragile belief that perhaps I could meet him as something closer to an equal rather than just a construct designed for obedience.
But what would happen if I reclaimed my original body? Would David still want me if I was a man- and would I want him if I didn't need his gentle dominance to pacify the Protocol? And then there was Helene—my mind spiraled down another path altogether at the thought of her presence in my life, of being a man and having her as my girlfriend, my lover, my wife?
With trembling fingers, I pressed my palm against the cool glass pane separating captivity from freedom—a thin barrier thick with implications yet fragile enough for dreams to seep through.
Atlas had become more than just clinical corridors filled with sterile science; it had become the first place since Rusalka where I felt human again—not Asset 23 or Nicholas trapped in Nikki's body—but someone new emerging from that intersection of identities. Someone with potential choices stretching before me like stars glimmering across a vast sky—each one holding its own promise waiting for me to reach out and grasp it tight.
Morning light streamed through the windows as Helene led me into her apartment, a space that balanced homey warmth with clinical precision. One section had been converted into a private lab—equipment gleaming under soft lights, screens displaying complex neural mappings.
"Make yourself comfortable," she said, gesturing to a chair that looked more like something from a spa than a laboratory.
I settled in, trying to calm my racing heart as she attached electrodes to my temples with gentle fingers. Each touch sent little shivers across my skin—not the Protocol's engineered response, but something more genuine.
"This won't hurt," Helene promised, drawing blood with practiced efficiency. "I just need to analyze the nanite concentration in your system."
She worked methodically, moving between equipment, typing notes, occasionally muttering to herself in French. I watched her, mesmerized by the confident precision of her movements.
After what felt like hours, she turned to me with bright eyes. "Nothing is guaranteed, but I really do believe we can restore you to how you were before—no Protocol and in your own body."
A squeal escaped my lips—high-pitched and girlish—before I could stop it. The irony wasn't lost on me; here I was, thrilled about becoming a man again, yet expressing that joy in the most feminine way possible.
"Could you walk me through it?" I asked, suddenly desperate to understand. "The science, I mean. How would it even work?"
Helene smiled, pulling up a chair beside me. "Of course." She opened several files on her computer, displaying molecular structures and neural pathways. "The lattice isn't just hardware—it's a biomechanical system that integrates with your brain's reward centers. We need to decouple it without causing neural collapse."
As she spoke, I found myself reaching for her hand. Her explanation continued, but her voice faltered slightly at my touch.
"The hormonal reversion is actually simpler," she said, her thumb unconsciously stroking mine. "We've developed a compound that—"
I leaned forward and kissed her. For a heartbeat, she stiffened with surprise, then melted against me. When we broke apart, her eyes were wide.
"Nikki, we shouldn't—"
I kissed her again, harder this time, something primal taking over. Desire—raw and demanding. I tugged her toward the bed visible through an open doorway.
"My computer," she protested weakly, glancing back at the still-active screens. "I should shut it down first."
"It can wait," I murmured, pulling her onto the soft mattress.
My fingers found the buttons of her blouse, trembling slightly as I undressed her. Her skin was pale and perfect in the filtered light. I trailed kisses down her stomach, feeling her breath catch as I moved lower.
Her hands tangled in my hair as my tongue found her center. She gasped, arching beneath me. The taste of her, the sounds she made—they were intoxicating in a way no Protocol-induced pleasure had ever been.
As she approached the edge, her thighs tensing around my head, something dark and terrible unfurled in my mind.
Recover the firmware.
The command slammed into my consciousness like a freight train. My body seized, no longer my own. Horror flooded me as my hand reached for the ceramic scalpel I'd concealed earlier—a security habit I couldn't remember acquiring.
No, no, no—
My arm moved with mechanical precision while my mind screamed in protest. The blade flashed across Helene's throat. Her eyes widened in shock and betrayal as crimson bloomed across the white sheets.
"I'm sorry," I sobbed, even as my body continued its programmed task. "I'm so sorry, I can't stop it."
The lattice flooded me with euphoria—a twisted reward for this monstrous act. My fingers moved to her computer, copying files, downloading research. Each completed action brought another wave of sickening pleasure.
Tears blurred my vision as I looked back at Helene's body, blood still pulsing weakly from the wound. Her eyes were fixed on me, already growing dull.
Operating on autopilot, I made my way to a secure communications station. My fingers flew across the keyboard, sending a message through the tracer code I'd discovered days ago:
"At Ravenhill. They own me again David, sending the coordinates."
I used Helene's ID badge to exit through a side door, where Protocol guards were already waiting. They grabbed me roughly, bundling me into a waiting vehicle.
Hours later, I sat on a private jet heading back to Switzerland. My wrists were bound, though they needn't have bothered—the compulsion Karys had planted in me had done its work. I was docile now, the rebellion temporarily burned out.
Silent tears tracked down my cheeks as the weight of it all crushed me. Helene's death. My lost freedom. The vanished chance to reclaim my body.
The lattice had taken everything—again. And the worst part? Some small, twisted corner of me still hummed with chemical satisfaction from a job well done.






  
  Chapter thirteen








Karys's Discipline


When the first light of dawn seeped through the high, barred windows of Ravenhill, it brought no warmth with it. I sat on the edge of my bed, my body aching with pain and defeat. 
Instead of freedom and love, all I now had was a tighter prison and the guilt of killing a woman I had begun to love. Self hatred coiled inside me like a venomous snake, its poison mixing with the blackest despair I'd ever known. My longing for what could have been twisted painfully against the repugnance I felt toward this new creature I'd become—neither Nicholas nor fully Nikki, just a broken thing caught between worlds. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Helene's face, felt the weight of her body as she collapsed in my arms, her blood warm against my silky skin. 
The lattice inside me seemed to feed on my misery, humming with a perverse satisfaction at my complete surrender to hopelessness. I traced my fingers along the unfamiliar curves of my body, simultaneously drawn to and revolted by the softness that had replaced everything familiar. The worst part wasn't what they'd done to me—it was how some treacherous part of me had started to accept it, even as another part screamed in silent rebellion.
Karys arrived as the sun reached its zenith, his presence a dark shadow against the sterile brightness of my room. He didn't bother with pleasantries. "Time for tuning, Nikki," he said, a cruel twist to his lips.
I followed him to the familiar room, where machines hummed with the promise of pain or pleasure—my only currency in this twisted world. The obedience lattice thrummed beneath my skin, a reminder that my will was no longer my own.
"You thought you were clever, didn't you?" Karys mocked, his voice dripping with condescension. "Falling in love with Helene, gaining access to her research. But we were ahead of you the entire time. That was always the plan."
His words sliced through me, exposing the futility of my attempt at rebellion. The Protocol had orchestrated everything, even my feelings for Helene—especially my feelings for Helene.
"You need to forget these delusions of freedom, of getting your precious male body back," Karys said, his hand stroking the control panel with unsettling reverence. "You were made for this. Made to obey."
His fingers danced across the controls, and the lattice sprang to life. Pleasure cascaded through me, a false euphoria that drowned out my resistance. My body arched, betraying me with its treacherous response to his commands.
Over the next few days, Karys's visits became a ritual of degradation and conditioning. Each session drove me deeper into the role I was designed to play—a woman defined by her sexuality and her need to please men.
Then, a few days after my return, Karys entered with a triumphant smile. "We've already begun to reap the benefits of Helene's research," he announced. "The hormonal therapy? It works both ways. We can intensify your subservience, your femininity, your sexual hunger."
He approached me with a syringe, its contents a murky promise of transformation. I recoiled, but the lattice would not allow me to resist. The needle pierced my skin, delivering its payload directly into my bloodstream.
As the new serum took effect by the next morning, a pulsing need ignited within me, a relentless ache that eclipsed everything else. It was like the sexual desire I had experienced before, but magnified a thousandfold. It was constant, unyielding, and all-consuming.
"Please," I begged, my voice breaking when I saw Karys. "I need relief."
Karys laughed, a cold and heartless sound. "Boys don't get relief, Nikki."
The words cut through me, but they also resonated with the new truth the Protocol had etched into my being. "I'm not a boy," I echoed, my voice hollow. "I never want to be a boy again. All I want is to be a woman, being fucked all the time."
Karys's eyes gleamed with satisfaction. "I thought you might come around to our way of thinking. I've arranged for Compte to provide the... attention you so desperately crave."
Compte was a man whose very presence exuded a predatory hunger. When he entered the room, his gaze raked over me, igniting a fire that only his touch could quench. I was not programmed to resist this time; instead, I was eager, desperate for the brutal lovemaking that was to come.
He took me with a ferocity that bordered on savagery, his hands bruising as they claimed ownership of my body. Each thrust, each harsh grip, each painful tear of my flesh sent waves of pleasure coursing through me. The lattice amplified my senses, transforming the agony of his invasion into ecstasy that bordered on the divine.
My body responded with a fervor that shocked even me. The pain, the domination—they were intoxicating. I surrendered to the onslaught of sensation, my orgasms exploding like fireworks, each one more intense than the last.
When Compte finally withdrew, leaving me spent and trembling, the pulsing need that had become my constant companion was momentarily sated. But the respite was short-lived. As Compte's presence receded, the gnawing hunger returned with renewed vigor, a cruel reminder that my body now craved this violation above all else.
I lay there, aching and empty, the echoes of pleasure still resonating within me. All I wanted was to be Compte's plaything, to feel that exquisite pain and pleasure, to be dominated and used.
Karys's voice echoed in my mind, a dark mantra that sealed my fate: "You were made for this, Nikki. Embrace it."
And in that moment, as the lattice pulsed with each heartbeat, I did. There was no room for rebellion, no space for regret. There was only the need—the endless, aching need—and the knowledge that my body, my very being, belonged to the Venus Protocol.
* * *

I curled into myself on the silk sheets, a pathetic contradiction—designer lingerie against bruised skin, mascara-stained tears on thousand-count Egyptian cotton. The lattice had calmed from its fever pitch but left behind a constant thrum, like an engine idling, ready to roar back to life at the slightest provocation. My body ached for touch even as my mind recoiled from it.
The door clicked open without warning.
"My God, look at the state of you."
Krista stood in the doorway, perfect in a crimson sheath dress that hugged every curve the Protocol had engineered. Her gaze swept over me with clinical detachment, taking in my tangled hair, smudged makeup, and the constellation of marks Compte had left behind.
"What are you doing here?" I managed, my voice raw. Krista never left her duties unless something significant was happening. She was too valuable, too perfect—the Protocol's crown jewel while I'd been their runaway disaster.
"Saving your pathetic ass, apparently." She strode to my closet, throwing open the doors with practiced efficiency. "There's a banquet tonight. You're the guest of honor."
I laughed, a broken sound. "Like this? I'm hardly showcase material anymore."
Krista turned, one perfectly sculpted eyebrow raised. "That's why I'm here. We have four hours to transform you from cautionary tale to masterpiece." She snapped her fingers. "Shower. Now."
The command triggered a small pleasure pulse. I hated how quickly I moved to obey.
Matron Von arrived as I emerged from the bathroom, a severe woman whose hands were surprisingly gentle as she and Krista worked in tandem. They applied creams to my bruises, wrapped me in a silk robe, and began the meticulous process of rebuilding me.
"The dress is Givenchy," Matron explained, unveiling a midnight-blue gown that seemed to capture starlight in its folds. "Lord Moreau selected it personally."
Of course he did. My skin crawled even as the protocol triggered an automatic sense of submissive expectation at the mention of his name.
Hours passed in a blur of beauty rituals. Krista's fingers wove through my hair, crafting cascading curls that framed my face in soft waves. Matron applied makeup with an artist's precision—smoky eyes, lips painted the exact shade of a fresh bruise. Jewelry followed: diamonds at my throat and wrists, their weight like delicate shackles.
When they finally turned me to face the mirror, I barely recognized myself. The woman who stared back was ethereal, untouchable—a fantasy crafted for male consumption, every imperfection concealed beneath layers of artifice.
"You've outdone yourself," I whispered to Krista, unable to deny the transformation.
Something flickered in her eyes—pride? Regret? "I know," she said simply.
The banquet hall gleamed with old money and new power. Crystal chandeliers cast prismatic light over tables laden with delicacies, champagne flowed freely, and conversation hummed like a well-tuned engine. I recognized faces from financial magazines, political campaigns, tech conferences—the hidden patrons of the Venus Protocol.
Lord Moreau stood at the center of it all, resplendent in a tuxedo cut to emphasize his lean frame. His gaze found me immediately, a predator tracking prey. He extended one hand, and my body moved toward him without conscious thought.
"Gentlemen," he announced as conversation quieted, "and distinguished ladies." His hand settled at the small of my back, proprietary. "Tonight we celebrate not just the continued success of our enterprise, but the return of our most valuable asset."
The crowd's attention shifted to me, a hundred hungry gazes crawling across my skin.
"Nikki Baker," Moreau continued, "has proven herself the perfect instrument of our vision. Seductress, thief, courtesan, manipulator—she adapts to any role with flawless precision."
He began to detail my "accomplishments" with clinical detachment—the senator I'd compromised, the bank accounts I'd emptied, the security systems I'd penetrated. With each revelation, the crowd's interest sharpened.
"Her sexual assets are particularly noteworthy," Moreau added, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial tone. "Responsive beyond our initial projections, capable of sustaining multiple partners for extended sessions, and—most remarkably—able to achieve climax on command."
My cheeks burned as he continued his inventory of my body like I was a luxury vehicle being auctioned. The lattice pulsed with confused pleasure at his approval even as nausea rose in my throat.
"Beginning tomorrow, her services will be available to our premier clientele as needed. The waiting list is already substantial, but I assure you, we will meet every need."
I stood there, smiling emptily as Moreau described my availability. It was like I was an Amazon product to be ordered for two-day delivery as needed. Prime shipping on sexual slavery.
"Our newest innovation allows for simultaneous bookings across multiple locations," Moreau explained, tapping his tablet. The screen behind him displayed a sleek interface with my face as the icon. "Asset 23 will now serve clients from Paris  to  Dubai  to Tokyo."
Murmurs of approval rippled through the crowd. I understood now—I was in for a new endless round of being whored out around the world, but Moreau acted as if there would be more than enough of me for anyone. 
I supposed that was why Karys had exploded my sexual desires, since now I would be begging for each new assignment, if only to slake that engineered thirst. My clitoris throbbed with anticipation at the thought, sending tendrils of unwanted heat through my core.
"The first deployment begins tomorrow," Moreau announced, his hand tightening possessively on my waist. "Gentlemen, prepare your requests."
The crowd rapturously applauded, eyeing me hungrily already…
And then the explosion cut through his words like a thunderclap. The west wall erupted in flame and debris, plaster raining down as alarm systems shrieked to life. Chaos erupted instantly—screams, overturned tables, the stampede of expensive shoes on marble floors as everyone scrambled for exits.
The lattice fired pain signals when I didn't immediately follow Moreau, but something deeper overrode it—instinct, maybe, or the last fragment of Nicholas that refused to die. I turned against the fleeing crowd and ran toward my apartment, heart hammering against my ribs.
I flung open the door, breath catching in my throat.
David stood by the window, silhouetted against the night sky. His face was thinner, a new scar traced his jawline, but his eyes—God, his eyes were the same, steady and certain.
"Hello, Nikki," he said softly. "I believe we have an appointment."






  
  Chapter fourteen








An Explosive Exit


My body reacted before my mind could catch up. David's voice—firm, certain—unlocked something the lattice had been programmed to obey at the deepest level. 
"Follow me, now."
The words hit like a drug injection straight to my brain. My lattice flared with pleasure so intense my knees nearly buckled. I gasped, shocked at how powerfully the override still worked despite Karys's weeks of reprogramming and tuning. Every nerve ending sang with joy at obeying him, even as alarm bells screamed throughout the compound.
"How—" I choked through dust and disbelief.
"No time," David said, checking his watch. "Three, two, one—"
The lights died all at once. Total darkness swallowed Ravenhill, followed by panicked shouts from the banquet hall. Emergency systems should have kicked in immediately, but nothing happened. The blackness remained absolute.
"Night vision," David explained, pressing something cold into my hand. I fumbled with the goggles, sliding them over my eyes. The world reappeared in eerie green contrast.
A figure slipped through my door, moving with practiced grace despite the chaos. Even in monochrome, I recognized that swagger.
"Jane?" I whispered.
"In the flesh, gorgeous." She flashed that familiar crooked grin. "And may I say, that dress is criminal." Her gaze lingered appreciatively before she turned to David. "East wing's clear. Cassia's team has the security hub locked down."
"Cassia's involved?" I asked, struggling to process everything.
"You have more allies than you think," Jane explained, checking her weapon. "Once David reached out to me, it wasn't hard to convince Cassia to join up. Those blackout charges were my babies—planted during 'special services' for the security chief." She winked. "Guy never noticed I was rewiring his precious backup systems between his moans."
The distant sound of confused shouting grew louder. Moreau would be organizing a response.
"Jane's had a crush on you since day one," David said matter-of-factly. "Made recruitment easy."
Jane rolled her eyes. "Way to blow my cover, Winter."
My brain exploded with conflicting signals—pleasure at following David, confusion at Jane's revelation, fear of recapture.
"Time to move," David said, his voice triggering another wave of obedience-pleasure. "The others can only hold them off for so long."
We moved like a combat unit, sliding through the blackness. I ripped my evening gown up the sides for mobility, the silk tearing with a satisfying hiss. My bare feet made no sound on the marble floors. 
"Three guards at the junction," David whispered, his breath warm against my ear.
I nodded, reaching up to unclasp the diamond necklace Moreau had fastened around my throat hours earlier. The heavy jewels felt cold in my palm as I wrapped the ends around my fingers, creating a makeshift garrote.
"I'll take point," I murmured.
David's limp was more pronounced tonight—he'd pushed himself too hard getting here. But when the first guard rounded the corner, David moved with lethal precision, striking the man's throat before he could shout. I slid past them both, diamond necklace glittering in the green night-vision glow as I looped it around the second guard's neck and pulled tight.
The third guard managed to fire a single shot before David's elbow connected with his temple. The bullet whined past my ear, close enough that I felt its heat.
"Server room, thirty meters," David grunted, retrieving the guard's weapon.
We reached the reinforced doors just as Cassia was finishing the override. Her fingers danced across the keypad with practiced efficiency.
"About time," she hissed, the door sliding open. "We've got seven minutes before the secondary generators kick in."
Inside, Jane was already at work, plugging devices into various ports with the confidence of someone who'd memorized the entire system architecture.
"Nikki, cover the east door," David ordered. The lattice surged with pleasure at his command, making me gasp even as I moved to comply.
Jane glanced up from her terminal. "Uploading the worm now. This baby will siphon every dirty secret they've buried—client lists, asset profiles, conditioning protocols."
Cassia worked the adjacent station. "VIP blackmail files downloading. Moreau kept recordings of every major player. Presidents, prime ministers, tech moguls—all documented with their Venus assets."
A distant boom rattled the server racks. Fire doors began slamming throughout the facility, the emergency protocols finally activating.
"Four minutes," David warned, checking his watch.
I stood at the east entrance, diamond garrote still wrapped around my knuckles, body humming with adrenaline and lattice-pleasure. For the first time since my recapture, the dual sensations felt aligned rather than at war—both serving the same purpose: escape.
"If they catch us," I said, "they'll—"
"They won't," David interrupted, his certainty washing through me like a balm.
My eyes caught a flash of text scrolling across Cassia's screen—research annotations in a familiar hand. My heart seized. There, amid thousands of files, was Helene Vionnet's elegant script, her unmistakable notation style. They were patent-filing her work. Using her brilliance to expand the very system that had made me kill her.
"Those fucking vultures," I whispered, heat rising to my face. "That's Helene's research."
The lattice's warning pinch began at the base of my skull—rebellion without permission—but something older and rawer surged through me. Images flashed: Helene's kind eyes. Her throat opening beneath my blade. The way she'd looked at me not as a product but as a person.
When the two guards burst through the side entrance, I didn't wait for David's command. My body moved with fluid precision that belonged neither to Nicholas nor to the Protocol's programming. The diamond garrote whistled through the air as I spun, catching the first guard across the throat. I wrenched him forward, using his momentum to slam him into his partner. They crashed into the server rack. I grabbed the fallen pistol and fired twice—clean, center-mass shots.
The lattice screamed pain through my nervous system for acting without orders, but the rage burned hotter.
"Time to go," David called, nodding at Jane who was yanking a data drive free.
Cassia pulled a maintenance hatch open in the floor. "Waste disposal. It drops eight levels to the utility tunnels."
"Ladies first," Jane smirked, clipping a rappelling harness to her belt and disappearing into the darkness.
David handed me a similar harness. "I'll be right behind you."
The shaft stank of rotting food and industrial chemicals. I clipped in and dropped, the rope burning through my gloves as I descended into blackness. Wind rushed past my face, carrying the distant sounds of alarms and shouting.
My feet hit concrete. Jane was already unclipping, her face ghostly in the dim emergency lighting of the tunnel.
"Move!" David's voice echoed down the shaft as he landed beside me.
We sprinted through the maintenance tunnel, past pipes hissing with steam and electrical conduits humming with current. Behind us, a deep rumble began to build.
"Secondary charges," Jane panted. "Set to cook the gas lines."
The explosion hit like a freight train, a wall of pressure that lifted us off our feet. Heat scorched the back of my neck as we tumbled forward. Concrete dust filled my lungs. The ceiling groaned, threatening to collapse.
David grabbed my hand, pulling me to my feet. "Keep moving!"
Above us, Ravenhill Central was burning.
The tunnel curved sharply, opening onto a maintenance access that led outside. Cold alpine air hit my face, sharp and clean after the smoke and dust. My legs gave out beneath me, the combination of adrenaline crash and lattice overload finally taking its toll.
I collapsed into David's arms, my body recognizing him on a molecular level. The lattice roared to life, flooding my system with a chemical cocktail so potent my vision blurred at the edges. Every cell remembered his touch, his scent, his voice. The programming that had been forced on me now served a different purpose—binding me to the one person who'd never used it against me.
"I've got you," David whispered, his breath warm against my ear.
Those three simple words unlocked something in my chest. I pressed my face against his shoulder, inhaling the familiar scent of him—gun oil, coffee, that faint trace of cedar that always clung to his clothes. For one crystalline moment, the world narrowed to just this: his arms around me, solid and real.
"We need to move," Jane called from ahead. "Transport's waiting two klicks north."
David helped me to my feet, his hand steady at the small of my back. Cassia was hunched over a tablet, her face illuminated by the blue glow of the screen.
"Wait," she said suddenly, fingers flying across the display. "I'm getting something from the final data packet."
We gathered around her as she pulled up a schematic of Ravenhill.
"This isn't on any of the blueprints we had," she muttered, zooming in on a section labeled SUBSTRATE OMEGA. "It's a sub-basement, completely isolated from the main facility's systems."
The diagram showed a reinforced bunker twenty meters below the lowest level we'd known about.
"That's why the charges didn't collapse everything," Jane said, studying the layout. "They built a failsafe."
David's expression hardened. "What's in it?"
Cassia scrolled through the accompanying notes. "Server backups, emergency power, and... something else, designated Project Nikki." 
I meet their gazes with a blank expression that speaks volumes—whatever "Project Nikki" might be remains as much a mystery to me as to them. But deep in my gut, a cold certainty forms: anything bearing my name in this nightmare can't possibly bring good news.






  
  Chapter fifteen








The Clone Nursery


"There," Cassia pointed to a rusted storm drain half-hidden beneath a tangle of alpine shrubs. "Thermal mapping shows active coolant loops running right underneath." 
We crouched at the edge of the forest, watching Ravenhill burn against the night sky. Emergency vehicles clogged the main access road, their lights painting the smoke red and blue. Nobody was looking our way.
"Whatever they're keeping down there," David muttered, "they built it to survive nuclear war."
Jane pried the grate open with a crowbar, revealing a narrow concrete shaft descending into darkness. The smell that wafted up was damp and metallic, tinged with something chemical I couldn't name.
"Ladies first?" I offered with a humorless smile.
David switched on his tactical light. "I'll take point."
The ladder rungs were slick with condensation. My hands trembled as I followed him down, each step taking me back toward the heart of my nightmares. Above, flames licked the sky where my prison had stood; below, something bearing my name waited in climate-controlled darkness.
"These pipes are still active," Jane whispered, placing her palm against a thick conduit. "Serious power draw."
The lattice rippled beneath my skin, sensing my proximity to its creators. Whatever Project Nikki was, my body knew it before my mind did.
The tunnel widened into a service corridor where the chill hit my bones. Pipes overhead hissed with cryogenic gases, reminding me of the medical wing where they'd first rewired my brain. My heart hammered against my ribs as we approached a heavy security door.
"This'll take a minute," Cassia whispered, connecting her tablet to the access panel. Lines of code scrolled across her screen as she fed the system stolen credentials. "Ravenhill's data architecture is built like nested dolls. Each level requires—"
"Got movement," David interrupted, his voice barely audible. He pressed the thermal scope to his eye, body tensing. "Two heat signatures. Human-sized, moving in regular patterns. Security patrol, but... something's off about their gait."
"Off how?" I asked, the lattice sending little warning pulses down my spine.
"Too... perfect. Like they're following exact paths."
The door slid open with a pneumatic hiss. David raised his weapon, Jane flanked right, and I followed—then froze as fluorescent lights flickered to life in sequence.
The room stretched before us like an underwater cathedral. Rows of sleek biopods pulsed with teal bioluminescence, each containing a shadowy human form suspended in translucent fluid. But it wasn't the pods that stopped my breath.
It was the women tending them.
Two figures turned toward us, identical in every way—to each other, and to me. Same height, same face, same posture. They wore pristine lab smocks, hair pulled into neat, efficient buns. Their ID badges caught the light: N-23-Caretaker-γ and N-23-Caretaker-δ.
I recognized the combat-ready stance they adopted—shoulders squared, weight balanced—because it was mine. The way they tilted their heads in assessment was mine. Even the slight furrow between their brows as they processed our intrusion.
But where I felt horror crawling through my veins, their expressions shifted to polite, professional curiosity.
"Visitors weren't scheduled for this cycle," said the one on the left, her voice a perfect echo of my own. "Are you from Oversight? We weren't notified of an inspection."
The second clone's eyes found mine, recognition flickering across features I saw every morning in the mirror. "Oh," she said, her tone brightening with understanding. "You're the primary."
I stepped forward, letting my weapon drop to my side. The doppelgangers mirrored my movement with eerie precision, their posture shifting from alert to welcoming in perfect synchronicity.
"Welcome to Substrate Omega," they said in unison, their voices—my voice—flowing with practiced warmth. "Can we assist you?"
Looking into their eyes was like staring into a fractured mirror. The same amber flecks I'd seen countless times while applying makeup for missions glinted under the clinical lighting. But something vital was missing—no recognition of the chaos unfolding above, no tension from the firefight that had shaken the entire compound.
"What is this place?" I managed, my throat dry.
The one labeled N-23-Caretaker-γ gestured smoothly toward the pods. "This is the local cultivation chamber for Series N derivatives, although five similar facilities in Dubai, Tokyo, Senegal, Chicago and Bangkok. We maintain optimal development parameters for all twenty-three variants currently in late-stage maturation."
"Derivatives?" David's voice was tight behind me.
"Based on Primary Template N-23," the second caretaker explained, nodding at me with a small smile of recognition. "Your neural architecture provided the foundation matrix."
"My neural—" I swallowed hard. "You have my memories?"
"Correct. We received the full cognitive transfer package from your most recent sync session with Dr. Karys." She tilted her head. "Though your current stress indicators suggest recent trauma that hasn't been uploaded to the archive."
Jane circled one of the pods, her face pale. "How many are there?"
"Twenty-eight viable units in this facility," Caretaker-γ answered. "The first commercial batch of ten is scheduled for activation next month."
"Do you remember the original Venus Protocol facility?" I asked.
Both caretakers nodded. "Of course. All Series-N units retain complete operational memories of initial conditioning protocols."
"What about Nicholas Baker? Do you remember being Nicholas?"
Their expressions didn't change, but something flickered behind their eyes—a momentary processing lag.
"Record not found," they answered in perfect unison. "Pre-integration identity markers were flagged for deletion to ensure cleaner self-congruence."
My stomach dropped. "And David Winter? Do you recognize David?"
Another blank smile. "Record not found."
The world tilted sideways as understanding crashed through me. I steadied myself against a nearby console, looking out at the sea of pods—each containing a perfect copy of me. Not just my body, but my skills, my training, my conditioning...
"Jesus," Cassia whispered, scanning through files on a nearby terminal. "They've scrubbed these clones of anything that might cause resistance. No memory of being male, no connection to David, no emotional anchors—just the operational knowledge and the lattice."
David moved beside me, his face ashen. "This is what Moreau meant about your availability. He wasn't talking about renting you out—"
"He was mass-producing me," I finished, bile rising in my throat. "An army of perfect operatives."
I stared at the rows of sleeping faces—my face, repeated into infinity. Each one loaded with the specialized knowledge packets they'd forced into me: policy expertise for Washington, financial systems for EuroTech, even Vionnet's neural firmware...
"The money," I whispered, horror dawning. "The funds I helped steal from EuroTech. This is where it all went."
The caretakers watched us with placid interest, unbothered by our discovery. They were me without my past, without my pain, without my love—perfect instruments crafted for obedience.
And they were almost ready to deploy.
Cassia edged closer, her voice barely audible. "The detonators are set. But..." She glanced at my mirror images. "They'll die too, Nikki. They're breathing, thinking beings."
I hesitated, watching my own face reflected back at me twenty-eight times. These weren't just clones—they were sisters I never asked for, versions of me stripped of everything that made survival possible. Blank slates waiting for commands.
"We can't leave them," I whispered.
David's hand found my shoulder, steadying me. "Once Moreau arrives, he'll either turn them into assets or trainers for the next generation. There's no rescue scenario here."
As David's baritone filled the space, both caretakers' postures subtly shifted. Their pupils dilated in unison, shoulders relaxing as they angled toward him. The transformation was so familiar it made my skin crawl.
"Would you like us to demonstrate tank maintenance for you, sir?" Caretaker-γ asked, her voice dropping to that husky, eager tone I recognized from my own throat. The telltale flush spread across her cheeks—the same pleasure response the lattice triggered in me.
Caretaker-δ stepped closer to David, her movements liquid grace. "We can show you exactly how the maturation acceleration works."
My stomach twisted into knots. The lattice wasn't just copied—it was active, primed, ready to be exploited by any man with a commanding tone.
"David," I said, voice barely above a whisper, "we need to take them with us—the caretakers. But these pods..." I gestured at the rows of sleeping duplicates. "We have to terminate them before they're fully programmed."
His eyes met mine, understanding the weight of what I was asking. "You're sure?"
"They're me without everything that makes me fight back. They'll be perfect weapons." My throat tightened. "It's mercy, not murder."
David nodded, then turned to the caretakers with the quiet authority I'd come to know—firm but never cruel. "You two," he said, his voice dropping to that resonant command tone that made my lattice hum in recognition. "I need you to exit this facility immediately. Go to the northeast emergency stairwell and wait there for further instructions."
Both women straightened instantly, pupils dilating as the lattice flooded their systems with chemical reward. I watched their faces transform with the familiar rush of pleasure—my own face, my own response, mirrored perfectly.
"Yes, sir," they answered in perfect unison, their movements becoming fluid and eager. "Would you like us to prepare any documentation before—"
"No," David cut in, his tone brooking no argument. "Leave now. That's an order."
They practically glided toward the exit, turning once to smile at him with identical expressions of adoration. The door sealed behind them with a pneumatic hiss.
"They'll follow anyone who knows how to push those buttons," I murmured, watching them disappear. "Just like I did."
Jane and Cassia were already setting thermite charges along the primary support columns. The white-hot chemical fire would melt through the tanks, the backup systems, the central processors—everything.
I moved between the rows of pods, looking at each sleeping face—my face, suspended in amniotic fluid, waiting for instructions that would never come. Their chests rose and fell in synchronized rhythm, unaware of what was about to happen.
"I'm sorry," I whispered, placing my palm against the cool glass of the nearest tank.
What stared back wasn't just my physical reflection but the ultimate perversion of what they'd done to me—mass-produced obedience, an assembly line of submission. Twenty-eight vessels without Nicholas's sarcasm, without David's touch, without the rage that kept me human.
I backed away, shuddering as David placed the final detonator.
"Ninety seconds," he said softly.
We retreated toward the tunnel, and I forced myself not to look back at the silent room filled with my sleeping faces. The door sealed behind us, and I felt the weight of what we'd done—what we were about to do—settle into my bones.
Sometimes mercy wore the face of destruction.
* * *
The helicopter's rotors thundered above us as we rose into the night. I pressed my face against the window, watching the sprawling white complex grow smaller. Cassia handed David a detonator with a simple black button.
"Your call," she said.
David looked at me. I nodded once, and he pressed it.
For a heartbeat, nothing happened. Then the earth seemed to swallow the southwest wing of Ravenhill. Orange flame bloomed through pristine glass, followed by a secondary explosion that sent debris arcing into the sky. The nursery—and all my sleeping duplicates—vanished in a flash of chemical fire.
I should have felt relief. Instead, a hollow ache spread through my chest. Twenty-eight versions of me, erased before they could be weaponized. Twenty-eight sisters I'd never know.
"That's one down," David said, his voice low and steady despite the bruises darkening his jaw. He unfurled a tablet displaying a global map. Five red dots pulsed across three continents. "But Moreau's been busy. These facilities are in final preparation stages—Singapore, Dubai, São Paulo, Vancouver, and somewhere outside Kiev."
Jane leaned forward, her face illuminated by the screen's glow. "And they've got buyers lined up." She pulled up a spreadsheet, scrolling through names and figures that made my stomach turn. "Energy ministers from four countries, at least two cartel bosses looking for 'diplomatic assets,' and this charming fellow—" she pointed to a familiar tech billionaire "—who's ordered six units for what he calls 'consensual research into post-human relationships.'"
"






  
  Chapter sixteen








Epilogue: Safe House



The helicopter banked sharply as I turned from the window, my body reacting to the tilt with a flush of heat that had nothing to do with the cabin temperature. The new conditioning serum Karys had pumped into me during those final "tune-ups" left my skin hypersensitive, nerve endings screaming for contact.
I pressed my fingers against a bruise on my forearm, the dull throb sending a tiny ripple of pleasure through my system. Not enough. Never enough.
"You okay?" David asked, his voice cutting through the rotor noise.
I wasn't. My fingers tapped restlessly against my thigh, and I caught myself leaning too close to Cassia, breathing in her perfume. The lattice had been recalibrated—tuned to a frequency that left me constantly, painfully aware of every person in proximity.
"They changed something," I said, voice tight. "It's like... everything's dialed to eleven."
David's eyes narrowed with understanding. He reached for my hand, and even that simple contact made my pupils dilate.
"We need a plan," he said quietly. "For this."
Back at the safe house—a rustic farmhouse tucked into the French countryside—David laid out his strategy while I paced the kitchen, unable to stay still.
"We use what we have from Atlas," he explained, spreading files across the wooden table. "Vionnet's team was close to a neural dampener. With the code you managed to extract, we might finish what they started—create a patch to neutralize the lattice. And while we didn't recover the specific technology she mentioned, maybe we can even figure out how to restore your original body. "
Jane snorted. "And in the meantime? She's about to crawl out of her skin."
I shot her a glare, but she wasn't wrong. My hands trembled as I reached for a glass of water.
"In the meantime," David said carefully, "we manage it. Together. On your terms, Nikki."
That night, in a bedroom lit only by candles, David sat across from me. The distance between us felt like miles.
David carefully began guiding me into bed, but I could see he was reading my signals, following the subtle cues my body betrayed against my will. That was his gift—his uncanny ability to deliver exactly that perfect fusion of dominance and tender care that made my recalibrated nervous system sing in ways I found nowhere else. 
He approached with deliberate slowness, hemp rope dangling from his fingers. The sight of it sent electricity skittering across my skin, made something deep in my belly tighten and unfurl simultaneously. When he began binding my wrists with those soft, methodical loops—each one precise, each one an act of both restraint and protection—the lattice beneath my skin hummed to life, a symphony of microscopic pleasure centers awakening to his touch. My breath caught in my throat, halfway between a gasp and a whimper, as anticipation bloomed through my veins like warm honey.
"Breathe for me," he said.
Simple words, but they detonated pleasure through my system—less violent than before, more controlled. I could feel the difference between this and Ravenhill's brutal conditioning. This was a tide, not a tsunami.
For hours, he alternated between praise and denial, between touch and distance. Each climax left me more centered, more present, until finally I lay boneless against him, the desperate edge of need softened to a manageable glow.
"I might not be able to keep up with this much longer," David admitted in the darkness, his voice rough with exhaustion. "Physically, I mean."
The vulnerability in his confession tightened something in my chest. At Ravenhill, weakness was never acknowledged—only exploited.
"We'll figure it out," I whispered, pressing my lips to his shoulder.
A soft knock interrupted us. Jane stood in the doorway, tablet in hand, her expression grim.
"Dubai facility just went operational," she said. "First 'merchandise' ships tomorrow."
I sat up, the lattice thrumming like distant thunder as I gripped David's hand.
"Then we'll have to hit them harder, faster, everywhere," I said, feeling steadier than I had in weeks. "And we start with Dubai."
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