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Chapter One




The Tap House was loud and smelled like stale beer and onion rings. River loved it. It was his kind of place, no fancy stuff, just a good time. He sat at the head of the sticky wooden table like he owned it. His big shoulders stretched his dark t-shirt tight. He had that easy smile that made people listen to him.

Across from him, Collin sipped his beer slowly. He watched the crowd with careful eyes. He was thinner than River, and quieter. Next to Collin, Ashton leaned forward on his elbows. He was built like an athlete, always ready for a contest. His girlfriend Tanya sat close to him. She had sharp eyes that noticed everything, and a little smile like she knew a secret you didn't.

River waited for the music to get a little softer. Then he reached inside his leather jacket.

"Alright, listen up. Check this out."

He didn't slam them down. He placed each one on the wet table slowly, like they were precious. Four cards. They were black and smooth, and felt heavy. In the dim light of the bar, shiny silver letters seemed to float on them: The Doll Factory.

Collin leaned closer, squinting. "What's that? A new nightclub?"

"Better," River said, his voice a low, happy rumble. He took a big drink of his beer. "It's an escape room. But not like those baby ones for birthday parties. This is the real deal. Invitation only. Nobody gets in unless they're chosen."

Ashton picked up one card. He turned it over. The back was blank and shiny like a mirror. "Looks expensive. What's the trick?"

"No trick," River said. "You solve the puzzles, you walk out with ten thousand dollars. Cash." He let the number sit in the air. He watched their faces change.

Tanya's eyebrows shot up. "Ten grand? For one night? That's crazy. What do they get out of it?"

"What they get is a show," River said, pointing at her. "My cousin knows a security guy who works for the people who run it. Rich weirdos with too much money. They made it as a private challenge. They say it's unbelievable. Like you're really there. They make a whole new game every time."

Collin didn't touch the card in front of him. "And your cousin's friend just... gave you four invites? For us?"

"I did him a solid once," River said, shrugging. The shrug meant the favor was a big deal, maybe not totally legal, and he wasn't going to talk about it. "The point is, we're in. This Saturday. The four of us."

Ashton's face lit up with that competitive fire. He loved to win, to be the best. "Hell yes. Ten grand split four ways is still awesome money. And the bragging rights? Amazing. I've done every escape room around here. This sounds insane."

"It is," River said, staring right at Ashton. They understood each other without words. This was a thing to beat, to conquer together.

Tanya ran a red fingernail over the raised letters on a card. "Invitation only... I like that. It's special. What do you wear to something like this?"

"Wear something you can move in," River said. "That's all I heard. It's not a party. It's a job."

All three of them looked at Collin. He was the one who always hesitated. River loved him like a brother, but the guy could worry about a free pizza.

"What's wrong, Coll?" River asked. His voice was friendly but it had an edge. "Scared you'll ruin my good looks during all the fun?"

Collin gave a small smile. "It's not that. It's just... something this secret, this pricey. Why would they just give away ten thousand dollars? What's in it for them?"

"The fun of it," Tanya said smoothly. "For people with that much cash, buying stuff is boring. Watching regular people try to beat their game? That's entertainment."

"Exactly," River said, nodding at Tanya. "They get to play god for a night. And we get their money. Simple."

"But what is the game?" Collin pressed. "The Doll Factory? That's a weird name. What are we escaping from? Angry dolls?"

Ashton laughed and slapped Collin on the back. "Who gives a crap? It's all fake, dude. Spooky sounds and plastic props. The money is real. That's all that counts."

River watched Collin's face. He could see the worry there. Collin was the one who read all the instructions, who thought about what could go wrong. River lived for right now. He saw a challenge, he took it. That was the difference between them.

"Listen," River said, leaning in. He kept his voice low and serious. "This is our one shot. My guy says the people who win... they don't talk about it after. They sign papers. Total silence. That's how you know it's the real deal. This isn't for tourists. This is for the few."

The word 'few' got to Tanya. River saw it. Her eyes got brighter. She wanted to be part of something most people never even knew existed.

"I'm in," she said, her voice firm. She looked at Ashton. "We're in."

"You know it," Ashton said, squeezing her shoulder.

Everyone looked at Collin again. He felt the pressure. He hated disappointing River. River was the hurricane in his life, the guy who dragged him into adventures he'd never try alone. Sometimes those adventures ended badly. But sometimes they were incredible.

This felt different. The black card seemed to suck the light right into it. The Doll Factory. The name gave him a cold chill.

But then he looked at River's excited, sure face. He saw Ashton's hungry grin. He saw Tanya's curious smile. If he said no, he'd be sitting on his couch Saturday night while his three best friends walked into a mystery. They'd never let him forget it.

He also desperately needed the money. Two thousand five hundred dollars would wipe out his credit card bill. The thought was a strong pull.

"Okay," Collin said, the word coming out in a sigh. "Okay, fine. I'm in. But if a clown shows up, I'm leaving. I hate clowns."

River's laugh was big and loud over the bar noise. He reached over and grabbed the back of Collin's neck, giving him a shake. "That's my guy! No clowns. Just cold hard cash."

He gathered the cards back up, stacking them neatly. They made a soft, heavy sound as he tapped them on the table.

"Saturday night. Ten o'clock. I'll text you the address. It's in the old warehouse area by the river. Don't be late." River's eyes moved over all of them, full of bright excitement. "This is going to be legendary. We're gonna go in there, break their little doll game, and walk out rich."

Ashton lifted his beer bottle. "To playing god for a night!"

Tanya and River clinked their bottles against his. Collin paused for a second, then joined in. The bottles met with a dull clink.

"To the Doll Factory," River said, his voice a low promise. "Hope they're ready for us."

Inside, Collin's gut was twisting. He couldn't stop seeing the name in his head. It wasn't just a creepy name. It felt like a warning. A factory makes things. It takes stuff and changes it into something new.

He pushed the thought away. He was being a coward. Ashton was right. It was all fake walls and recorded screams. They'd laugh about how silly it was later, while they spent their prize money.

He took a long drink of beer, trying to drown the doubt. River was already talking plan, his voice full of total confidence.

"We stay together. We talk. River, you're the muscle. Ashton, you're good with codes. Tanya, you see the small stuff. Collin, you figure out the logic puzzles. We all have a job. We use what we're good at. This isn't about luck. This is work. And we're the best team for it."

Collin listened to his friend lay it out. The confidence was catching. Maybe River was right. Maybe they were the perfect team. How tough could a bunch of rich people's riddles really be?

He looked at the strong line of River's jaw, the fire in Ashton's eyes, the smart look on Tanya's face. For the first time that night, he felt a little spark of real excitement. This could be fun. This could be the story they told forever.

The black cards were back in River's pocket. The plan was set. The game was on.

Outside the bar, the city lights shone, not knowing about the invitation that now sat in four pockets, pulling them toward a Saturday that would change everything. But for now, they were just four friends in a noisy bar, thinking about easy money and an adventure.

Collin finished his beer and waved for another. He decided to stop worrying. For once, he would just follow River and see what happened.

How bad could it be?

The warehouse district by the river was a skeleton of the city's past. Streetlights were few and far between, casting long, lonely shadows. The buildings were huge and dark, their windows broken or boarded up. The air smelled like wet concrete and rust.

River's truck was the only vehicle on the gravel lot. He killed the engine, and the sudden silence felt heavy.

"Cheery place," Ashton said from the back seat, his voice trying to sound light.

"Told you it was private," River said, stepping out. He looked up at the building in front of them. It was a massive, windowless box made of corrugated metal. No sign. Just a single, heavy-looking metal door with a new keypad mounted beside it. A small blue light on the keypad glowed in the gloom.

Collin got out slowly, his eyes scanning the empty lots around them. His heart was beating too fast. This felt wrong. It felt isolated. "You sure this is the address?"

"Positive," River said, pulling out his phone. The text from his cousin's friend just said: Warehouse 7B. South dock. 10 PM. Use code 1027. He walked to the keypad, the gravel crunching loudly under his boots. The others followed, huddled together.

Tanya wrapped her arms around herself. "It's cold. I hope it's warmer inside."

River punched in the four numbers. For a second, nothing happened. Then, with a deep mechanical clunk, the metal door slid sideways into the wall. Warm, golden light spilled out onto the gravel.

The inside was nothing like the outside.

They stepped into a small, pristine entry room. The walls were a soft cream color. The floor was polished dark wood. The air was warm and smelled faintly of lemons and something else, something sweet and clean. Soothing music played softly from hidden speakers. It was the kind of music you'd hear in an expensive spa.

A woman stood in the center of the room, waiting for them.

She was tall and slender, dressed in a perfectly fitted black dress that went to her knees. Her hair was pulled back into a severe, shiny bun. Her face was all sharp angles and cool, pale skin. She wasn't smiling. She looked them over with eyes the color of gray ice.

"Good evening," she said. Her voice was smooth and calm, but it had no warmth. It was like hearing a recording. "You are the ten o'clock group. Welcome to The Doll Factory. I am Madame Charlotte."

River puffed out his chest a little, stepping forward. "That's us. I'm River. This is Collin, Ashton, and Tanya."

Madame Charlotte's eyes moved over each of them as he said their names. Her gaze felt like a physical touch, cool and assessing. It lingered on River's broad frame, then on Collin's nervous face.

"We're ready for the challenge," Ashton said, trying to match her cool tone.

"All in good time," Madame Charlotte replied. She gestured with one slender hand toward a sleek table against the wall. On it sat four tablets, each in a black holder. Next to them were four pens that looked like they were made of solid silver. "First, there is the matter of the waiver. This experience is... intense. We must ensure you understand and accept the terms."

Collin walked to the table first. He picked up one of the tablets. The screen woke up, showing a document with dense, small print. The title read: LIABILITY WAIVER & EXPERIENTIAL CONSENT FORM - THE DOLL FACTORY (ULTIMATE TIER).

He started to scroll. The document just kept going. Page after page of legal language. Words like "assume all risk," "irreversible effects," and "physical and psychological immersion" jumped out at him.

"Whoa, this is a novel," Ashton said, peering over his shoulder. "Do we really have to read all this?"

"It is required," Madame Charlotte said. She hadn't moved from her spot. She watched them like a scientist watching lab mice. "Clause 14-B is particularly important. Please review it carefully."

River grabbed a tablet. He scowled at the screen, scrolling with an impatient flick of his thumb. "This is all just lawyer crap. They make you sign this so you can't sue them if you get spooked and trip over a fake cobweb." He found the signature box at the bottom. "Where's the pen?"

"River, maybe we should actually read it," Collin said quietly. His finger stopped on a paragraph. "Listen to this: 'Participant hereby consents to full tactile and aesthetic feedback as integral to the immersive experience. This may include, but is not limited to, controlled environmental stimuli, costuming, and sensory engagement protocols.' What does that even mean? 'Aesthetic feedback'?"

Tanya took a tablet. "It means they might make us wear silly costumes or spray us with water. It's part of the show. To make it feel real." She sounded like she was trying to convince herself. She scrolled, her red nails tapping the screen. "It says the experience lasts until the final puzzle is solved or the participant is removed. That's weird phrasing. 'Removed.'"

"It's fine," River said, his voice firm. He picked up one of the heavy silver pens. It was cold in his hand. "It's all cover-your-ass stuff. You think a place that looks like this," he gestured at the elegant room, "is going to hurt us? They have too much to lose."

He leaned over the table, scribbled his name on the line with a quick, aggressive scratch. The tablet beeped softly and displayed a green SIGNATURE CONFIRMED.

"See? Easy." He looked at the others. "Come on. Clock's ticking. Ten grand is waiting."

Ashton hesitated for only a second. He hated looking scared, especially in front of River. "Yeah, it's just legal junk." He picked up a pen, found the signature box, and signed. Another soft beep.

Tanya bit her lip. She looked from the tablet to Madame Charlotte's impassive face, then to Ashton. She let out a breath. "Okay. For the adventure." She signed her name with a flowing script. Beep.

All three of them looked at Collin. He was still reading, his face pale in the tablet's glow.

"Collin," River said. It wasn't a request.

"Clause 22," Collin whispered, not looking up. "In consideration for the prize offering, participant grants irrevocable right to use any captured biometric data, photographic, audio, or video footage for archival and proprietary research purposes in perpetuity.' They can film us. Keep the footage forever. Do whatever they want with it."

"So?" Ashton said. "We'll be on camera the whole time anyway. It's an escape room. They're probably watching us right now to make sure we don't cheat."

"It's different," Collin said. He felt sick. "Biometric data. That's your heart rate, your sweat, your... reactions. It's not just filming. It's measuring."

Madame Charlotte spoke, her voice cutting through the music. "The waiver is comprehensive by necessity. The Doll Factory is not a carnival attraction. It is a curated psychological and sensory journey. The data ensures the integrity and future development of the experience. If you have reservations, now is the moment to leave. The door is still open."

She said it politely, but her eyes were challenging. It felt like a test.

River put a big hand on Collin's shoulder. He leaned in close, his voice a low growl only Collin could hear. "Don't you dare bail on me. Not now. We came all this way. We're a team. You're freaking out over words on a screen. It's a game. Just sign the stupid thing."

Collin looked into his best friend's eyes. He saw excitement, and impatience, and a little bit of anger. He saw the promise of an epic story. He thought about sitting alone in his apartment later, knowing he'd chickened out.

He also thought about the credit card bill on his kitchen table.

His hand was trembling slightly as he picked up the last silver pen. It felt impossibly heavy. He found the line on the screen. He didn't read anymore. He just wrote his name.

Beep.

The sound was final.

Madame Charlotte’s lips curved. It wasn't a smile. It was an acknowledgment. A satisfied one. "Excellent. The commitment is made."

She glided forward and collected the tablets. She placed them neatly in a drawer in the table, which she then locked with a small key from her pocket. "Now, the rules are simple. You will proceed through a series of chambers. Solve the puzzles in each to move forward. The final chamber holds your prize. There is no time limit, but the experience flows best without... prolonged resistance."

"What kind of puzzles?" Tanya asked.

"All will become clear," Madame Charlotte said. She turned and walked toward the far wall, which had no visible door. "The experience begins the moment you cross the threshold. Remember, you consented. You agreed to the immersion. Try to... enjoy the transformation."

Before anyone could ask what she meant by 'transformation,' a section of the wall hissed and slid open silently. Beyond it was darkness.

"Your journey begins," Madame Charlotte said, stepping aside. She gestured into the black opening. "Good luck."

River grinned, a flash of white in the soft light. He clapped his hands together. "Alright team! Let's go get our money!"

He led the way, stepping confidently into the darkness. Ashton followed right behind, with Tanya clutching his hand. Collin hung back for one last second. He looked at Madame Charlotte. Her gray eyes held his, cold and knowing.

Then he turned and followed his friends, the heavy door sliding shut behind him with a soft, airtight sigh, sealing them in.

The door sealed behind them with a sound like a bank vault closing. For a second, there was total blackness and silence so complete Collin could hear his own heartbeat thumping in his ears.

"Whoa," Ashton's voice said in the dark. "Okay. Spooky entrance. I guess that's the point."

Then lights came on. Not all at once, but softly, growing brighter like a sunrise.

They were in a perfectly white room. The walls, the ceiling, the floor—all pure, bright white. It was a soft white, not harsh, but it was everywhere. There were no shadows. In the center of the room was a round white table. On the table was a large, open wooden box.

"Welcome, guests."

The voice that filled the room was female. It was sweet and gentle, like a kindergarten teacher reading a story. But there was something underneath it, something too smooth, too perfect. It came from everywhere and nowhere.

"My name is Ophelia. I will be your guide through the orientation chamber. Please approach the table."

River walked forward first, his boots making no sound on the soft white floor. The others followed. The box on the table was filled with pieces of a doll. A porcelain doll. They could see a smooth head with painted blue eyes, several limbs, a torso, and little pieces of a delicate white dress.

"Your first task is simple," Ophelia's voice cooed. "Reassemble the doll. Place her together so she is whole. You may work together."

Ashton let out a snort. "Seriously? This is the big challenge? Kids' puzzles?"

"Just do it," River said, already picking up the doll's head. It was cool and smooth to the touch. "It's probably just the tutorial level. Gets us used to the room."

Tanya picked up a porcelain arm. "It's pretty. In a creepy, old-fashioned way." She tried to fit it into a socket on the torso, but it didn'tt click.

Collin didn't touch anything. He was looking around the room. There were no visible doors. No vents. Just seamless white walls. The air was still and smelled like nothing. It was unnerving.

"Come on, logic guy," River said, nudging him. "Figure out the order."

Collin forced himself to look at the pieces. It was simple. Obvious, even. The doll went together like any other doll. He pointed. "The legs go into those holes on the hips. Then the arms into the shoulders. The head fits on that peg."

Ashton and Tanya started putting it together. River watched, holding the head. The pieces fit with satisfying, soft clicks. Soon, the body was assembled, lying in the box. It was a classic doll, with jointed limbs and a serene, painted face.

"Now the dress," Tanya said. She carefully threaded the tiny arms through the lace sleeves and buttoned the back. It was a little fiddly, but she did it.

"Place the head," Collin said quietly.

River set the porcelain head onto the neck peg. It clicked into place with a final, clear sound.

The doll was complete. It lay in the box, staring up at the white ceiling with its blank blue eyes.

For a moment, nothing happened.

"Great job!" Ophelia's voice sang out. It was so cheerful it made Collin's skin crawl. "You have shown cooperation and care. A wonderful start. Please take a step back from the table for your reward."

They all took a step back, confused. Reward?

Then they heard it. A soft hissing sound, like a thousand whispers. It came from the ceiling. Tiny, almost invisible nozzles they hadn't noticed before were now misting a fine spray into the air.

It wasn't water. It was a mist that carried a smell. A sweet, heavy, floral perfume. It smelled like gardenias and vanilla and something else, something chemical underneath the sweetness. It fell on them like a gentle rain.

"What the hell?" Ashton said, waving a hand in front of his face.

"It's just scent, dude," River said, though he frowned. "Atmosphere. Making it weird."

Tanya breathed in. "It's actually kind of nice. Expensive perfume."

The mist coated their skin, their hair, their clothes. It was cool and damp. Collin wiped his face, but the feeling lingered. It wasn't just wet. His skin where the mist touched began to feel... strange. Not itchy, but sensitive. Very smooth. Like he'd just put on the softest lotion in the world.

He looked at his hands. They looked the same. But when he rubbed his thumb over the back of his other hand, the skin felt impossibly soft. The fine hairs on his arms were gone. Not shaved. Just... gone. As if they'd never been there.

"Uh, guys?" Collin said, his voice tight. "Feel your arms."

Ashton rubbed his forearm. His brow furrowed. "That's... weird. My arm is totally smooth. I just shaved this morning but I had stubble. It's like baby skin."

River quickly pushed up the sleeve of his jacket and shirt. He ran his big hand over his muscular forearm. His tough, calloused skin now felt as smooth as polished stone. The dark hair that had been there was completely absent. "What is this? Some kind of depilatory spray?" He didn't sound worried yet. He sounded annoyed.

Tanya was looking at her own arms. "Mine too. But I already shave my legs and stuff. It just feels... softer. Really soft."

The mist stopped. The hissing faded away. The sweet smell hung thick in the air.

Ophelia's voice returned, calm and pleasant. "Please proceed to the next chamber. The door is now open."

A section of the white wall to their right slid open silently, revealing another dark doorway.

"Hold on," River said, his voice commanding. He addressed the empty air. "What was in that mist? What did you just spray on us?"

"There are no harmful substances," Ophelia replied, her tone soothing. "Only atmospheric enhancers to deepen the immersion. All compounds are biodegradable and hypoallergenic. Please refer to the waiver you signed. 'Sensory engagement protocols.' This is part of the experience. Now, please proceed. The next puzzle awaits."

Ashton laughed, but it was a nervous sound. "See? It's just part of the show. They're messing with us. Making us feel weird. It's psychological."

"Yeah," River said, but he kept looking at his hairless arm. He flexed his hand. The skin felt tight and new. "It's a good trick. I'll give them that. Felt real."

"It is real," Collin whispered. He was staring at the flawless skin on the back of his hand. There were no pores. No lines. It was like the skin on the porcelain doll. He felt a cold dread start to pool in his stomach. This wasn't a trick. The hair was gone. The change was physical.

"Come on," Tanya said, heading for the dark doorway. She seemed the least bothered. "It's just lotion or something in the air. It'll wear off. Let's keep going. I want to see what's next."

Ashton followed her. River gave his arm one last look, then shrugged. He shot Collin a look that said, Don't be a baby.

Collin stood frozen for a moment longer. He looked back at the doll in the box. Its smooth, painted face. Its perfect, hairless porcelain limbs. They had put it together. And then the mist had come. To make them more like it?

No. That was crazy. He was letting his imagination run wild.

He took a deep breath of the perfumed air. It made him feel a little lightheaded. He forced his legs to move and followed the others into the darkness.

As he passed through the doorway, he couldn't resist rubbing his jaw. That morning's stubble was completely gone. His face was as smooth as if he'd just had the closest, most expensive shave of his life.

The door slid shut behind him, leaving the white room and the completed doll alone in the bright, silent light.


Chapter Two




The darkness didn't last long. Soft, rosy light bloomed around them as they stepped forward.

They were in a new room. It was like an artist's studio, but twisted into something else. The walls were a deep, velvety purple. One wall was covered with a giant grid of little glass bottles, each filled with powders and liquids in every color imaginable—pinks, reds, blues, golds, shimmering whites. In the center of the room were four elegant wooden desks. On each desk sat a small porcelain palette, a set of delicate brushes, a mortar and pestle, and three empty glass vials.

"Welcome to the Pigment Parlor."

Ophelia's voice was back, still sweet, but now it had a teacher-like tone.

"Here, you will learn the art of color. Your task is to create the perfect shades. On your desks, you will find a reference image. You must mix the powders to match the colors exactly. Fill the vials to the line. Teamwork is permitted."

River walked to the nearest desk and looked down. There was a small, framed picture propped up. It showed three swatches of color. The first was a deep, creamy red labeled "Rouge Passion." The second was a shimmery pink called "Blush Dream." The third was a metallic blue named "Sapphire Sigh."

"Are you kidding me?" River's voice echoed in the quiet room. "We have to make makeup?"

Ashton groaned. "I don't know the first thing about this stuff."

Tanya, however, went to a desk and picked up one of the brushes. She twirled it in her fingers. "I think it's kind of cool. It's different. A puzzle is a puzzle."

Collin went to his desk silently. He picked up the mortar and pestle. They were cool and heavy. He looked at the wall of pigments. There were numbers under each bottle. It was a logic puzzle. Find the right ingredients, mix the right amounts.

"Okay," Collin said, more to himself than the others. "The red... it's not just red. It has a purple undertone. See?" He pointed at the reference image. "So we need a base red, but maybe add a touch of that magenta powder. And some white to soften it."

River stared at him. "How do you even know that?"

Collin shrugged, feeling his smooth cheeks heat up. "I took a color theory class for graphic design. It's just mixing. Like paint."

"Well, you're the expert then," River said, throwing his hands up. He paced away from the desks, his big body looking out of place among the dainty tools. "This is stupid. I thought there would be locks to pick, codes to break. Not... arts and crafts."

"Just help, River," Tanya said, already scanning the wall of bottles. "The blue one needs silver powder, I think. Look at the shine."

Ashton joined Tanya at the wall. "Fine. What numbers are we looking for?"

Collin took charge. It felt good to know something River didn't. "For Rouge Passion, we need bottle R-7, which is crimson, and M-3, that's magenta. And W-1 for white. Small amounts. We'll have to grind them together."

He found the bottles. They had tiny spoons attached. He carefully measured a spoon of crimson powder into his mortar, then a half-spoon of magenta, and a pinch of white. He began grinding them with the pestle. The powders mixed with a soft, gritty sound, becoming a fine, uniform dust.

The moment the colors blended into a perfect match for the "Rouge Passion" swatch, something happened.

A gentle, warm breeze sighed from a vent in the ceiling directly above Collin's desk. It wasn't a blast of air. It was a focused stream, warm like breath, and it carried the same sweet floral scent as the mist, but fainter. It washed over his head and shoulders.

And it tingled.

It was a strange, pleasant sensation, like a mild static electricity all over his skin. But it went deeper than his skin. He felt it in the muscles of his shoulders and upper back. A loosening. A softening. He straightened up, and his movement felt... lighter.

"Whoa," Ashton said, pointing at the vent above Collin. "You got a prize. Good job."

Collin quickly poured the red powder into one of his empty vials, filling it to the line. He set it aside, trying to ignore the strange feeling in his body. "Okay. Blush Dream next. That's a pink with a gold shimmer. So P-2 for pink, and G-1 for gold powder."

Tanya was already grinding her own mixture for the blue. "Got it. This is actually fun."

River stood with his arms crossed, watching. His frustration was a physical thing in the room. He was a man of action. Of force. This delicate, precise work made him feel useless. He hated feeling useless.

"River, why don't you start on the blue for your station?" Collin suggested, trying to include him. "You just need B-8, that's the navy, and S-4, the silver shimmer."

River scowled but walked to the pigment wall. He found the bottles. His large, rough hands looked clumsy holding the tiny spoons. He dumped too much navy powder into his mortar. It spilled over the edge.

"Dammit," he muttered.

He tried to grind it, but his movements were too hard, too aggressive. The pestle scraped loudly against the porcelain.

"Gentle, River," Tanya said without looking up. "You're not crushing rocks."

River shot her a dark look. He forced himself to slow down. He added the silver powder, grinding more carefully. The colors began to blend. As they merged into the exact shade of "Sapphire Sigh," the warm, tingling breeze descended from the vent above River's desk.

It flowed over him.

River froze. The warmth seeped through his shirt. The tingling sensation wasn't just on his skin. He felt it across his chest. A weird, faint ache, followed by a sensation of tightness, like his pectoral muscles were cramping and then relaxing into something different. He dropped the pestle with a clatter.

"What is that?" he demanded, looking up at the vent as the breeze died down. He rubbed his chest through his t-shirt. It felt tender. Fuller.

"It's just part of the show, man," Ashton said, though he was watching River closely now. "Like the mist. They've got heaters and fans to mess with us. Make us feel things."

"It feels... real," River said, his voice lower. He looked at Collin. "Did you feel it? In your shoulders?"

Collin nodded slowly. He rotated his shoulder. It felt less bulky. The hard cap of muscle where his neck met his shoulder seemed rounder, softer. "Yeah. I felt it."

A tense silence fell over the room. The fun, game-like feeling was gone.

"Let's just finish," Tanya said, her voice firm. She finished her blue mixture and poured it into a vial. The warm breeze came for her, fluttering her hair. She closed her eyes for a second as it washed over her face and neck. When she opened them, her sharp features seemed subtly smoother, her jawline less defined.

Ashton finished his red mixture. The breeze touched him. He flinched, then laughed nervously. "Okay, that's a trip. Feels like... pins and needles."

One by one, they finished the remaining colors. Each correct mixture triggered the same warm, tingling air from the vent above their workstation. With each breeze, the changes became more noticeable, harder to write off as imagination.

By the time all twelve vials were filled and lined up on the desks, the four of them were standing differently.

Collin's posture was less slumped. His thin frame seemed to have lost its bony angles, gaining a slight, gentle curve at the hips. His neck looked longer, more graceful.

Ashton's athletic build had softened. The hard lines of his biceps were less pronounced under his sleeves. His waist seemed narrower.

Tanya's changes were subtler but there. Her curves were a little more pronounced, her movements inherently more fluid.

River was the most visibly altered. He kept flexing his hands, staring at them. The backs of his hands were smooth and looked almost delicate. His shoulders, once a broad shelf, had lost their squared-off hardness. They sloped down more gently. And his chest... his t-shirt no longer lay flat against his torso. There was a distinct, rounded swell against the fabric. Not large, but undeniable. He wouldn't stop touching it, a look of confused horror on his face.

"The task is complete," Ophelia's voice announced, breaking the heavy silence. "You have shown a fine eye for color and detail. Please move to the scanning booth to verify your work. The door will open when all have been scanned."

A section of the purple wall slid open, revealing a small, lit alcove. Inside was what looked like a futuristic phone booth made of clear glass. A soft blue light glowed from within.

"No way," River said, his voice tight with a new kind of anger. "What is this? What are these breezes doing to us?"

"It is aesthetic feedback," Ophelia explained, her tone patient, as if talking to a child. "Part of the deep immersion. To help you... appreciate the artistry. Please proceed. The scan is quick and painless."

"We're not going in there until you tell us what's happening!" River shouted at the ceiling.

"River," Collin said quietly. He pointed to the contract language he'd read. "We agreed. 'Tactile and aesthetic feedback.' We signed it."

River turned on him, eyes blazing. "We didn't sign up for this! For... for feeling our bodies change!"

"But we did," Tanya said, her voice strangely calm. She was looking at her reflection in the glass of the scanning booth. She touched her own cheek. "We just didn't know what it meant. Now we do. And the only way out is through. Right?"

She looked at Ophelia's voice, at the room, at the sealed door they'd come from. There was no choice.

Ashton let out a shaky breath. "She's right. It's just... really good special effects. It has to be. Let's just get scanned and get to the next room. The next one has to be normal."

River looked from one friend to another. He saw fear in Collin's eyes, a desperate hope in Ashton's, a scary acceptance in Tanya's. He was their leader. He had gotten them into this.

He straightened up, trying to pull his old confidence around him like a cloak. But his posture was different now. It wasn't a warrior's stance. It was something else.

"Fine," he growled. "Who's first?"

The glass scanning booth hummed softly in its alcove, a silent, threatening promise.

No one moved towards it. The air in the Pigment Parlor still carried the faint, sweet smell of the tingling breezes. The changes those breezes had caused hung in the room, unspoken but screaming from their bodies.

Ashton broke the silence with a forced laugh. It sounded too loud. He rubbed a hand over his cheek and jaw, back and forth. The rough, scratchy sound of stubble was completely absent. His hand made only a soft, whispering sound against his skin.

“Okay, this is wild,” he said, his voice trying for lightness but cracking a little. “Feel this. Feel my face.” He grabbed Tanya’s hand and pressed her palm to his cheek.

Tanya’s eyes went wide. She moved her hand, exploring. Her fingers traced the line of his jaw, which felt softer, less angular. She brushed his upper lip. Nothing. “Ashton… your five o’clock shadow. It’s gone. It’s just… smooth. Like mine.”

“I know!” Ashton said, a hysterical edge creeping into his laugh. He turned to Collin. “Collin, check yours.”

Collin didn’t need to be told. He had been slowly running his fingertips over his own face since the last breeze died down. He knew what he would find. There was no resistance. No gritty texture. His jaw, his chin, his upper lip—all were as hairless and smooth as the inside of his wrist. It was a profound, unsettling wrongness. A man’s face wasn’t supposed to feel like this.

“It’s gone,” Collin confirmed, his voice hollow. “All of it. Not shaved. Gone.” He looked at his hands again. The fine hairs on his knuckles had vanished too. His skin was uniformly flawless, like polished wax.

River stood apart, his arms crossed tightly over his chest—a chest that now had a visible, rounded swell beneath his black t-shirt. He glared at them. “It’s a chemical depilatory in the air. A really strong one. It dissolves hair. That’s all. It’s a stupid trick.”

“A trick that works in, like, two minutes?” Ashton shot back, his hand still on his freakishly smooth face. “And what about the other stuff? My arms feel… loose. My shirt feels different on my shoulders.”

“It’s psychosomatic,” River insisted, his jaw clenched. But he wouldn’t touch his own face. “They’re messing with our heads. The weird air, the smells, the creepy music. They make you think you feel different. It’s all in your mind.”

“Touch your face, River,” Tanya said quietly. She was staring at him, her head tilted. “Just touch it.”

“I don’t need to,” he snapped.

“You’re scared to,” Collin said. The words came out before he could stop them.

River’s head whipped around. His eyes, usually so full of confident fire, were wide with something else. Anger, yes, but underneath it, pure fear. “I am not scared. This is a game. A messed-up, expensive game. And I’m not playing their mind games.”

But his denial was crumbling. He could see it on the others. Ashton’s face, once ruggedly handsome, now looked pretty, almost boyish. Collin’s sharp features had softened, giving him a gentle, scholarly look. Tanya… Tanya just looked more intensely female, her beauty sharper, more defined.

And he could feel it on himself. The strange, persistent tenderness in his chest. The way his shirt collar rubbed against a neck that felt slender. The unfamiliar give in the muscles of his arms when he flexed.

His hand, seemingly of its own will, began to rise. He fought it, clenching it into a fist at his side. But the need to know, to prove himself wrong, was too strong.

Slowly, he lifted his hand. He brought his fingertips to his chin.

The moment he made contact, his breath hitched.

It was like touching someone else. The rock-hard, stubbly chin he’d scratched that very morning was gone. In its place was skin so smooth it felt slippery. He dragged his fingers up along his jawline. No rasp. No texture. Just a cool, seamless curve. He touched his upper lip. Nothing. Not even the faintest velvety fuzz.

A flicker of pure, undiluted fear crossed his eyes. It was there for only a second before he buried it under a wave of anger, but they all saw it. The unshakable River was shaken.

“See?” Ashton whispered, his earlier bravado gone. “It’s not in our heads.”

“What is this place?” Collin asked the room, his voice trembling. He wasn’t asking the others. He was asking the walls, the ceiling, Ophelia. “What are you doing to us?”

Ophelia’s voice answered, serene and untroubled. “The Doll Factory is an experience of transformation. You are shedding the coarse, the unfinished. You are becoming refined. Please proceed to the scan. The process must continue.”

“Process?” River roared, turning in a circle, looking for a speaker to yell at. “What process? We signed up for a puzzle room, not a… a makeover!”

“The waiver you signed covers transformative aesthetic immersion,” Ophelia replied, her tone gently chiding, as if reminding a forgetful student. “Clause 14-B. You agreed to the feedback protocols. Now, please. The scan. One at a time. Who will be first?”

The glass booth seemed to glow brighter.

Tanya let out a long, slow breath. She looked at Ashton, at his smooth, worried face. She looked at her own hands, which seemed more slender, her fingers more delicate. A strange resolve settled over her features.

“I’ll go,” she said.

“Tanya, no,” Ashton said, grabbing her arm.

She pulled away gently. “What’s the alternative? We stand here until we starve? They have all the control. We signed it away. Maybe… maybe if we just go along, it stops. Maybe the next room is the last one.” She didn’t sound like she believed it, but she walked towards the glowing booth.

She stepped inside. The glass door slid shut behind her with a quiet snick.

They watched as blue light beams swept up and down her body from floor to ceiling. A soft, melodic chime sounded. A display on the inside wall lit up with the words: PIGMENTATION VERIFIED. PROCEED.

The door slid open. Tanya stepped out, unharmed. But she looked dazed. She touched her hair.

“It… it sprayed something on me. Inside. A fine mist. Cool. It smelled like… almonds and flowers.” She blinked rapidly. “My skin feels… tighter. Everywhere.”

Ashton rushed to her, running his hands over her arms. “Are you okay?”

“I think so,” she said, but her voice was distant. Her eyes met his, and they were brighter, clearer. The brown seemed deeper. Her lashes looked thicker, darker.

One by one, they had to go.

Ashton went next, jaw set with defiance. The blue lights scanned him. The mist sprayed. He came out coughing, rubbing at his eyes. “Damn, that’s strong.” His complexion was suddenly perfect, any lingering redness or blemish gone. His lips looked fuller, pinker.

Collin went, his heart hammering. The booth was smaller inside than it looked. The mist that coated him was icy cold and left his skin feeling numb, then hypersensitive. When he emerged, he stumbled. River caught him.

Collin’s face, already hairless, was now utterly flawless. Pores invisible. Skin tone even and radiant. His thin lips had plumped slightly. He looked, River thought with a jolt, beautiful. In a fragile, breakable way.

Finally, only River was left. He stood before the open booth, staring into the blue light.

“River,” Collin said softly. “You have to.”

River looked at his friends. At their changed faces, their fearful eyes. He was the leader. He had brought them here. He couldn’t freeze now.

With a final, grim curse, he stepped into the booth.

The door sealed. The world outside became muted. The blue lights activated, passing over him. He felt exposed, naked under their glow.

Then, from hidden nozzles, the mist erupted. It wasn't a spray. It was a cloud, thick and cold, smelling strongly of almonds and a sickly-sweet flower. It coated every inch of him, soaking into his clothes, clinging to his new, smooth skin. He gasped, and the taste filled his mouth—bitter and floral.

A deep, vibrating hum filled the booth. He felt it in his bones. In his teeth.

And then he felt it working.

Where the mist touched, a profound numbness set in, followed by a crawling, prickling sensation, like a million tiny needles rearranging the very surface of him. He could feel the skin on his face tightening, pulling. His lips tingled and swelled. His eyebrows felt like they were being combed and shaped by invisible fingers.

It lasted only twenty seconds. Then it stopped.

The door hissed open.

River staggered out, blinking. He raised a hand to his face. The skin was taut, firm, and impossibly smooth. He could feel the new fullness of his lips against his fingers.

“Your eyes,” Tanya breathed.

River looked at her. His vision seemed sharper, colors more vivid. He could see the shock on her face clearly.

“What about them?”

“They’re… bigger. The lids. And your eyelashes.” Collin’s voice was full of awe and horror.

River had no mirror. But he could feel it. The weight of longer lashes against his cheeks when he blinked. The subtle, smooth curve of a more defined eyelid.

He was being remade. And they all finally, truly understood it. This was no game. This was the process. And it had only just begun.

The far wall of the Pigment Parlor slid open silently, revealing another dark passage.

Ophelia’s voice was a sweet, relentless push.

“Well done. Please move forward. Your understanding grows. The next chamber awaits.”

The dark passage from the Pigment Parlor wasn't long. It led to another small, dimly lit room. This one was different. It felt sterile, like a doctor's office. The walls were a pale, calming gray. The only features in the room were four tall, narrow pods arranged in a row. They looked like upright tanning beds or high-tech changing rooms. Each had a sleek metallic door with a small, dark window.

A soft, green light glowed above each pod.

"Welcome to the Chromatic Verification stage," Ophelia's voice announced. Her sweet tone felt like a lie now, coating something terrible. "To ensure color harmony and proceed, each guest must undergo a full-spectrum scan. Please enter an open pod. The process is automated and painless."

"No," River said flatly. The word echoed in the small room. He stood with his feet planted, his body—still strong but now undeniably softer, curved in new places—blocking the way forward. "We're not getting into anymore of your boxes."

"The exit is sealed," Ophelia replied, unperturbed. "The verification is required. The gel application is part of the aesthetic calibration. It is harmless."

"Gel?" Collin's voice was a squeak. He stared at the pods with pure dread. The memory of the cold, shaping mist in the last booth was still vivid on his skin.

"What kind of gel?" Tanya demanded, crossing her arms over her chest. Her movement was instinctively protective, but it also highlighted the new, gentle swell of her breasts beneath her top, a change that had accelerated in the last chamber.

"It is a conductive, nutrient-rich medium for the scanners," Ophelia explained, as if reading from a manual. "It will feel cool. It aids in measurement. Please, do not delay."

Ashton ran a hand through his hair, which was now noticeably softer and longer, brushing his collar. "We don't have a choice, guys. She's not asking."

"We always have a choice!" River shouted, but the defiance was cracking. He could feel the eyes of the others on him. They were waiting for him to lead, to find a way out. But there were no locks to pick here. No wall to break down. Just rules and pods.

A low hum filled the room. The green lights above the pods began to pulse slowly.

"Automated sequence initiating," Ophelia said. "Please enter a pod within sixty seconds to avoid corrective measures."

"Corrective measures?" Collin whispered. "What does that mean?"

No one answered. The pulsing green light was a ticking clock.

Tanya was the first to move. Her face was set in a mask of grim acceptance. "It's just gel. Maybe it's like ultrasound gel. Cold and gross, but that's it." She walked to the nearest pod. The metallic door slid open silently. Inside, it was cramped and white, with dozens of tiny lens-like dots covering the walls. She took a deep breath and stepped in.

The door slid shut behind her with a definitive thump. The green light above her pod turned a solid, steady blue.

A moment later, they heard a faint, mechanical whirring from inside, followed by a sharp, startled gasp from Tanya. Then, the sound of soft, brushing noises.

"Tanya!" Ashton yelled, rushing to the pod. He pounded on the door. "Tanya, are you okay?"

Her voice came back muffled, strained. "It's... brushes! Cold brushes! It's everywhere! Oh God, it's cold!"

Ashton looked desperately at the other two men. The second pod door slid open on its own, an invitation.

"Go," River growled at Ashton, his own fear morphing into a need to protect, to order someone else into danger first. "Go with her!"

Ashton hesitated for only a second more before lunging into the second pod. The door sealed. Blue light. The same whirring, the same brushing sounds, and Ashton's muffled curse.

Two pods left. The green lights pulsed faster.

Collin was shaking. He looked at River, his eyes wide with terror. "I can't. I can't go in there."

"You have to," River said, but his voice lacked its usual force. It was hollow.

The third pod door opened.

Collin backed up until he hit the gray wall. "No. No, no, no."

"Corrective measures will be applied to non-compliant guests," Ophelia's voice chimed, still sweet. A section of the ceiling above Collin slid open. A slender, robotic arm unfolded, ending in a nozzle. It pointed directly at him.

With a cry, Collin dove into the third pod. The door shut. The robotic arm retracted.

River was alone. The humming was loud in his ears. The last pod door yawned open before him, a dark mouth. He could hear the frantic, wet brushing sounds from the other three pods, and the panicked, muffled sounds of his friends.

His heart hammered against ribs that felt too close together, too delicate. He thought of running, but there was nowhere to run. He thought of fighting, but there was nothing to fight.

With a roar of pure rage and helplessness, he charged into the last pod, not as a volunteer, but as an attacker. He slammed his fist against the inside wall the moment the door sealed behind him.

It did nothing. The material was soft, giving, but unbreakable.

Then the process began.

Lights came on inside, a bright, white, clinical light. From hundreds of tiny holes in the walls, a clear, cool gel began to spray. It coated him instantly, soaking through his clothes, drenching his hair, covering his face. He sputtered, the gel tasting like nothing, a bland, thick slime.

Then the brushes emerged. Dozens of them, on flexible robotic arms, tipped with soft, bristly pads. They moved with terrifying, gentle precision.

They started on his face. One brush smoothed gel over his forehead, another over his cheeks, one traced his now-full lips, another swept over his eyelids. They were cold, and the gel was cold, and the combination sent shivers through his core. The brushes moved in circular, massaging motions, working the gel into his skin. He could feel it tingling, sinking in.

Then the brushes moved downward. They slipped under the collar of his shirt, spreading gel over his neck, his collarbones, his shoulders. More brushes attended to his arms, his hands, each finger separately. The gel was everywhere, a slick, chilly second skin.

He heard a soft tearing sound. The brushes at his torso weren't just applying gel; they were cutting. With tiny, precise blades hidden in their tips, they slit his t-shirt and the tank top underneath straight down the middle. The fabric fell away, and the cold air and colder gel hit his bare chest directly.

River cried out, but the sound was swallowed by the pod. The brushes worked over his pectorals, which were now pronounced, soft mounds. The gel tingled intensely there, a deep, aching sensation that made his breath catch. The brushes moved down his stomach, which had lost its hard definition, becoming flat and soft.

His belt was next. A click, a slice, and his jeans were cut open. The brushes, relentless, impersonal, coated his legs, his thighs, his calves. Every inch. The gel seeped through his boxers, cold and invasive. He squeezed his eyes shut, humiliation burning hotter than any fear.

The brushing finally stopped. The whirring changed to a low hum. A deep, purple light replaced the white, scanning him from head to toe. He could feel it passing over him, a wave of warmth that seemed to activate the gel. Wherever the light touched, the tingling intensified, becoming a pulling, tightening sensation.

It felt like his very skin was being ironed, smoothed, and stretched over a new frame. His pores seemed to vanish. The few tiny scars on his knuckles from old fights disappeared. The subtle shadow of stubble on his scalp (he kept his hair buzzed short) vanished, leaving his head perfectly smooth.

The light focused on his face. He felt a subtle pressure on the bridge of his nose, as if it were being pinched and refined. His eyebrows itched fiercely as the gel worked, the hairs being reshaped into a higher, more delicate arch.

Then, as suddenly as it started, it was over. The purple light died. Warm, dry air blasted from vents, quickly evaporating the gel. It left his skin feeling incredibly tight, dry, and hypersensitive. His clothes, ruined and hanging off him in strips, were dry too.

The door hissed open.

River stumbled out, gasping. He clutched the torn remains of his shirt over his chest. The others were already out, in similar states of shock and disarray.

For a long moment, they just stared at each other.

The changes were no longer subtle. They were stunning.

Everyone's skin was flawless. Not just clear, but poreless, like living porcelain. A healthy, rosy glow sat on their cheekbones. Their eyebrows were all identically shaped—a high, perfect arch that gave their faces an open, surprised look.

Tanya’s face had softened further, her beauty now ethereal and doll-like. Ashton’s strong jaw had been subtly rounded, his lips lush and pink. Collin looked fragile and elegant, his large eyes dominating his face.

And River…

River saw the horror in their eyes as they looked at him. He didn't need a mirror. He could feel it. The structure of his face had been altered. His heavy brow ridge was gone, his forehead smooth and high. His nose was straighter, smaller. His jaw, while still strong, was less square, more oval. Combined with the full, rose-colored lips and the huge, long-lashed eyes, the effect was devastating. He was a giant, muscular… woman. A warrior rewritten as a queen.

Panic wasn't just in the room now. It was a live wire, snapping and sizzling between them, electrifying the air. It was in Tanya’s hand clamped over her mouth. In Ashton’s ragged breathing. In Collin’s silent tears tracing clean paths down his impossibly smooth cheeks.

In River’s own reflection, glimpsed in the dark glass of the pod door—a beautiful, terrified stranger wearing his ruins.

The far wall slid open, revealing not darkness this time, but a warmly lit space beyond. The promise of the next chamber.

No one moved. The panic held them rooted, a shared, silent scream.


Chapter Three




The panic was a cold stone in River’s gut, but the open doorway was a command. They couldn’t stay in the gray scanning room with its memory of cold gel and brushing hands. Shivering in their torn clothes, they moved like sleepwalkers into the next chamber.

The heat hit them first. It was warm and humid, like a tropical greenhouse after the sterile chill of the pods. Then the smell. It was the same sweet floral perfume from before, but multiplied by a hundred, thick and heavy as syrup. It smelled of night-blooming jasmine, vanilla, and a deep, musky rose. The air felt dense with it, coating their tongues, filling their lungs with every breath. It was dizzying.

The room itself was breathtaking, in a gaudy, overwhelming way. It was a massive wardrobe hall. The walls were covered in floor-to-ceiling mirrors framed in gold-colored trim, reflecting the scene into infinity. Dozens of ornate, dark wood wardrobes lined the walls, their doors carved with intricate patterns. In the center of the room stood four headless mannequins on rotating platforms. They were featureless and white, waiting.

But it was the clothes that stole their attention. Everywhere. Cascading from open wardrobe doors, draped over velvet chairs, spilling from chests. Dresses. So many dresses. Lace, silk, satin, tulle. Bustles and corsets and petticoats in ivory, powder blue, crimson, and black. There were also smaller items: stockings, gloves, hats adorned with feathers and fake fruit, delicate shoes with ribbons.

“Oh, wow,” Tanya breathed, the word slurring slightly. The intoxicating air was already going to her head. Her eyes, now larger and brighter, glazed over as she stared at a gown of emerald green silk.

Ashton blinked rapidly, trying to clear his vision. The perfume was like a drug. “This is… a lot.”

Collin just wrapped his arms around himself, the strips of his gel-stiffened shirt crinkling. He felt exposed, his new smooth skin hypersensitive to the warm, scented air. Every breath made him feel lighter, dizzier.

River tried to summon his anger, but the thick perfume seemed to smother it. His head swam. He focused on the task, a lifeline in the sensory storm. On a small, elegant table between the mannequins lay a single card with fancy script.

He stumbled towards it, his movements unsteady. The others followed.

The card read:

"Dress us for our eras, dears,

To still the whispers and the fears.

First, the Victorian bride, pure and pressed.

Second, the flapper, barely dressed.

Third, the porcelain princess, tight-laced and grand.

Fourth, the French maid, a doll in demand."

Below the rhyme were four cryptic clues, each numbered.

1 White lace and a veil to hide a sigh.

2 Fringe and feathers where stockings end high.

3 Satin and a corset, a doll's rigid pose.

4 Black and white frills, from her head to her toes.

“It’s a costume puzzle,” Collin said, his voice sounding far away. He rubbed his temple. “We have to find the right outfits from all this… and put them on the mannequins.”

“Great. More dress-up,” River muttered, but even his sarcasm lacked its usual bite. The perfume was inside him, relaxing his muscles, softening his thoughts. He looked at the mannequins. Their blank, headless forms were unsettling. They looked like waiting bodies.

“Okay, let’s just do it fast,” Ashton said, swaying a little on his feet. He walked toward a wardrobe overflowing with shiny, fringed dresses. “Flapper. That’s the 1920s. Fringe and feathers. This has to be it.” He pulled out a dress made of silver beads and long black fringe. It was scandalously short.

Tanya drifted toward a rack of pristine white gowns. “Victorian bride… white lace…” She touched a dress with a high neck and long, lace sleeves. A delicate veil was pinned to the hanger. “This one.”

River stood before a mannequin, his mind struggling. The clues were simple, but his thoughts were cottony. Porcelain princess. Satin and a corset. He saw a gown of baby-blue satin laid over a chair. Next to it was a vicious-looking white corset with dozens of laces. The doll’s rigid pose.

That left the French maid. Collin was already staring at a neat, tiny outfit hanging alone: a black dress with a white, frilly apron and a matching frilly headband. Black and white frills.

“Found them,” Collin said softly.

“Then let’s put them on these things and get out of here,” River said, grabbing the blue satin gown. The fabric felt alien in his big, smooth hands—slippery and cold. He approached the third mannequin.

But as he lifted the dress, the first argument sparked.

“How does this even go on?” Ashton grumbled, holding the flapper dress. It had no obvious back, just a mess of straps and beads. “Do I put it over the head? Is it a wrap?”

“It probably just slips on,” Tanya said, not looking up from carefully arranging the bridal veil on her mannequin’s nonexistent head. “Figure it out.”

“Don’t tell me to figure it out!” Ashton snapped, his voice sharper than he intended. The perfume, the fear, the weird changes—it was all making him irritable. “You’re not the only one who knows about clothes.”

“I never said I was!” Tanya shot back, her own nerves fraying. She fumbled with the tiny buttons on the back of the wedding gown, her newly slender fingers feeling clumsy.

River tried to shove the blue satin dress onto the mannequin. It was meant for a much smaller frame. The fabric ripped at the shoulder seam with a sickening rrrip.

“Dammit!” he roared, the sound echoing in the mirrored room. He threw the dress to the floor. “This is impossible! These are doll clothes! For tiny little dolls!”

“They’re for the mannequins, River,” Collin said quietly, picking up the French maid outfit. He held the tiny black dress against his own chest. It would have been too small for him yesterday. Now, with his narrower shoulders and softer frame, it didn’t look quite as absurd. The thought horrified him, and he dropped it.

“I know what they’re for!” River shouted, turning on Collin. His new, beautiful face was twisted with frustration. “But nothing fits! Nothing makes sense! This isn’t a puzzle, it’s a… a joke!” He kicked at the fallen satin gown.

His dominance, once as solid as rock, was cracking. He couldn’t force the clothes to fit. He couldn’t bully the puzzle into submission. The room, with its perfumed air and endless mirrors reflecting his altered self back at him, was designed to break his kind of strength.

“Just… calm down,” Ashton said, trying to sound reasonable. He’d managed to get the flapper dress onto his mannequin, but it was crooked, the fringe tangled. “We just have to get them on. However they go.”

“Calm down?” River laughed, a harsh, ugly sound. “Look at us! We’re being turned into… into mannequins ourselves! And you want to play dress-up with plastic ones?”

The truth of his words hung in the scented air. They all looked at the headless forms, then at their own reflections in the endless mirrors—their flawless skin, their reshaped faces, their bodies moving under tattered rags. The mannequins were just emptier versions of what they were becoming.

A heavy silence fell, broken only by their ragged breathing. The perfume swirled around them, sweet and suffocating.

Collin was the one who moved first. He picked up the French maid outfit again. With trembling hands, he began to carefully, methodically, dress the fourth mannequin. He fastened the tiny buttons on the back of the dress. He tied the apron strings into a perfect bow. He placed the frilly headband around the smooth neck stump.

It was an act of surrender. But it was also the only way forward.

One by one, the others followed. Tanya finished buttoning the wedding gown. Ashton straightened the flapper dress. River, with a final, defeated curse, picked up the torn blue satin gown. He found another, similar one in a nearby wardrobe—this one in pink. He forced it onto the mannequin, then yanked the laces of the corset tight around its middle, making its shape impossibly narrow-waisted and rigid.

As the last corset lace was tied, a soft, melodic chime echoed through the wardrobe hall.

Ophelia’s voice purred through the speakers, thick with the same perfume that filled the air.

“Excellent. You have an eye for style. You understand the forms. Now, it is time for you to wear them.”

Before anyone could process the words, the walls behind the wardrobes shimmered. Four new panels slid open, not to another room, but to four small, private alcoves. Inside each was a single, luxurious garment bag hanging from a hook.

And then, the main exit they had come from, and the mirrored walls around them, began to rotate with a low, grinding sound. The room was rearranging itself, closing them in, separating them from each other and from everything but their assigned alcove.

“What’s happening?” Ashton yelled, his voice tinged with panic.

“To proceed,” Ophelia sang, her voice now a hypnotic lullaby, “you must wear the provided garment. It is the key. Please step into your fitting room. The door will close behind you. You must change to unlock it.”

Each of them was now standing directly in front of one of the small, open alcoves. The garment bags beckoned.

The perfume was so strong. Their thoughts were so slow. Resistance felt like trying to swim through honey.

Tanya, her eyes locked on the delicate lace peeking from the bag in her alcove, took the first step.

The grinding sound of the rotating walls was deafening. One moment, they were standing together in the overwhelming perfume of the wardrobe hall. The next, mirrored panels slid between them, cutting off their view, their voices.

Collin stumbled back as a wall sealed him into a space about the size of a large closet. It was softly lit by a single, frosted glass sconce. The only thing in the room was the garment bag hanging before him. The air here was even thicker with the sweet, drugging scent. It made his head spin, his thoughts slow and syrupy.

From beyond the mirrored walls, he heard Ashton’s muffled shout. “Hey! What the hell? Let us out!”

Then Ophelia’s voice, not from a speaker now but seeming to come from the very air around him, gentle and firm. “To proceed, you must wear the provided garment. It is the key. Please change. The door will not open until you are dressed.”

Collin stared at the garment bag. It was black velvet, luxurious. His heart hammered against ribs that felt too close together. He didn’t want to touch it. But the idea of being trapped forever in this scented, silent box was worse.

With trembling fingers, he unzipped the bag.

Inside was not a costume. Not a flapper dress or a maid uniform.

It was lingerie.

A slip of sheer black fabric, so fine it looked like smoke. It had thin spaghetti straps and a lace trim along the hem and neckline. It was a chemise. Beneath it, folded neatly, was a robe of deep crimson silk, slippery to the touch.

A hot wave of shame washed over him, followed by a dizzying, terrifying curiosity. The fabric was beautiful. It felt incredible against his new, hypersensitive skin.

“No,” he whispered to the empty room. “I can’t.”

“You must,” Ophelia’s voice cooed in his ear, as if she were right beside him. “It is the only way. The garment is the key. Put it on.”

In the alcove next to his, Ashton was having a similar crisis. He’d torn open his garment bag to find the same ensemble: a sheer black chemise and a silk robe, his in a dark emerald green. He held the flimsy black fabric in his hands, his face burning.

“This is a joke!” he yelled at the walls. “You want me to wear this? I’m not wearing this!”

“The door will not open until you are dressed,” Ophelia’s voice replied, serene and unyielding. “The clock is ticking. Prolonged resistance is noted.”

Noted. The word carried a threat. Ashton remembered the “corrective measures” from the last room—the robotic arm pointing at Collin. What would they do here? Spray more of that numbing gel? Send in brushes?

He looked at the chemise. It was tiny. It would barely cover him. But his body… his body wasn’t his anymore. His chest had a soft, defined swell. His hips had a curve. The hard lines of his stomach were gone. The person this garment was meant for… it wasn’t the old Ashton. It was closer to what he saw in the mirror now.

With a groan of utter defeat, he began to strip off his ruined, gel-stiffened clothes.

Tanya’s alcove was different. Her garment bag held not a chemise, but an elaborate lace teddy. It was ivory-colored, with intricate floral patterns, satin ribbons, and a plunging neckline. It was far more revealing, far more intentionally erotic, than the men’s sheer slips. A matching silk robe, pale pink, lay beneath it.

She didn’t hesitate as long. The perfume, the heat, the entire surreal nightmare had worn down a different part of her. A part that was fascinated. She traced the lace with a delicate finger. It was exquisite. She’d never owned anything so beautiful, so expensive.

She shed her torn clothes without a second thought, eager to feel the luxury against her skin. The cool lace and smooth silk were a shock, a balm. She slipped the teddy on. It fit as if made for her new proportions—snug at the bust, nipping at a waist that seemed smaller every minute, hugging hips that were now pronounced. She tied the robe loosely, letting it hang open. In the soft light, she looked like a vintage pin-up, a dream of femininity. She felt a strange, powerful thrill.

And then there was River.

In his alcove, he had ripped the garment bag from the hook. The contents spilled to the floor. The sight of the sheer black chemise and the sapphire blue silk robe lying there felt like the ultimate insult. A final, crushing humiliation.

“NO!” he roared, his voice raw. He kicked the silken pile. It slid across the smooth floor. “I WILL NOT WEAR THAT! DO YOU HEAR ME? I AM NOT PUTTING THAT ON!”

He turned and slammed his fists against the mirrored wall. It didn’t shudder. It absorbed the blow with a soft thud. He pounded again and again, screaming curses, his new, higher-pitched voice cracking with strain.

“River.” Ophelia’s voice was suddenly in his alcove, calm and close. “Your anger is wasted. Your strength is now elsewhere. In grace. In beauty. Look at yourself.”

A section of the mirrored wall in front of him brightened, becoming a full-length screen. His reflection appeared, clearer than any mirror.

He froze, panting.

The person staring back was a stranger. A stunning, furious stranger. Flawless porcelain skin glowed with a faint blush. Huge, stormy gray eyes, framed by thick, dark lashes, blazed back at him from a face of delicate, refined beauty. The black chemise and blue robe were pooled at the feet of this gorgeous, broad-shouldered woman. Her—his—chest rose and fell rapidly, the rounded curves under the torn remains of his shirt straining with each breath.

It was him. It was undeniably him. But every hard edge, every marker of the man he had been, had been smoothed away, sculpted into this… this masterpiece of femininity.

“The garment is made for you,” Ophelia whispered. “For who you are now. Put it on. Embrace the truth. It is the only key.”

River stared at his reflection. The rage drained out of him, leaving a hollow, cold despair. He had never felt so powerless. Fighting wasn’t working. Yelling wasn’t working. He was trapped in a beautiful cage, and the only way out was to decorate himself for it.

Slowly, like an old man, he bent down. He picked up the sapphire robe first. The silk was cool and heavy. He shrugged it on over his torn clothes. It felt alien, decadent. It slithered over his skin.

Then, with fingers that felt numb, he unbuttoned the rags of his shirt and let them fall. He peeled off the ruined jeans and boxers. He stood naked before the screen, exposed in the soft light.

His body was a map of transformation. Smooth everywhere. Curved where there had been angles. Soft where there had been hard planes. He was a classical statue of a goddess, but alive, breathing, trembling.

He picked up the black chemise. It felt like holding a shadow. He stepped into it, pulled it up over his hips. The sheer fabric clung to him, hiding nothing, only softening the lines, making his skin look misty and ethereal. He slipped his arms through the thin straps. They settled on his smoothed shoulders.

He looked at the screen.

The vision was complete. A tall, powerfully built woman, draped in a king’s ransom of silk and sheer lace. The anger was gone from the face in the reflection. In its place was a shattered emptiness, a profound submission.

In that moment, in all four alcoves, locks clicked open simultaneously.

The mirrored wall before each of them slid aside.

They stepped out, one by one, into the center of the wardrobe hall which had now reconfigured back to its original state.

The sight of each other was a fresh shock.

Ashton stood shivering in his sheer black chemise, the green robe clutched tightly around him. His athletic legs were bare and smooth, his face a mask of humiliated confusion.

Collin had his crimson robe cinched shut, but the sheer black sleeves and hem peeked out. He looked down, unable to meet anyone’s eyes, his posture instinctively curving in on itself, making him seem smaller.

Tanya posed almost defiantly, her ivory lace teddy and open pink robe showcasing her dramatic new figure. She looked from one man to the other, a strange, possessive pride in her gaze.

And then River emerged.

He filled the doorway of his alcove. The sapphire silk robe was open, revealing the sheer black chemise beneath, which did little to conceal the powerful, yet now utterly feminine, lines of his torso and hips. His face, set in grim resignation, was devastatingly beautiful. He was a queen deposed, forced into the robes of her conqueror.

For a long moment, no one spoke. The perfume hung between them. The silence was broken only by the rustle of silk.

They were no longer four friends in an escape room. They were four dolls, dressed for display, waiting for their master’s next command.

The main door of the wardrobe hall, the one leading forward, slid open with a whisper.

Ophelia’s voice was a sigh of satisfaction.

“Very good. You begin to understand compliance. Now, you may proceed.”

The silence in the wardrobe hall was a living thing, thick and heavy like the perfumed air. It was the silence of profound shock, of boundaries erased.

They stood exposed in the center of the room, surrounded by the mocking opulence of doll clothes and infinite mirrors. The soft, humid warmth caressed skin that was no longer theirs, skin that was now hairless, flawless, and covered only in whispers of silk and sheer lace.

Ashton couldn’t stop trembling. The emerald silk robe felt like a betrayal against his skin. He kept pulling it tighter, but it was slippery, and it kept falling open to reveal the sheer black chemise beneath. The fabric clung to the new, soft curves of his chest, making them unmistakable. His legs, long and smooth and completely bare, felt alien. He stared at the floor, his pretty, reshaped face burning with a humiliation so deep it was nausea.

Then he felt eyes on him. He looked up.

Tanya was staring. Not at his face, but at his body. Her gaze traveled slowly down the open V of his robe, over the shadowy outline of his form beneath the black chemise, down his bare legs. Her expression wasn't one of horror or pity. It was hungry. Curious. Her pink robe hung open, showcasing the intricate ivory lace teddy that hugged every dramatic new curve—the full bust, the cinched waist, the flared hips. She looked like a fantasy made flesh, and she knew it.

She took a step towards him. The rustle of her silk was loud in the quiet.

"Ashton," she breathed. Her voice was different. Lower, huskier. The intoxicating perfume seemed to pulse from her skin.

He took a step back, hitting the edge of a velvet chaise lounge. "Tanya... don't."

But she was already there. She reached out, not for his hand, but for his collarbone. Her fingers, tipped with perfect, unpainted nails, traced the delicate bone that now seemed more prominent under his smooth skin. Her touch was electric. A jolt went through him, part shame, part something else—a shocking, unwelcome spark of sensation in his deadened nerves.

"You feel so different," she whispered, her eyes locked on where her fingers touched him. "So soft."

Her other hand came up, sliding over the silk of his robe, feeling the shape of his arm underneath. Her touch wasn't gentle. It was exploratory, possessive. She was mapping the changes, claiming them.

Ashton's breath hitched. He should push her away. This was wrong. They were being watched, transformed, violated. But her touch was the first real, human contact since the gel and the brushes. And his body, swimming in perfume and hormones and terror, responded. A heat pooled low in his belly, traitorous and intense.

He saw the same heat reflected in her enlarged, luminous eyes. The fear was still there, but it was being consumed by a raw, desperate need to feel something besides the nightmare. To connect. To prove they were still alive, still capable of sensation.

The tension between them snapped.

With a low groan that was half protest, half surrender, Ashton grabbed her. His hands, now slender and smooth, tangled in the silk of her robe, pulling her hard against him. Their mouths crashed together.

It wasn't a tender kiss. It was hungry, frantic, messy. Teeth clashed. It was a fight for dominance, for feeling, for escape. Tanya moaned into his mouth, her hands flying to his hair—hair that was now soft and longer, brushing his shoulders. She gripped it, pulling his head back to deepen the kiss.

Their hands began to move, groping, searching through the thin barriers of their lingerie. Ashton’s palm slid down her back, over the lace of the teddy, cupping the full swell of her rear through the silk. She gasped, arching into him. Her own hand slipped inside his open robe, her fingers splaying over the sheer black chemise covering his chest. She found the new, tender swell there and squeezed.

A ragged cry tore from Ashton’s throat. It was pain and pleasure twisted together, a direct wire to his confused, altered senses. He broke the kiss, panting, his forehead resting against hers. Their eyes met, wild and desperate.

River watched.

He stood rooted to the spot, his sapphire robe hanging open. Disgust churned in his gut, hot and acidic. This was vile. They were giving in. Letting the sickness of this place infect them, turn them into animals. His friends, reduced to groping each other in fancy underwear while God-knows-who watched.

But beneath the disgust, another feeling writhed, just as powerful.

Arousal.

It was a sharp, aching pull low in his own transformed body, a throbbing heat that ignored his revulsion. The sight of them—Tanya’s fierce hunger, Ashton’s surrendered strength—triggered something primal, something that had nothing to do with his old self. His new body reacted with a fierce, undeniable urgency. The sheer black chemise felt suddenly too tight, too revealing. He could feel his own new sensitivity, a constant, humming awareness between his legs that was both alien and intensely focused.

He wanted to look away. He commanded himself to look away. But his eyes were locked on Tanya’s hand, kneading Ashton’s chest through the sheer fabric. On the way Ashton’s head fell back, exposing the long, smooth line of his throat. It was beautiful. They were beautiful. And the realization made him want to vomit.

A small, choked sound came from his left.

Collin.

He had backed into a corner, his crimson robe wrapped tightly around him like a shield. He was hugging himself, his face buried against the silk. His whole body shook with silent, violent shivers. He wasn't watching the couple. He was trying to disappear. The forced vulnerability, the display, the animalistic hunger of his friends—it was too much. His mind was retreating, folding in on itself, seeking the safety of nothingness.

The sounds of Ashton and Tanya’s frantic coupling filled the room—harsh breaths, wet kisses, the rustle and slide of silk on skin. Tanya had pushed Ashton down onto the velvet chaise. She straddled him, her pink robe falling off her shoulders entirely. She ground herself against him, her lace-clad hips moving in a slow, deliberate rhythm, her head thrown back in ecstasy or agony, River couldn't tell.

River finally managed to wrench his gaze away. He looked at Collin, the one person who seemed as shattered as he felt. He took a step towards him, wanting to offer some comfort, some solidarity. But what could he say? What could he do, standing there in a silk robe and a see-through nightgown?

Before he could reach him, a soft, definitive click echoed through the hall.

The main door, the one leading out of this chamber of mirrors and madness, swung open.

The sound was like a bucket of ice water.

Ashton and Tanya froze mid-motion. Tanya slowly lifted her head from where she had been biting at Ashton’s shoulder. Ashton’s hands, which had been gripping her hips, went still.

The spell was broken. The desperate, perfumed heat receded, leaving behind the cold, hard reality of what they had just done, and what they had become.

Panting, flushed, and tangled in each other and their silks, they slowly untangled themselves. Tanya climbed off Ashton, avoiding everyone’s eyes as she gathered her robe around her. Ashton sat up, pulling his own robe closed, his face a mask of shame and confusion.

No one spoke. The open doorway beckoned, a dark maw promising only more of the unknown.

They were humiliated. They were aroused. They were terrified. They were changed down to their very instincts.

And they had no choice but to walk forward.


Chapter Four




The doorway led them into darkness, but this time it was a short tunnel that opened almost immediately into the next chamber. The light here was a soft, warm gold, coming from dozens of small bulbs set into the walls like tiny stars.

The room was circular and vast. The walls were covered in intricate, swirling patterns of polished brass and dark, rich wood. In the very center of the room stood an enormous structure. It was a music box, but built on a giant scale. It rose nearly to the high ceiling, a masterpiece of craftsmanship. Its base was made of that same dark, gleaming wood, inlaid with mother-of-pearl that shimmered in the light. On top of the base was a round platform, and on the platform stood a single, beautiful porcelain ballerina figure, frozen in a graceful pose.

Around the base of the music box were four smaller stations. Each had a set of strange controls: a series of brass levers, a small keyboard with only eight colored keys, and a slot that held a cylindrical object that looked like a big roll of paper with holes punched in it.

The air smelled faintly of old wood, oil, and a hint of vanilla. After the overwhelming perfume of the last room, it was a relief, but the silence was heavy, waiting to be broken.

Ophelia’s voice filled the space, gentle and melodic. “Welcome to the Aria Chamber. Here, harmony is key. Your task is to compose the correct lullaby. Each station controls one part of the melody. You must work together to create a perfect four-part harmony. Insert your melody cylinder and play your keys in the sequence shown.”

River stared at the giant music box. His whole body was still humming with the residual shame and unwanted arousal from the previous room. The silken robe felt like a brand on his skin. Seeing this new, delicate, artistic puzzle was the final straw.

“A lullaby?” he spat, his voice echoing in the round room. It was still his voice, but lighter, smoother, lacking the gravel of his old rage. The sound of it just pissed him off more. “We’re getting turned into… into dolls, and we have to play a damn lullaby?!”

He stormed forward, past the others who were cautiously approaching their stations. He went straight for the giant music box itself. Up close, the ballerina was exquisitely detailed, her painted smile serene and empty.

“This is all a joke!” River roared. He drew back his leg, clad only in the sheer chemise and robe, and kicked out with all his remaining strength at the delicate wooden filigree near the base of the music box.

His foot connected with a loud crack.

But it wasn't the sound of breaking wood. It was a trigger.

A panel directly in front of River’s face, hidden in the ornate carving, snapped open. From it blasted a concentrated stream of air, carrying a scent so sharp and cloying it was a physical assault.

It wasn't the sweet floral perfume. This was different. It smelled like overripe peaches and a harsh, chemical lavender, with an undertone of something medicinal, like cough syrup. It was thick, sugary, and suffocating.

The vapor hit River full in the face. He inhaled it in mid-shout.

The effect was instantaneous.

He stumbled back as if struck, a violent coughing fit seizing him. He doubled over, hacking, his eyes streaming. The coughs were tight, high-pitched sounds. The scent coated the inside of his nose and mouth, tasting like rotten candy and medicine.

But worse than the taste was the feeling.

As the coughing subsided, a wave of intense dizziness washed over him. The world tilted. The golden lights swam. His knees buckled, and he barely caught himself on one of the small station tables, knocking a brass lever.

The fiery anger that had been boiling in his chest didn't just cool. It dissolved. It melted away like sugar in hot water, leaving behind a thick, warm numbness. His thoughts, which had been a storm of panic and fury, slowed to a crawl. They became soft, fuzzy, disconnected.

He blinked, his long lashes fluttering. He tried to summon the rage again, to focus on the injustice, the violation. But he couldn't grasp it. The thoughts slipped through his fingers like smoke. All he felt was a passive, heavy warmth. A desire to be still. To not fight.

"Whoa," Ashton said, watching from his station. River's aggressive kick, the shocking spray, and now his sudden, docile slump were terrifying. "River? You okay?"

River slowly straightened up. He wiped the tears from his cheeks with the back of his hand—a smooth, graceful motion that felt foreign. He looked at Ashton, his big gray eyes wide and vague.

"I'm... I'm fine," he heard himself say. His voice was even softer now, dreamy. "It's just... strong."

He looked at the music box, then at his own station. The puzzle seemed less like an insult now and more like... a task. A simple task to be completed. The need to fight was gone, replaced by a hollow, accepting calm.

The sharp, cloying scent still hung in the air around him, a personal cloud of pacification.

Ophelia’s voice was a gentle murmur. "Aggression is not harmony. It disrupts the melody. Please, attend to your stations. Find the song. The way forward lies in gentle cooperation."

Collin watched River with dawning horror. He saw the change in his friend's posture, in his eyes. The leader was gone. In his place was a placid, beautiful doll, waiting for instructions. The corrective measure hadn't hurt him. It had erased him.

Tanya was already studying her cylinder. It had a pattern of holes. She slotted it into her station. A series of the colored keys on her little keyboard lit up in a sequence. "I think... when the key lights up, you press it. In time. And all four parts have to fit together."

Ashton, shaken, focused on his own controls. "Okay. Okay, let's just do it. Before anything else sprays."

River moved to his station obediently. He slotted in his cylinder. His large, smooth hands hovered over the tiny colored keys. He waited for the first light, his expression one of vacant concentration.

The room was silent except for the faint hum of the lights and the lingering, sickly-sweet smell around River. The giant ballerina watched over them, forever poised, forever silent, a model of the perfect, passive form they were all being pushed towards. And River, their once-fierce protector, had just taken a massive, willing step into that silence.

The four of them worked at their stations with a tense, focused silence. The puzzle was a complex one of rhythm and harmony. When one person played their sequence wrong, the entire melody from the giant music box would stutter to a halt with a discordant clank, and they’d have to start over. It required listening, cooperation, and a patience that felt alien in their current nightmare.

River, moving in his chemically-induced calm, was surprisingly adept. His large fingers, now so smooth and delicate-looking, found the tiny colored keys with an unnatural grace. He didn’t get frustrated when Ashton missed a beat or when Collin’s sequence was too slow. He just waited, his beautiful face placid, and tried again.

It was Collin who finally solved the final harmonic alignment. His logical mind, cutting through his own terror, mapped the patterns. “Tanya, your third note is a half-beat late. Ashton, you need to hold your fifth key longer. River, you’re perfect. Just follow my lead on the crescendo.”

They tried one last time. Tanya tapped her keys. Ashton followed, his brow furrowed. River played his part with serene precision. Collin conducted with his eyes, nodding as he played the final, binding notes on his own keyboard.

This time, the melody flowed seamlessly from all four stations, weaving together into a single, sweet, and simple tune. It was a lullaby. Gentle, repetitive, and dripping with a sentimental sweetness that felt cloying even without the scented air.

The giant music box above them whirred to life. The platform with the ballerina began to rotate slowly. A soft, tinkling version of the very melody they had just composed began to play from hidden speakers, perfectly harmonized. The porcelain dancer spun in a slow, graceful circle, her fixed smile beaming down at them.

“Well done,” Ophelia’s voice cooed, brimming with approval. It felt like a teacher praising a pet. “You have found the song of rest. Now, to open the door, you must give it voice. Each of you must hum your part of the melody together. A breath of harmony. Let the sound flow from you. Do not force it. Simply… breathe the tune.”

Hum? River blinked slowly. The last of the dizzying scent had faded, but the passive emptiness it left behind was still there. Humming seemed like a small thing. An easy thing.

Ashton shifted uncomfortably. “We have to hum it? Why?”

“The final lock is vocal,” Ophelia explained, her tone leaving no room for argument. “The melody must be lived, not just played. Begin when you are ready.”

Collin looked at the others, then at the still-sealed far door. There was no other way. He wet his lips—lips that were now full and soft. He remembered his part of the tune. It was a simple, mid-range series of notes. He took a shaky breath and let out a quiet hum.

The sound that came out was not his. It was higher. Clearer. It had a melodic, almost breathy quality, like a shy singer. He cut off instantly, his hand flying to his throat in shock.

“Again, Collin,” Ophelia urged gently. “All of you. Together.”

Tanya went next. Her humming was stronger, more confident, but her voice too had changed. It had lost its slightly nasal quality and gained a smooth, velvety depth that was intensely feminine and alluring.

Ashton, gritting his teeth, joined in. His hum was the roughest, but it was undeniably higher in pitch than his speaking voice had been. The gravel was gone, replaced by a light baritone that wanted to be a tenor.

They all looked at River. He was just standing there, listening to the fractured pieces of the lullaby hanging in the air. The command was in him to complete the task. To obey. It was a simple order, and in his current state, simple orders were to be followed.

He opened his mouth. He thought of his melody line. And he hummed.

The sound that emerged from River’s throat was a seismic shift.

His commanding bass, the voice that had shouted orders, told booming stories, and roared with laughter, was gone. Vanished. What came out was a soft, warm, resonant tenor. It was a beautiful sound, rich and smooth, but utterly, devastatingly gentle. It held no threat, no authority. It was the voice of a choirboy, or a kind young teacher. It floated in the air, blending perfectly with the others.

River heard it. He felt the vibration in his throat, in his chest—a chest that now resonated differently, on a higher, tighter plane. The sound was so alien, so wrong coming from him, that he should have stopped. He should have been furious.

But he wasn’t. The chemical passivity held him. And worse, the act of humming felt… natural. The new voice fit the new shape of his throat, the placement of his tongue. Forcing his old voice would have felt like a strain. This was easy. This was right.

A low, thrilled sigh came from the speakers. Ophelia was enjoying this.

“Good… very good. Now, together. From the beginning. Let it be one breath.”

Shamefaced, they all began again. Collin’s breathy melody, Tanya’s sultry harmony, Ashton’s struggling light baritone, and River’s soft, leading tenor. They wove together, creating the saccharine lullaby with their own voices.

And as they hummed, something insidious happened.

Their voices began to shift. Not suddenly, but subtly, smoothing out, adjusting in real-time to match each other, to match the perfect pitch of the music box recording. It felt like their vocal cords were being tuned by an invisible hand.

Collin’s breathy sound gained a sweeter, more flute-like clarity. Ashton’s voice finally broke fully into a true, pleasant tenor, losing its last bit of resistance. Tanya’s velvet tone became even richer, more controlled.

And River’s soft tenor… it softened further. It climbed, just a few notes, into a pure, alto range. The resonance left his chest and settled higher, becoming lighter, more agile. It was a woman’s singing voice. A contralto, warm and hauntingly beautiful.

They were too deep in the act, too focused on the unison, to fight it. The act of humming was unlocking something, teaching their bodies a new default. The melody was a virus, and their compliance was letting it rewrite their code.

It felt disturbingly natural. The right notes came easier in these new registers. The harmony locked in with an effortless perfection that would have been impossible with their old voices. They weren't just humming a song; they were performing it, beautifully, as a newly-formed quartet.

The final, lingering note hung in the air, perfectly blended.

For a moment, there was silence.

Then, with a soft, musical chime, the far door of the Aria Chamber slid open.

The humming was over. The door was open.

But the change was permanent. They all knew it.

River closed his mouth. He swallowed. He tried to clear his throat, a habit from his old life.

The sound that came out was a delicate, feminine ahem. High. Clean.

He stared straight ahead, his gorgeous face utterly blank. The last vestige of his old self, the voice that had defined his presence in the world, had just been sung away into nothing. In its place was the voice of a stranger. A beautiful, silent stranger who now lived inside his skin.

Ophelia’s voice was a whisper of pure satisfaction.

“Perfect. Your voices are now in harmony with your forms. You may proceed.”

The open doorway led to a dim, inviting space. But none of them moved. They were too busy listening to the silence inside themselves, a silence where the echoes of their old voices had died, replaced by the terrifying, beautiful new ones still ringing in their ears.

The doorway from the Aria Chamber didn’t lead to another puzzle. It opened into a room that felt like a physical sigh.

It was a nursery. But not for children. The walls were padded with soft, cream-colored fabric, tufted like a giant quilt. The floor was covered in a deep, plush carpet the color of warm milk. Scattered everywhere were enormous pillows and cushions in muted pastels—lavender, mint green, pale yellow. The air was warm and still, carrying a faint, clean scent of powdered baby soap and something else, something subtly sweet that made the eyelids heavy.

The only light came from a few scattered, low-wattage lamps shaped like moons and stars, casting a dreamy, twilight glow. In one corner, a mobile of crystal butterflies turned lazily in a nonexistent breeze, tinkling softly.

After the intense mental focus of the music box and the visceral shock of the voice training, the room was an assault of comfort. It didn’t demand anything. It invited collapse.

Collin was the first to break. A low, shuddering sob escaped his new, flute-like voice. His legs simply gave out, and he sank onto a massive lavender pillow, burying his face in its softness. The crimson silk robe pooled around him like spilled wine. He was done. His mind and body had hit a wall.

Ashton stumbled to a large mint-green cushion and dropped onto it, his head in his hands. The emerald robe fell open, revealing the sheer black chemise and the smooth, tapered lines of his torso. He was trembling, but it was a full-body exhaustion now, deeper than fear.

Tanya stood for a moment longer, swaying. Then she let her pink robe slide from her shoulders. It puddled on the carpet. In just the intricate ivory lace teddy, she looked like a confection left in this strange, soft prison. She walked slowly to where Ashton sat and lowered herself beside him, her body molding against his side.

River remained standing near the door, his sapphire robe hanging open. The chemical passivity from the scent spray was wearing off, leaving behind a hollowed-out fatigue and a sharp, returning awareness of his own body. And his body was screaming.

The humiliation of the lingerie. The shocking loss of his voice. The sight of his friends, transformed and broken. It all churned inside him. But beneath that, hotter and more urgent, was a relentless, physical ache.

His arousal was a live wire, burning through the numbness. It was centered between his legs, a throbbing, insistent pressure that felt different than before. More sensitive. More focused. The sheer black chemise he wore was loose, but the soft silk of the robe brushed against him with every slight movement, each touch like a lick of flame. He was painfully, unmistakably hard. A damp spot of pre-cum was already soaking through the delicate black fabric, a dark, shameful bloom against the sheer material. He could feel the wetness, cool against his heated skin.

He tried to think of anything else. The exit. A plan. But his thoughts were sludge, and his body wouldn't listen.

His eyes were dragged, against his will, to Ashton and Tanya.

Ashton had lifted his head. He was looking at Tanya, his new, pretty face etched with confusion and need. Tanya met his gaze. There were no words. The perfumed heat from the wardrobe hall had faded, but a deeper, more desperate heat had taken its place—a need to feel alive, to feel anything besides the creeping doll-like emptiness.

Tanya reached out and cupped Ashton’s cheek. Her thumb stroked the impossibly smooth skin. Then she leaned in and kissed him. It wasn't frantic like before. It was slow. Deep. Searching.

A low moan vibrated in Ashton’s new tenor throat. He kissed her back, his hands coming up to frame her face. His touch was different now. Softer. More deliberate. The aggressive grab of before was gone, replaced by a almost graceful control.

They sank down together into the nest of pillows, a tangle of silk and lace and smooth, bare limbs. Tanya lay back, her dark hair fanning out against a pale yellow cushion. Ashton moved over her, bracing himself on arms that were leaner, less bulky.

River watched, his breath coming in short, sharp gasps. He should look away. Every fiber of his old self demanded it. But he was paralyzed. The sight was mesmerizing.

Ashton dipped his head, kissing along Tanya’s jaw, down the column of her throat. His movements were fluid, sensual. He nuzzled the lace at the neckline of her teddy, then used his teeth to gently tug the thin strap off her shoulder. The lace gave way, revealing the soft, full curve of her breast. Ashton took her nipple into his mouth.

Tanya cried out, back arching. Her hands flew to Ashton’s hair, now silky and brushing his neck. She didn't pull; she cradled his head.

River’s own hand twitched at his side. He could almost feel the weight of her breast in his own palm, the pebbled tightness of her nipple against his tongue. The ache between his legs intensified, a painful, leaking throb. He squeezed his eyes shut, but it was worse. In the darkness, the sounds were amplified: wet, sucking sounds, Tanya’s ragged pleas, the rustle of fabric.

He opened his eyes. He had to see.

Ashton was kissing his way down her body now, his movements possessed of a new, languid confidence. He hooked his fingers in the waistband of her lace teddy and peeled it down, revealing the neat thatch of dark hair below her softened stomach. He didn't hesitate. He buried his face between her legs.

Tanya’s whole body bowed off the pillows. A sharp, musical scream tore from her throat, echoing in the padded room. Her legs wrapped around Ashton’s shoulders, her feet flexing in the air.

River’s hand finally moved, not to cover his eyes, but to press against the front of his own chemise. Through the slick, wet silk, he found the hard, aching length of himself. A jolt of electric pleasure-pain shot through him, so intense he saw stars. He bit down on his new, full lower lip to keep from making a sound. Pre-cum soaked his fingers.

Ashton was working on her with a focused intensity, his softer features intent. Tanya was thrashing, her cries becoming a sobbing chant. “Yes… oh God, yes… right there…”

Then Ashton rose up, kneeling between her spread legs. He fumbled with the hem of his own chemise, pulling the sheer black fabric up to his waist. His erection sprang free, slender and elegant compared to his old self, but hard and eager. He was leaking too, the tip glistening.

He didn't slam into her. He guided himself to her entrance, his eyes locked on hers, and pushed forward with a slow, inexorable pressure.

They both groaned, a duet of surrender.

And then he began to move. His hips rocked in a smooth, rhythmic wave. It wasn’t pounding aggression. It was something else. Something closer to dance. Each thrust was deep, controlled, perfectly timed to the ragged hitch of Tanya’s breath. He held himself above her, his reformed body moving with a grace he’d never possessed, muscles flexing under smooth skin in a way that was powerfully, undeniably feminine.

Tanya clawed at his back, her nails scraping over the silk of his chemise. She met every thrust, her hips rolling, her head tossing side to side. “Don’t stop… Ashton, please…”

River was dying. His own hand was moving in a frantic, shameful rhythm over his silk-covered cock, matching the pace Ashton set. The friction was maddening, not enough, too much. He was so close. The damp patch on his chemise had spread. He was panting, his new alto breaths loud in his own ears.

Collin, curled on his pillow, had turned to watch. His face was pale, his eyes huge with a mixture of horror and a dawning, unwanted fascination. He drew his knees up to his chest, the crimson robe tightening around him.

The sex in the center of the nursery wasn't violent or degrading. That was the most terrifying part. It was tender. Intimate. Beautiful. It was the coupling of two stunning, lost creatures seeking solace in shared ruin. And it was the most erotic thing River had ever witnessed.

Ashton’s movements became faster, losing some of their control. A fine sheen of sweat glistened on his smooth chest. Tanya’s cries climbed higher, sharper. With a final, deep drive and a raw shout that was pure, unrefined tenor, Ashton shuddered and collapsed onto her.

They lay entwined, breathing in ragged unison, a sculpture of spent passion.

In the silence that followed, River’s own crisis peaked. With a choked, stifled gasp that was utterly, devastatingly feminine, his hips jerked forward against his own hand. Pleasure, white-hot and shattering, ripped through him. It was different—deeper, more diffuse, a wave that crashed over his entire sensitized body rather than a localized explosion. He sagged against the padded wall, trembling violently, soaked with shame and release.

The nursery was quiet again, save for the slow, ticking rotation of the crystal butterfly mobile. The air smelled of sex, sweat, and baby powder.

The door on the far side of the nursery, unnoticed until now, clicked open.

No voice instructed them. The path was just there. Waiting.

But for a long moment, no one could move. They were all prisoners of what they had just done, and what they had just become.


Chapter Five




They hadn't meant to sleep. Exhaustion was a thief, and the soft, padded nursery was its perfect accomplice. One moment, River was slumped against the wall, the aftershocks of his humiliating release still trembling through him. The next, he was swimming up from a deep, dreamless void.

He opened his eyes. The nursery's twilight glow was gone, replaced by the bright, even light of a new room. He was lying on something hard and cool. He pushed himself up on elbows that felt strangely delicate.

He was on a sleek, white leather chaise lounge. They all were. Four identical lounges arranged in a row. Tanya was stirring to his left, Ashton beyond her, Collin on the far end.

And then he felt it. A weight on his shoulders. A soft, shifting curtain against his neck and cheeks.

His hair.

He reached up. Yesterday, his hair had been a short, practical buzz cut. Now, thick, silky strands slid through his fingers. He pulled a lock forward. It was a rich, dark brown, streaked with subtle caramel highlights, and it fell past his collarbone. It was perfectly cut, with soft layers. It smelled like vanilla and almonds.

A choked sound came from his right. Ashton was sitting up, running both hands through his own new mane. It was a tousled, sandy blond, brushing his shoulders, effortlessly stylish. Tanya’s dark hair was now a cascade of glossy black waves down her back. Collin’s mousy brown had been transformed into a sleek, chin-length bob of chestnut silk, with a fringe that brushed his enormous, startled eyes.

They had been groomed in their sleep.

The room confirmed it. They were in a salon. A high-end, minimalist one. The walls were pale gray. Four large, well-lit mirrors with glowing bulbs lined the wall opposite the lounges. In front of each mirror was a vanity table.

But there were no stylists. No scissors.

On each vanity sat a single, realistic female mannequin head, mounted on a stand. The heads had blank, plastic faces. Arranged neatly before each head was a complete makeup kit: foundations in little bottles, palettes of eye shadows and blushes, lipsticks in tubes, mascara wands, brushes of every shape and size, all pristine and professional.

Ophelia’s voice was a soft, instructive murmur. “Good morning. Rest is essential for radiance. Your next task is an exercise in artistry. You will apply a full face of makeup to your practice model. Follow the tutorial on the screen. Take your time. Precision is beauty.”

A thin, transparent screen lit up in the mirror behind each mannequin head. A video began to play silently. It showed a pair of elegant, feminine hands with perfect nails demonstrating each step: primer, foundation, concealer, powder. Then eyes: brow gel, eye shadow in a neutral crease, a shimmer on the lid, precise eyeliner, two coats of mascara. Then cheeks: contour, blush, highlight. Finally, lips: liner, a coat of rosy pink lipstick, a dab of gloss.

The tutorial looped, over and over.

For a long moment, they just stared. The silence was heavy. This wasn't a puzzle with a code or a key. This was an instruction manual. For being a woman.

Collin was the first to slide off his lounge. He moved like a ghost to the vanity with the chestnut-haired mannequin, which somehow mirrored his own new haircut. He picked up a foundation bottle, looking lost.

Ashton followed, scowling. He grabbed a mascara wand, pulling it from the tube. It came out coated with too much black goo. “This is ridiculous.”

Tanya went to her station with a strange focus. She picked up a brush, testing its bristles against her palm.

River remained on the chaise. The memory of the nursery, of his own weakness, was a fresh burn. He wanted to refuse. To smash the plastic heads. But his body felt different. Lighter. His hair swayed when he turned his head. There was a strange… curiosity tugging at him. The makeup was there. The tutorial was clear. It was just another task. And a part of him, a deep, shameful part that had been awakened and then pacified, was tired of fighting.

He stood up. The sapphire robe whispered around his legs. He walked to the last vanity.

He looked at the tools. They were small, delicate. He picked up a fluffy powder brush. It was incredibly soft. He’d never touched anything so soft. He brushed it against his own cheek, just to feel it. The sensation was pleasant. Soothing.

He looked at the tutorial screen. Step One: Primer.

He found a small bottle labeled ‘Primer.’ He squeezed a pearl-sized drop onto the back of his newly smooth hand. It was cool and silky. Using his finger, he dabbed it onto the plastic forehead of the mannequin, then spread it in gentle circles, just as the video showed. It went on evenly. It was satisfying.

Step Two: Foundation.

He found a bottle that seemed to match the plastic skin tone. He shook it, poured a little onto a plastic palette. He selected a flat-headed brush, dipped it, and started painting the mannequin’s face. It was like painting a very small, curved wall. He had to be careful around the nose and eyes. He focused completely, his brow furrowed. He’d always been good with his hands—fixing engines, building things. This was just… detail work.

He blended. The foundation erased the plastic pores, created a flawless canvas. He stepped back. It looked better. More finished.

A tiny spark of something ignited in his chest. Not pleasure, exactly. But… competence.

He glanced sideways. Ashton was struggling, smearing concealer under the mannequin’s eye like war paint. Collin was carefully, painstakingly, trying to match an eye shadow to the tutorial’s example, his breathy voice humming in concentration.

River turned back to his own work. Eye shadow. The palette had a dozen colors. The tutorial used a soft brown and a shimmery peach. He tapped the brown onto a brush, then carefully swept it into the crease of the mannequin’s plastic eyelid. He added the peach to the lid. He blended the edges with a clean brush, watching the colors melt together. It was… pretty.

He picked up the eyeliner pen. This was harder. His big hands wanted to shake. The line on the tutorial was a perfect, sharp wing. His first attempt was a wobbly mess. He grabbed a makeup wipe, erased it, and tried again. And again. On the fourth try, he got a clean, sweeping line. It was elegant. A fierce, surprising pride shot through him.

He did the other eye. It was easier. Symmetrical.

He picked up the mascara. He’d seen Tanya do this a hundred times. He pulled the wand out, wiped off the excess on the rim. He leaned close to the mannequin, holding its plastic chin steady with one hand. With the other, he carefully brushed the black formula onto the fake lashes. They became longer, darker, more defined. He did two coats, just like the video.

He sat back.

The mannequin’s eyes were now huge, dramatic, beautiful. They looked alive. He had done that.

The spark in his chest grew warmer. He reached for the blush, a soft pink powder. He smiled the brush on his wrist, then lightly dusted it on the plastic apples of the cheeks. A healthy, youthful flush appeared.

He was falling into a rhythm. Contour under the cheekbones to add shape. A dusting of shimmery highlighter on the brow bone and cupid’s bow. Each step had a clear purpose, a visible, improving result. It was a system. A problem to be solved. And he was solving it beautifully.

Finally, the lips. He chose a lip liner a shade darker than the lipstick. He steadied his hand. He traced the outline of the mannequin’s mouth, defining its shape. It was like drawing. Then he filled it in with the rosy lipstick from the tube, applying it carefully. Last, a dab of clear gloss in the center.

He put down the tools.

He looked at his work.

The blank, plastic mannequin head was gone. In its place was a stunning, glamorous face. The makeup was perfect. Flawless. A work of art. His art.

A wave of feeling crashed over him so powerfully it stole his breath. It was a mixture of profound pride, deep shame, and a terrifying, giddy love. He loved the transformation he had wrought. He loved the colors, the textures, the power of creation. He loved how beautiful he had made this inert thing.

His eyes lifted from the mannequin and met his own reflection in the mirror behind it.

A gorgeous, long-haired woman with expertly applied, natural-looking makeup stared back at him. Her cheeks were blushed, her eyes wide and defined, her lips plump and glossy. The makeup on his own face was identical to the makeup on the mannequin. Perfect. He must have applied it in his sleep, or the room had done it for him.

The woman in the mirror wasn't a stranger wearing his face. She was him. And she was breathtaking.

He didn't feel disgust. He felt a shocking, overwhelming sense of… rightness. The makeup wasn't a mask. It was the finishing touch. The final layer of the masterpiece he had become.

He slowly, reverently, picked up the lip gloss from his vanity. He didn't look at the tutorial. He looked at his own reflection. He uncapped it and carefully, deliberately, touched the wand to his own full, lower lip. The cool, slick gloss spread like a promise.

He pressed his lips together, feeling the smooth, sticky sweetness.

He was in love with the doll he had created.

Because the doll was him.

The silent, self-contained world of the makeup tutorial shattered with the soft snick of a door opening.

They all turned, brushes and lipsticks frozen in their hands.

A man entered the salon. He was not like Madame Charlotte, who was sharp and cold. This man was a monument. He stood at least six and a half feet tall, with shoulders so broad they seemed to fill the doorway. He wore a simple, impeccably tailored black suit that did nothing to hide the powerful, sculpted physique beneath. His skin was a deep, flawless brown, his head completely shaved, reflecting the salon lights. His face was handsome in a stark, impassive way, with high cheekbones and a strong jaw. But his eyes were the most striking feature—a pale, almost colorless gray, like chips of ice. They held no expression. No curiosity, no malice, no warmth.

This was Ruby, the Valet. And his presence sucked the air from the room.

He didn't speak. He didn't need to. He simply stood there, those pale eyes scanning them, assessing their completed makeup, their new long hair. Then, with a slow, deliberate gesture, he pointed to the four salon chairs positioned in the center of the room, in front of the large mirrors. The chairs were plush, white leather, with adjustable headrests. They looked like dentist chairs, or electric chairs.

The unspoken command was clear: Sit.

Collin dropped his eyeliner brush immediately. It clattered on the vanity. He moved like a sleepwalker, sliding into the nearest chair, his chestnut bob swaying. He stared straight ahead, avoiding the giant's gaze in the mirror.

Ashton hesitated, his jaw working. He looked at Tanya, then at River. He saw no fight in their faces, only a numb dread. With a defeated slump of his shoulders, he took the second chair.

Tanya, still holding a blush brush, met Ruby's icy stare for a second. A flicker of her old defiance sparked, but it died quickly. She placed the brush down neatly, smoothed her ivory lace teddy, and sat in the third chair with a strange, resigned grace.

That left River.

He was still standing at his vanity, the taste of lip gloss sweet on his mouth. The love he’d felt for the made-up reflection was now curdled by a fresh, cold fear. This man was different. He wasn't a voice or a hidden spray. He was physical, immense, and real. Submission to him felt like a final, irreversible step.

River straightened up, trying to fill his softened frame with authority. The sapphire silk robe felt ridiculous now, a costume. "No," he said, and his new alto voice, though firm, lacked any power. "We're done with your games. We're leaving."

Ruby's pale eyes fixed on him. The Valet didn't react to the words. He simply began to walk forward. His movements were silent, fluid for a man of his size, like a panther on padded paws.

River backed up, hitting the edge of his vanity. "Stay back!"

Ruby kept coming. The distance closed in three long strides.

River did the only thing he had left. He swung. It was a wild, panicked punch aimed at that impassive face.

Ruby didn't flinch. He didn't block it. He let River's fist connect with his jaw.

It was like punching a marble statue. A sharp, sickening pain shot through River's hand and wrist. He cried out, a high, pained sound, clutching his injured hand to his chest.

In that moment of stunned agony, Ruby moved.

It was too fast to follow. One massive hand clamped around River's bicep—the grip was iron, unbreakable, but not crushing. It was a restraint of absolute control. River was pulled forward, off-balance.

Ruby's other hand came up. On his middle finger was a thick, silver ring. As he brought his hand near River's neck, there was a faint, pneumatic hiss, like a sigh.

River felt a tiny, sharp pinprick just below his ear, on the side of his neck. It was no worse than a mosquito bite.

Then, the world dissolved.

A wave of intense, warm weakness flooded through him, starting at the puncture and rushing outward to his fingertips and toes. His muscles turned to water. His knees buckled. The fight, the fear, the very will to stand drained out of him in an instant. He didn't lose consciousness. He became a prisoner inside a limp, heavy doll.

A deep, relaxed sigh escaped his glossy lips. His head lolled forward.

Ruby caught him easily, one arm supporting his full weight as if he were a child. With effortless efficiency, the Valet guided River's boneless body to the last remaining salon chair and lowered him into it. River slumped against the white leather, his head tilting back against the headrest, his beautiful, made-up face staring vacantly at the ceiling. His long, dark hair spilled over the sides of the chair.

From his pocket, Ruby produced a thin, black silk cape. He shook it out and draped it over River, tying it securely around his neck. His movements were not rough, but they were impersonal, clinical. He was preparing a canvas.

Then Ruby went to work.

He went to a hidden cabinet and retrieved his tools. They were laid out on a rolling tray with terrifying precision: shears of various sizes, their blades gleaming; thinning scissors; several fine-toothed combs; clips; a spray bottle of clear liquid.

He started with Collin, who was trembling visibly. Ruby placed a large, steadying hand on Collin's shoulder. The touch was not comforting; it was a command to be still. With quick, expert motions, he combed through Collin's chin-length chestnut bob. He studied it in the mirror, his ice-chip eyes critical. Then, with a few swift snips of the shears, he evened out the ends, creating a perfectly blunt, sleek line. He used the thinning scissors to add subtle layers around the face, softening the look. He misted it with the spray, then used his fingers to shape it, pushing it behind Collin's ears. The whole process took less than two minutes. When he stepped back, Collin's hair was no longer just grown-out; it was a chic, modern hairstyle. It made him look even more delicate, more elegant.

Collin stared at his reflection, tears welling in his expertly mascaraed eyes.

Next was Ashton. Ruby ran his fingers through Ashton's tousled blond locks. He seemed dissatisfied. He picked up a smaller pair of shears and, with meticulous care, began texturizing. He cut pieces at different lengths, creating artful, piece-y layers that gave the hair movement and a deliberately messy, boyish charm that contrasted heartbreakingly with Ashton's pretty features. He styled it with a bit of pomade from a tiny jar, ruffling it with his fingers until it looked effortlessly perfect. Ashton sat rigid, his eyes squeezed shut, enduring the intimate, violating touch.

Tanya was next. Her long black waves were already gorgeous, but Ruby was a perfectionist. He sectioned her hair, trimming the dead ends with microscopic precision. Then he used a curling iron he produced from a drawer, wrapping thick sections around the barrel. He created loose, romantic waves that cascaded down her back like a shampoo commercial. He pinned a small section at the crown back with a delicate, pearl-encrusted clip he took from his tray. When he finished, she looked like a vintage Hollywood starlet. She watched the transformation in the mirror, her expression unreadable.

Finally, he returned to River.

River watched from behind a haze of chemical relaxation. He could see everything in the mirror, but he couldn't move, couldn't protest. He could only observe as the giant man loomed over him.

Ruby studied River's long, dark hair. He gathered it all in one massive hand, feeling its weight and texture. He seemed to be making a decision.

He picked up his largest shears.

With a single, decisive snip, he cut off a massive length of River's hair, just below the shoulders. The dark locks fell silently to the black silk cape.

River felt a phantom loss, a strange emptiness. But the drug kept him calm.

What followed was a masterclass. Ruby worked with focused intensity. He cut the remaining hair into a long, severe, angled bob. It was sharp, geometric. The back was cut to a precise point at the nape of his neck, while the front sections were left longer, framing his face in dramatic, sweeping lines. Ruby thinned the interior layers to remove weight, making the style swing and move.

Then he brought out a flat iron. He clamped sections of the dark hair, pulling it bone-straight until it shone like polished obsidian. The final result was stunning, sophisticated, and severe. It was a haircut that demanded attention, that spoke of power and control—but a cold, elegant, feminine power. It was the haircut of a queen, or a ruthless CEO. It was the antithesis of everything the old River had been.

Ruby misted a light-hold hairspray. He used his fingers to make a final adjustment, tucking one side behind River's ear.

Then, he stepped back. He looked at his work—at all four of them, now perfectly, professionally styled. His icy eyes showed no pride, no satisfaction. It was a job completed.

He collected his tools, wiped them clean with a cloth, and returned them to the cabinet. He folded the black silk cape, now covered in the shorn hair of his subjects, and tucked it under his arm.

Without a word, without a glance back, he turned and left the salon. The door whispered shut behind him.

The chemical relaxant in River's system was beginning to fade, leaving a deep, full-body lethargy. He could move his fingers, his head. He lifted a heavy hand and touched the sharp, sleek edge of his new hair. It felt like someone else's. It felt like armor. It felt like a cage.

In the mirrors, four beautifully made-up, exquisitely coiffed strangers stared back, their eyes wide with the same helpless terror. They had been groomed. Not just cleaned up. They had been designed.

The silence Ruby left behind was thicker than the hairspray hanging in the air. The chemical lethargy from the Valet’s injection was receding from River’s body, but it left a strange vacuum in its wake. A hollow, buzzing space where his anger had been, now filled with something else—a raw, humming sensitivity.

He felt pliant. His muscles were loose. The sharp, sleek lines of his new bob brushed against his jaw, a constant, foreign sensation. He looked at his reflection: the flawless makeup, the severe haircut, the sapphire silk robe open over the sheer black chemise. He looked expensive. Pretty. Broken.

A hot shame flooded him, followed immediately by a sharper, more urgent heat. It was the same desperate arousal from the nursery, but closer to the surface now, stripped of any pretense of resistance. His body, swimming in residual relaxants and God-knew-what hormones, was a live wire of need. He could feel every brush of the silk against his skin, every pulse of blood in his veins. Between his legs, he was already half-hard, the sensitive flesh stirring traitorously against the slick fabric of the chemise.

He needed to feel control. Any control. He needed to prove he wasn’t just a doll to be styled and posed.

His ice-gray eyes, magnified by mascara and liner, scanned the room. They landed on Collin.

Collin was still sitting in the salon chair, staring at his own refined reflection with a look of utter devastation. His new, sleek chestnut bob made him look like a scared fawn. He was hugging himself, the crimson robe pulled tight, his slender shoulders shaking with silent tremors. He was the weakest. The most broken. The perfect target.

A dark, possessive energy coiled in River’s gut. It wasn’t the clean, competitive aggression of his old self. This was darker, more intimate. It was the need to dominate, to claim, to imprint himself on someone else’s ruin. To use Collin’s fear to fuel his own sense of power.

River stood up. The movement was fluid, graceful, an unconscious effect of his softened physique and the lingering drugs. He didn’t stomp. He prowled.

The soft whisper of his silk robe on the tiles was the only sound. Ashton and Tanya watched, frozen, from their chairs. They saw the change in River’s posture, the predatory focus in his made-up eyes. They didn’t move to intervene.

Collin sensed him coming. He looked up, his huge, tear-bright eyes widening further in terror. He tried to shrink back into the chair.

River reached him. He didn’t speak. Words were useless in his new alto voice. Action was all he had left.

He grabbed Collin by the upper arms. His hands, now smooth and long-fingered, still possessed their old strength. He hauled Collin out of the salon chair with ease. Collin let out a gasp, a high, fluting sound of panic.

River spun him around and shoved him hard against the edge of his vanity. Makeup bottles and brushes rattled. Collin’s back hit the cool marble, and he cried out, his hands flying back to brace himself.

“River… please…” Collin begged, his breathy voice trembling.

River ignored him. He crowded in, his larger body pinning Collin against the vanity. He could feel the frantic beat of Collin’s heart through the layers of silk and chemise. He could smell the clean, powdered scent of him, mixed with fear.

This close, River could see every detail of Collin’s transformation. The perfect arch of his shaped brows. The dewy blush on his cheeks. The plump, pink lips parted in fear. He looked utterly ravishable.

River’s own arousal surged, becoming a painful, throbbing demand. Pre-cum soaked the front of his black chemise, a dark, damp patch he knew Collin could see.

He brought one hand up and tangled it in Collin’s sleek, new hair. He didn’t yank it. He gripped it, forcing Collin’s head back, exposing the long, smooth line of his throat. Collin whimpered, his eyes squeezing shut.

“Look at me,” River commanded, his alto voice a low, husky rasp.

Collin’s eyelids fluttered open. He stared up into River’s fierce, beautiful face, so close he could see the individual flecks of silver in the storm-gray eyes.

River saw the fear. But beneath it, he saw something else. A shocking, answering heat. A desperate, confused need. The same drugs, the same transformations, were in Collin too. His body was also a traitor.

That spark of need was all the permission River needed.

He crashed his mouth down onto Collin’s.

It wasn’t a kiss. It was a claiming. Hard, bruising, hungry. He tasted the waxy sweetness of Collin’s lipstick, felt the soft give of his new, full lips. Collin froze for a second, then a broken moan vibrated in his throat. His hands, which had been braced against the vanity, came up. They didn’t push River away. They clutched at the sapphire silk of his robe, pulling him closer.

The surrender was electric. It poured gasoline on the fire in River’s blood.

He broke the kiss, panting. His hand left Collin’s hair and went to the tie of his crimson robe. He ripped it open. The robe fell apart, revealing the matching sheer black chemise underneath, clinging to Collin’s slight, softly curved frame. River’s other hand slid down, over the silk, cupping the gentle swell of Collin’s rear. He squeezed, hard.

Collin gasped, arching into the touch. “River…”

“Shut up,” River growled against his ear, his new voice somehow making the command more intimate, more degrading. He kissed along Collin’s jaw, down his exposed throat, biting at the delicate collarbone. He could feel Collin’s own hardness pressing against him through the thin layers of silk.

With a grunt, River turned Collin around, bending him over the vanity. Makeup scattered, rolling to the floor with plastic clatters. River pushed the hem of Collin’s chemise up, revealing the smooth, perfect curves of his ass, now completely hairless. River ran a possessive hand over them, feeling the skin quiver under his touch.

He fumbled with the waist of his own silk pajama pants, part of the lingerie set he’d been given. He freed his aching erection. It was slick with pre-cum, painfully sensitive. He didn’t wait. He didn’t prepare. This was about possession, not pleasure.

He pressed the head against Collin’s tight, unprepared entrance.

Collin tensed, a sharp cry tearing from him. “Wait—it hurts⁠—”

“Good,” River breathed, the word full of dark promise. He pushed forward, using his strength to overcome the resistance. It was a slow, brutal invasion. Collin sobbed, his fingers scrambling against the smooth marble of the vanity, knocking over a bottle of foundation that spilled like blood.

But as the pain peaked, it began to shift. The drugs, the heightened sensitivity, the profound psychological surrender—they twisted the agony into something else. A shocking, overwhelming fullness. A direct connection to the very core of his transformed being.

Collin’s cries softened into ragged, open-mouthed gasps. He pushed back against River, a silent, desperate plea for more.

River began to move. His thrusts were hard, deep, punishing. Each one slammed Collin against the vanity, making the mirror rattle. It was a furious, rhythmic reassertion of dominance. Every snap of his hips was a denial of the dolls they were becoming, a scream of defiance written in flesh.

He leaned over Collin’s back, his new, silky hair falling around them like a curtain. He bit the side of Collin’s neck, not hard enough to break the skin, but enough to mark. His hands gripped Collin’s narrow hips, holding him in place, steering his movements.

“You’re mine,” River hissed, the words a hot whisper against Collin’s ear. “You understand? This is all that’s left. This is real.”

Collin could only nod, a frantic, jerky motion. Tears and ruined mascara streaked his cheeks. He was lost in a storm of pain and pleasure and utter submission. His own neglected hardness rubbed against the cold marble of the vanity with each thrust, pushing him towards a precipice.

River felt his own climax coiling, a tight, urgent pressure building from his toes to the base of his spine. It was different from before—deeper, more consuming, tied to the violent act of possession. With a final, guttural roar that was pure, unfiltered alto rage and ecstasy, he drove deep and held there, shuddering as release tore through him.

The intensity forced Collin over the edge a second later. A silent, breathless scream shook his slender frame as he spent himself against the vanity, his body clenching tightly around River.

For a long moment, they stayed like that, collapsed together over the wreckage of the makeup table, panting, dripping with sweat and shame.

River slowly pulled out and straightened up, tucking himself back into the silk pants. He looked down at Collin, bent over, trembling, the crimson robe and black chemise in disarray around his waist, the evidence of their coupling glistening on his skin and on the marble.

He felt no tenderness. No guilt. Only a grim, hollow satisfaction. He had taken something. He had marked his territory. In this beautiful, terrible dollhouse, he had proven he could still be a predator.

Collin slowly pushed himself upright. He didn’t look at River. He looked at his own wrecked, beautiful face in the mirror, then down at the mess. He started to cry again, soft, hopeless sobs.

River turned away. He caught Ashton and Tanya staring from across the room. Ashton looked horrified. Tanya’s expression was unreadable, but her eyes were dark with a complex understanding.

The door to the salon, which had remained sealed during Ruby’s visit and their violent coupling, now clicked open with a sound like a judgment.

The way forward was clear. But the power River had just reclaimed felt brittle and toxic, and the taste of Collin’s lipstick was ashes in his mouth.


Chapter Six




The door from the salon led them down another short, dark passage. The air changed, losing the chemical smells of hairspray and makeup, becoming cool and dry. The silence was broken only by the soft, shuffling sounds of their silk robes and their own unsteady breathing.

They emerged into a room that was all reflection and light.

It was a long, narrow gallery. The walls on both sides were floor-to-ceiling mirrors, creating an infinite tunnel of reflections that made their small group look like a crowd of identical, traumatized beauties. The floor was a pale, polished wood, marked with a series of parallel lines in white tape.

But the most prominent feature was a series of low, narrow balance beams, also made of polished wood, raised only a few inches off the ground. They ran the length of the room, four in total, one in front of each mirrored wall.

At the far end of the room was another sealed door.

"Welcome to the Posture Gallery."

Ophelia's voice was back, but it had taken on a new tone—that of a strict, patient dance instructor. It was sweet, but it held a razor's edge of expectation.

"Here, you will learn to carry your new form with grace. A doll is not clumsy. A doll does not lumber. Its movements are light, precise, and beautiful. Please, step onto the balance beam aligned with your reflection."

River, still buzzing with the toxic afterglow of his encounter with Collin, glared at the nearest beam. It looked absurdly delicate. "We're not walking a tightrope," he muttered, his alto voice thick with contempt.

"It is not a tightrope. It is a guide," Ophelia corrected gently. "The sensors in the floor measure weight distribution and impact. A heavy, masculine gait will trigger a correction. Please, begin. Walk to the end of the beam. Head high. Spine straight. Shoulders back and down. Imagine a string pulling you up from the crown of your head. Weight shifted slightly forward onto the balls of your feet."

Ashton let out a shaky breath and stepped onto the first beam. He was naturally athletic, but his body was different now. His center of gravity was lower, his balance points altered. He took a step. His foot came down with a soft thud.

A sharp, electronic BEEP echoed in the mirrored room, painfully loud. A red light flashed briefly on the floor near his foot.

"Too heavy, Ashton," Ophelia chided. "You are not stomping. You are gliding. Try again. Lighter."

Ashton flinched. He tried again, lifting his foot more carefully, placing it down with exaggerated gentleness. No beep. He took another step. BEEP. He wobbled, his arms windmilling for balance.

Tanya stepped onto her beam. She had always been graceful, and her new body seemed built for it. She took a tentative step. No beep. Another. Her hips swayed instinctively with the movement, a gentle, rolling motion that was hypnotic to watch in the endless mirrors. She didn't fight it; she leaned into it, finding a natural rhythm. She made it halfway down the beam without a single error.

Collin stood before his beam, looking like he might faint. River watched him, feeling a remote, bitter satisfaction at his continued misery. Finally, Collin placed a trembling foot on the wood. He was so light, so hesitant, that his steps made no sound. He took three slow, careful steps. No beeps. But he was rigid with terror, his posture hunched.

"Chin up, Collin," Ophelia's voice sang. "You are not sneaking. You are presenting. Open your chest."

Collin forced his head up, tears streaking through his perfect makeup. He took another step.

Then it was River's turn. He stared at the beam with pure hatred. This was the final insult. Not just changing his body, but dictating how he moved in it. Teaching him to perform his own femininity.

He stepped onto the beam. The polished wood was smooth under the sole of his silk slipper. He took a step, deliberately putting his weight down hard, the way he always had.

BEEEEEP!

The sound was deafening. A strobing red light flashed around his feet.

"River," Ophelia sighed, as if dealing with a stubborn child. "That is the old you. That weight, that aggression—it is gone. You must move as you are, not as you were. Feel the lightness in your bones. The flexibility in your joints. Try again."

River clenched his jaw. He took another heavy step.

BEEP! BEEP!

"Again."

He tried to walk normally, but his 'normal' was now wrong. His stride was too long for his new leg proportions. His shoulders were too tense. Every other step triggered the angry sensor.

Frustration boiled over. "I can't walk like a damn ballerina!" he shouted at the mirrors, his beautiful face contorted.

"Then you will stand there until you can," Ophelia replied, her voice losing its sweetness, becoming flat and implacable. "There is no time limit. But there is no progress without compliance."

River looked down the gallery. Tanya was almost at the end, moving with that infuriating, natural sway. Ashton was struggling but improving, his steps becoming shorter, softer. Collin was a fragile ghost, picking his way along.

He was being left behind. Again.

He closed his eyes. He forced himself to breathe. He thought about the feel of his body. The strange, new alignment. His hips were wider, changing his stance. His shoulders were narrower, pulling his center inward. His feet, in the delicate silk slippers, felt smaller.

Tentatively, he shifted his weight. He lifted his foot not from the hip, but from the knee, with a slight bend. He placed it down, rolling from heel to toe, letting his other hip dip slightly to maintain balance.

Silence. No beep.

A shock went through him. It had worked.

He took another step, mimicking the movement. Again, silence. It felt… strange. Not natural, but correct. For this body. It was efficient. Graceful, even.

He opened his eyes and looked in the mirror. The reflection showed a tall, stunning woman in a sapphire robe, walking a balance beam with careful, precise steps. Her severe black bob swung with each subtle shift of her hips. Her posture was erect, her neck long. She looked like a model on a runway, or a mannequin brought to life.

The sight should have disgusted him. Instead, a cold, clinical part of his mind approved. It was a better way to move in this form. It conserved energy. It looked powerful in a new, silent way.

He reached the end of the beam where the others waited. No one spoke. They just stared at each other's reflections, multiplied to infinity—an army of gorgeous, hollow-eyed dolls learning to walk.

Reaching the end of the balance beam was not a reprieve. It was only the first lap.

“Very good,” Ophelia’s voice purred, the sweetness returning. “You are beginning to understand the mechanics. Now, you must practice until it is unconscious. You will walk the length of the gallery. Back and forth. Each correct step reinforces the proper alignment. Begin.”

The door at the far end did not open. They were trapped in the mirrored tunnel with no way out but to perform.

Ashton turned and started back down his beam. His steps were more careful now, a little less like a man trying to tiptoe and more like someone learning a new skill. He reached the midpoint.

Thud.

A soft, electronic chime sounded, different from the harsh beep of error. It was a pleasant, affirming sound. At the same moment, Ashton felt it.

A deep, subsonic vibration hummed up through the soles of his silk slippers. It wasn't painful. It was a profound, internal resonance, like a tuning fork struck against his bones. It centered in his pelvis—a deep, aching warmth that seemed to pulse in time with the chime. He gasped, stumbling slightly, but managed to keep his balance.

“What was that?” he breathed, his hand going to his hip.

“Somatic reinforcement,” Ophelia explained. “The vibration encourages muscular and skeletal memory. It helps the body accept its optimal form. Continue.”

Ashton, wide-eyed, took another hesitant step. Correct posture. Soft step. Chime. The vibration came again, that deep, pelvic thrum. This time, he felt a subtle, shifting ache in the joints of his hips, as if they were being gently persuaded to rotate outward, to widen his stance.

Tanya was next. She took a flawless, swaying step. Chime. The vibration for her was subtler, a warm buzz that traveled up her spine and settled in her shoulders, which already felt lighter, less tense. She took another step, embracing the sensation, a faint, curious smile touching her glossed lips.

Collin, moving like a scared bird, placed a foot. Chime. The vibration for him was a sharp, startling jolt that made him cry out. It seemed to target his narrow shoulders and ribcage, a squeezing, compacting sensation that made him feel even smaller, more compressed.

Then it was River’s turn.

He stood at the end of his beam, watching the others react. His mind, still clinging to shreds of defiance, screamed that this was another violation, another step deeper into the nightmare. But his body, already reshaped and sensitive, remembered the efficiency of the new walk. It wanted the silence of approval, not the shriek of error.

He took a step. The correct, hip-dipping, knee-led step.

Chime.

The vibration hit him like a physical blow.

It was deeper and more powerful than what the others had experienced. It didn't just resonate in his pelvis; it felt like it shook his entire skeleton. A wave of intense, aching heat bloomed in the basin of his hips. It was a dull, grinding sensation, as if the bones themselves were being softly, insistently pressed outward. He could feel the ligaments stretching, the joint sockets expanding by microns with each pulse of the subsonic energy.

A low groan escaped him. He clutched at the air for balance, his other foot still on the beam.

“Do not stop, River,” Ophelia instructed. “Momentum is key. Another step.”

Gritting his teeth, he forced his trembling leg to move. He shifted his weight and took another correct step.

Chime.

Another wave of deep, pelvic warmth. The ache intensified. He could swear he felt a tangible difference in his stance. His feet, in their slippers, seemed to be placed wider apart naturally to accommodate the change. His center of gravity, once high in his chest, sank lower, settling into this new, broader foundation. It made him feel both more stable and profoundly unbalanced.

He took a third step. Chime.

This time, the vibration split. One wave continued the deep, hip-widening work. The other shot upwards, concentrating in his shoulders and upper back.

This sensation was different. It wasn't an expansion, but a contraction. A gentle, relentless pressure that seemed to pull his shoulder blades closer together, narrowing the span of his back. The broad, muscular shelf of his shoulders tingled fiercely, then went numb, as if the very definition was being smoothed away. He felt himself hunching forward instinctively, trying to protect the area, but the posture sensors remained silent as long as his steps were correct. The change was happening inside, regardless of his external form.

He stumbled on the fourth step, not from error, but from sheer disorientation. His body was changing as he moved. The floor was actively reshaping him.

He looked in the mirror. The reflection was blurring through a haze of pain and shock, but he could see it. His silhouette was altering in real-time. The V-shape of his torso was softening into more of an hourglass. His shoulders were losing their squared-off bulk, becoming sloping and graceful. His hips, in the sapphire robe, now pushed against the silk with a more pronounced curve.

“My… my shoulders,” Ashton whispered, staring at his own reflection. He was rotating them, feeling the strange new narrowness, the loss of the familiar bulk he’d built in the gym. His athletic frame was streamlining into something sleeker, more androgynously feminine.

Tanya was running her hands down her own sides, feeling the new, dramatic sweep from a narrowed waist to fuller hips. The vibration for her seemed to be enhancing what was already there, perfecting the curves.

Collin was just crying silently, his body accepting the changes with a helpless, shuddering compliance. He looked like a life-sized porcelain figurine, fragile and slight.

Back and forth they walked. Each correct step was met with the affirming chime and the deep, transformative vibration. It was a horrifying feedback loop: the walk changed their bodies, and the changed bodies made the walk easier, more natural.

River’s world narrowed to the beam, the mirror, and the deep, aching pulses inside his bones. With each pass, his old stride became more impossible, a distant memory belonging to a different creature. The new walk—the hip-swaying, short-stepped, graceful glide—became the only way his body could move efficiently. His muscles learned it. His nerves accepted it.

By the tenth length of the gallery, he wasn't thinking about walking correctly. He just… walked. His body did it for him. The severe black bob swung with a metronome’s regularity. His sapphire robe flowed around the new, undeniable curves of his body.

He was a doll on a track, being polished with every pass. And the most terrifying part was the creeping sense of rightness. The pain faded, leaving behind a strange, fluid ease. This body moved well. It was designed for this.

He reached the end of the beam and turned automatically for another pass, his gorgeous face blank, his storm-gray eyes seeing nothing but the infinite corridor of beautiful, broken dolls that were all him.

The endless walking stopped. The subsonic vibrations ceased, leaving a strange, hollow silence in their bones and a new, permanent ache in their reshaped hips. The door at the end of the Posture Gallery remained sealed.

They stood on the polished floor, off the beams, breathing heavily. A different kind of energy was building in the mirrored room. It wasn't fear or anger anymore. It was a feverish, buzzing static. The physical re-alignment had left every nerve ending hypersensitive, humming with latent sensation. Their new bodies felt alien, yet intensely present. And the mirrors surrounded them with infinite reflections of their own stunning, transformed selves—a dizzying display of flesh and silk and desperate confusion.

Frustration, that last vestige of resistance, didn't boil over. It melted. It dissolved into something else under the heat of that buzzing static.

A giggle escaped Tanya. It was a light, silvery sound that seemed to break a spell. She stretched her arms over her head, her pink robe falling open completely, the ivory lace teddy showcasing the dramatic new curves the vibrations had accentuated. She rolled her neck, her long, curled black waves tumbling down her back.

"God, I feel... loose," she sighed, but it wasn't a complaint. It was a revelation. She looked at her reflection, turning to admire the sweep of her hip. "It's like everything is... connected differently."

Ashton watched her, his own new, narrow shoulders slumped. He felt unmoored, his athletic identity sanded away. But watching Tanya move with such instinctive, sensual grace sparked a desperate need to connect, to feel grounded in something real.

"You look..." he started, but his new tenor voice failed him.

Tanya turned to him, a sly, knowing smile on her perfect lips. "You're slouching, Ash." She glided over to him, the movement effortless. "Here." She placed her hands on his shoulders. Her touch was electric. He flinched, then leaned into it. She applied gentle pressure, rolling his shoulders back and down. "Stand tall. Present your chest." Her hands slid down his arms, feeling the new, sleek muscles beneath the emerald silk.

Collin watched from a few feet away, shivering. He felt like a ghost, invisible. But then Tanya's eyes found him in the mirror.

"And you, Collin," she said, her voice a velvety command. "You're folded in on yourself. Like you're trying to disappear." She left Ashton and moved to Collin. She put a finger under his chin, tilting his face up. His breath hitched. "There. See how much prettier your face is when you show it?" Her other hand settled on his waist, right on the new, subtle curve. She pulled gently, aligning his posture. "Hips forward. Shoulders back. You have a lovely line now. Don't hide it."

Her hands lingered. On Ashton's arms. On Collin's waist. The touches were instructional, but they burned. They were the first intentional, non-violent contact since this nightmare began. In the charged, sensitized air, they felt like promises.

River stood apart, a statue in sapphire silk. He watched Tanya's performance, his own body screaming with unmet need. The violent release with Collin had been about power, but it had only left him emptier. This... this was different. It was about exploration. About feeling this new, terrifying body come alive.

Tanya's eyes finally landed on him in the mirror. She smiled, a real smile that reached her eyes. "River. You're almost perfect. But you're holding tension here." She walked to him, her hips swaying hypnotically. She stood behind him, her front not quite touching his back. She raised her hands and placed them on his shoulders, her fingers digging into the newly narrowed muscles. "So tight."

Her touch was like a lightning strike. River shuddered, a full-body convulsion. He tried to pull away, but his body wouldn't obey. It arched back slightly, pressing against her.

"See?" Tanya whispered, her lips close to his ear. Her breath was warm. "Your body knows what it wants. It wants to move. To feel." Her hands slid down his arms, then around to his front, splaying over the flat plane of his stomach above the sheer chemise. "It wants to be touched."

That was the trigger.

The last thread of restraint snapped.

Ashton moved first, driven by a confused, hungry jealousy. He came up behind Tanya, wrapping his arms around her, his hands finding her breasts through the lace. She moaned, leaning back into him.

Collin, emboldened by Tanya's earlier attention and drowning in a need to belong, to feel anything besides terror, stumbled forward. He didn't know what to do, so he just pressed himself against River's side, his face buried in River's new, severe bob, his hands clutching at the sapphire silk.

River turned his head and found Collin's mouth. This kiss wasn't like the last one. It was searching, confused, tender. Collin melted into it with a sob of relief.

And then it was a cascade.

They sank together to the soft, padded mats placed between the balance beams for "rest." A tangle of smooth limbs, spilled silk robes, and sheer black lace. The mirrors on every side reflected the scene back at them infinitely—a kaleidoscope of entangled beauty, a living pornographic mosaic.

Hands were everywhere, learning new landscapes. Ashton kissed Tanya deeply while his hands roamed over River's back, feeling the powerful, yet feminine, musculature. Tanya broke from Ashton's kiss to capture Collin's lips, her tongue exploring his mouth as her hand slipped inside his chemise, finding his small, tender nipple. Collin gasped into her mouth, his own hands timidly tracing the sharp angle of River's jaw.

River was at the center, a pillar of desperate need. Collin was kissing his neck, Ashton was biting his shoulder, Tanya's leg was hooked over his hip. He surrendered to the sensation overload. His large, smooth hands mapped Tanya's lush curves, cupped Ashton's lean rear, tangled in Collin's sleek hair. There were no words, only panting breaths, soft whimpers, and wet, sliding sounds.

Clothes became obstacles. Ashton pulled Tanya's teddy down, freeing her breasts, and took one into his mouth. Tanya cried out, her fingers threading through his blond layers. At the same time, she reached for River, her hand sliding into his silk pants, finding his hard, leaking length. He thrust into her grip with a guttural moan.

Collin, emboldened, nudged River onto his back. He stared down at him, at this gorgeous, powerful creature laid bare. With trembling reverence, he bent and took River into his mouth. The sensation was blinding, different from anything before—softer, more all-encompassing. River's back arched off the mat, a wordless cry tearing from his throat.

In the mirrors, River saw it all. Saw Collin's head bobbing between his spread thighs. Saw Ashton kneeling over Tanya's face, her mouth working on him while he suckled at her breast. It was a circuit of pleasure, each touch amplifying the next, reflected and re-reflected into eternity.

Then positions shifted in the fluid, wordless dance. Tanya guided Ashton onto his back and straddled his face, lowering herself onto his mouth while she reached back to guide River behind her. River, understanding, positioned himself at her entrance. He pushed inside her in one slow, deep stroke. They both groaned, the feeling of fullness and connection shattering.

Ashton licked and sucked at Tanya from below, his hands gripping her hips. River set a rhythm, his thrusts deep and measured, each one sending shockwaves through their linked bodies. Collin curled beside them, kissing River's back, his hand stroking Ashton's flank.

It was not violent. It was profoundly, devastatingly sensual. A mutual grasping for proof of life, for connection, for any anchor in the surreal storm of their transformation. They were using each other's bodies to map their own new realities, to feel something—anything—that was real and hot and alive.

The pleasure built, a shared crescendo reflected a thousand times in the cold glass. Cries echoed, overlapping, harmonizing. Tanya came first, screaming Ashton's name into the mirrored ceiling. Her clenching triggered River's climax, a deep, rolling wave that emptied him into her with a broken sob. Ashton followed, his release hitting Tanya's tongue, and the vibrations of his groans against her sent her into a second, shaking peak. Collin, overwhelmed by the sights and sounds and his own frantic touching, spent himself against the mat with a silent, shuddering collapse.

They lay in a heap of sweat-slicked, silk-tangled limbs, panting, staring at the multiplied images of their spent forms in the mirrors. The air smelled of sex and perfume and clean sweat.

No one spoke. There was nothing to say. They had crossed a new threshold together, not as friends, but as fellow experiments, using desperate pleasure as the only language left to them.

The door at the end of the Posture Gallery finally clicked open.

The invitation was clear. The lesson was over.


Chapter Seven




The door from the Posture Gallery did not lead to another puzzle, or a soft room, or a new horror. It led to a truth.

They stepped into a space that was cold in every sense. The air was chilled and sterile, smelling of antiseptic and ozone. The lights were bright, clinical, and shadowless. The walls were not mirrored or padded. They were white, and covered with large, illuminated diagrams.

Anatomical diagrams. But not the kind found in a doctor's office. These were sleek, digital renderings. One showed a muscular male silhouette being gradually overlaid with a softer, curvier female one, arrows indicating the redistribution of mass. Another detailed the larynx, with sliders showing vocal cord tension and length. A third illustrated skeletal structure, highlighting the pelvis and ribcage, with before-and-after comparisons.

In the center of the room were four stations. They looked like high-tech drafting tables or editing suites. Each had a large, tilted touchscreen monitor. A single, ergonomic chair was positioned before each screen.

There were no mannequins. No makeup. No balance beams. No Ophelia offering gentle, terrifying instruction.

This room was silent. And its silence was worse than any voice.

Collin was the first to approach one of the stations, drawn like a moth to a flame of terrible understanding. He looked at the screen. It was awake. At the top, in clean, sans-serif font, it read:

FINAL SPECIFICATION PROTOCOL - USER: COLLIN

Below that was a menu.

• VOCAL SETTINGS

◦ Pitch Range: [Slider: MASCULINE -----X----- FEMININE]

◦ Timbre: [Options: Breathy / Melodic / Clear / Sultry]

◦ Default Cadence: [Options: Upward Inflection / Monotone / Sing-Song]

• PHYSICAL PROPORTIONS

◦ Hip-to-Waist Ratio: [Slider: 0.7 -----X----- 1.2]

◦ Shoulder-to-Hip Ratio: [Slider: BROAD -----X----- NARROW]

◦ Bust Size: [Slider: A CUP -----X----- D CUP]

◦ Facial Structure Softening: [Slider: MINIMAL -----X----- MAXIMUM]

• COGNITIVE & BEHAVIORAL ADJUSTMENTS

◦ Baseline Submissiveness: [Slider: LOW -----X----- HIGH]

◦ Aesthetic Prioritization: [Slider: LOW -----X----- HIGH]

◦ Memory Retention of Pre-Process Identity: [Slider: FULL -----X----- MINIMAL]

At the bottom of the screen was a button, glowing a soft, patient blue.

[SUBMIT FINAL SPECIFICATIONS]

Collin made a small, choked sound. He backed away from the screen as if it were radioactive. "No," he whispered, his newly melodic voice trembling. "No, no, no..."

Ashton went to his own station. His screen was identical, labeled USER: ASHTON. The sliders were already set. Not in the middle. They were shifted significantly towards the feminine ends. His pitch slider was already three-quarters of the way to 'Feminine'. His hip-to-waist ratio was set to 1.0. His bust size hovered at a C cup.

"They... they already have settings for us," Ashton said, his voice hollow. He reached out a shaking finger and touched the 'Bust Size' slider. He dragged it slightly to the left, towards 'A Cup'. The moment he let go, it snapped back to its original position with a soft ping.

"User adjustments are limited to a +/- 10% variance from established biometric trajectory," a new, synthetic female voice stated flatly from the station's speakers. It was not Ophelia. It was a computer. "Your physiological development is 87% complete. Final specifications allow for minor aesthetic preferences."

"Minor preferences?" Tanya laughed, a sharp, hysterical sound. She was at her station, staring at her own screen. Her sliders were all pushed even further to the extremes. Her 'Bust Size' was at DD. Her 'Hip-to-Waist' ratio was maxed out at 1.2. "We're not choosing anything! We're just... approving what they've already done!"

River stood in the center of the room, his blood running cold. The passionate, desperate heat from the mirrored gallery was gone, replaced by an ice-water dread. This was it. The core of the machine. They weren't escaping. They were on the assembly line, and this was the quality control station where you picked your final trim package.

He walked slowly to his station. The screen flared to life.

FINAL SPECIFICATION PROTOCOL - USER: RIVER

His eyes scanned the options. They were the same, but the pre-set values were shocking.

His 'Vocal Pitch' was set to 'Feminine - Alto/Contralto Range.' The 'Timbre' was set to 'Resonant/Clear.'

His 'Hip-to-Waist Ratio' was at 1.1. 'Shoulder-to-Hip Ratio' was almost at the far end of 'NARROW.' 'Bust Size' was set to 'D Cup.'

But it was the last section that froze the air in his lungs.

• COGNITIVE & BEHAVIORAL ADJUSTMENTS

◦ Baseline Aggression: [Slider: HIGH -----X----- LOW]

◦ Leadership Drive: [Slider: HIGH -----X----- LOW]

◦ Nurturing Instinct: [Slider: LOW -----X----- HIGH]

◦ Memory Retention of Pre-Process Identity: [Slider: FULL -----X----- MINIMAL]

The sliders for Aggression and Leadership were dragged almost completely to 'LOW.' Nurturing Instinct was set to 'HIGH.' And the Memory Retention slider was hovering in the middle, but leaning towards 'MINIMAL.'

They weren't just changing their bodies. They were programming their minds. Erasing him. Erasing River.

A fury, pure and clean and desperate, erupted in him. It was the last flare of the old self, a supernova against the dying of the light.

"NO!" he roared, and his beautiful alto voice cracked with the strain of the shout. He slammed his fists down on the touchscreen. "YOU CAN'T DO THIS! YOU CAN'T HAVE THIS!"

The screen flickered but didn't break. The synthetic voice responded, unperturbed. "Violent rejection of protocol triggers accelerated compliance measures. Please review your specifications."

River grabbed the edges of the station, his knuckles white. He looked wildly at the others. Collin was sobbing quietly, staring at the 'Memory Retention' slider on his screen as if it were a guillotine blade. Ashton was numbly trying to adjust his 'Facial Softening' slider, watching it snap back each time. Tanya was just standing there, her face pale, tracing the outline of her proposed new bust size on the screen with a fingertip.

They were broken. He was the only one still capable of rage. But what was rage against a slider on a screen?

He looked back at his own terminal. At the button. [SUBMIT FINAL SPECIFICATIONS].

Submitting was surrender. It was signing the deed to his own soul.

But not submitting? What did that mean? 'Accelerated compliance measures.' Would Ruby come back? Would they just force the changes anyway, without even the illusion of choice?

This was the final puzzle. And it had only one solution. The horror was no longer becoming clear. It was crystal. They were not players in a game. They were products on a conveyor belt, and this was the last stop before packaging.

The medical diagrams on the walls seemed to pulse gently, illustrating the beautiful, efficient, hollow future that awaited them. A future they were now being asked to customize, to make their own.

River’s hands fell from the station. He stared at the reflection of his own gorgeous, terrified face in the dark glass of the monitor. The woman in the reflection had his storm-gray eyes, but they were filled with a helplessness the old River would never have recognized.

He had never felt so powerless. Not when Ruby injected him. Not when his voice changed. This was worse. This was being asked to agree to your own annihilation.

And he knew, with a sick, certain dread, that he would. Because the alternative was a void he could not even imagine.

The silence in the Medical Theater was a living thing, a weight pressing down on them. The glowing screens with their damning sliders were the only light, the only sound the faint hum of electronics and Collin’s ragged weeping.

They didn't speak. What was there to say? The illusion of escape was gone, burned away by the cold, digital truth on the displays. The only choices left were how much of themselves they would willingly erase.

Tanya was the first to move. Her face, usually so expressive, had gone blank. She reached out with a steady hand and touched the [SUBMIT FINAL SPECIFICATIONS] button on her screen. It flashed green once, then went dark. A soft chime echoed in the room.

She did it without changing a single slider. She accepted the maximum curves, the sultry voice, the submissive mindset. She walked to the chair in front of her station and sat down, folding her hands in her lap, her eyes vacant.

Ashton watched her, a muscle twitching in his pretty jaw. He looked at his own screen. At the ‘Memory Retention’ slider. With a trembling finger, he dragged it as far towards ‘FULL’ as it would go—a pathetic ten percent variance. He stared at the ‘Bust Size’ slider, set at C. He moved it to B. It snapped back to C. He tried again. Snap. A tear traced through his perfect makeup. In a fit of helpless anger, he slammed his palm on the SUBMIT button. Green flash. Dark screen. He stumbled to his chair and collapsed into it, burying his face in his hands.

Collin was hyperventilating, staring at the ‘Cognitive Adjustments’ section. ‘Aesthetic Prioritization: HIGH.’ ‘Baseline Submissiveness: HIGH.’ He was shaking so badly he could barely control his finger. He didn't try to adjust anything. He just wanted it to stop. He lunged forward and slapped the SUBMIT button. Green. Dark. He whimpered and crawled into his chair, pulling his knees to his chest, making himself as small as possible.

That left River.

He stood before his terminal, the last holdout. The screen seemed to pulse, waiting. He looked at the reflection of the others in its dark surface—three broken dolls, already seated, already surrendered.

His eyes went to the ‘Memory Retention’ slider on his own screen. It was his line in the sand. The final piece of River. If he submitted with that slider set towards ‘MINIMAL’… he would cease to be. Not just in body, but in mind. The man who loved his truck, who protected his friends, who roared with laughter—he would be a ghost.

With a surge of desperate will, he grabbed the slider and yanked it hard to the left, towards ‘FULL.’

It didn't move.

He tried again, putting all his strength into it. His smooth, slender fingers slipped on the glass.

The slider was locked. The ten percent variance didn't apply here. They had decided. River’s aggression, his leadership, his very identity… were non-negotiable flaws to be corrected.

A sob of pure despair tore from his throat. He was nothing. Not even allowed to choose his own oblivion.

At that moment, the door to the Medical Theater hissed open.

Two figures entered. Ruby, the Valet, a mountain of silent muscle in his black suit, his ice-chip eyes scanning the room, confirming their compliance. And beside him, a woman they had never seen but instinctively knew: Hazel, the Dresser.

She was small and slight, with pin-straight silver hair cut in a sharp bob. She wore a severe gray dress and carried a tablet. Her eyes, magnified by large, round glasses, were a pale, watery blue, and they darted over each of them with a bird-like, critical intensity. She didn't look at their faces; she looked at their lines, their proportions, the drape of their silks.

“The final selections are logged,” she said, her voice a dry whisper that somehow filled the room. She tapped her tablet. “Minor variances approved. We may proceed with the culmination.”

Ruby moved to stand behind Tanya’s chair. Hazel went to Ashton’s.

River understood. There was no more time. No more choice.

With a final, broken breath, he reached out and pressed the SUBMIT button.

Green flash. Darkness.

He walked to the last empty chair and sat down. The leather was cool against his skin. He stared straight ahead, at the medical diagram of the transforming skeleton on the wall. He felt Ruby’s immense presence take up position behind him.

Hazel finished her notations. “Lock them in.”

From the arms of each chair, padded restraints snaked out with a soft hiss-click. They curled around River’s wrists, his ankles, gentle but unyielding. He didn't struggle. He was past that.

“Administering final somatic and endocrine harmonization,” Hazel whispered, as if to herself. “Permanent stabilization.”

River heard a series of mechanical clicks from behind his headrest. He tensed.

Then he felt it. A needle, thin and cold, pressed against the side of his neck, right over his carotid artery. It wasn't a pinprick like Ruby’s ring. This was an injection.

Before he could even gasp, it plunged in.

The sensation was not pain. It was an invasion. A flood of warmth, thick and chemical, rushed directly into his bloodstream. It spread like liquid fire, following the paths of his veins.

For a second, nothing. Then, the heat concentrated in his chest.

It started as a deep, internal ache, a feeling of profound fullness, as if his lungs were expanding too far. Then it became a pressure, a stretching, a rearranging. The tissues of his pectorals, which had already softened and swelled, began to burn. It was a cellular fire, a rapid, forced blossoming.

River cried out, his back arching against the restraints. It felt like his chest was being inflated from the inside, two hot balloons of flesh defining themselves against his will. The growth wasn't gradual. It was a surge, a final, decisive sculpting. He could feel the weight of it, new and heavy, settling on his ribcage. The sheer black chemise strained against the sudden, rounded fullness. He looked down, and through the damp, transparent fabric, he saw the perfect, defined swell of a D-cup bust, the nipples peaked and sensitive against the silk.

A matching, agonized shout came from Ashton. River turned his head, tears of pain blurring his vision. Ashton was thrashing in his bonds, his emerald robe gaping open. His own chest was undergoing the same violent transformation, the soft B-curves he’d had moments ago swelling rapidly into full, round C-cups, their shape becoming perfectly defined under the chemise.

But it wasn't just their chests. The injected warmth raced through their bodies, seeking other unfinished sites. River felt a fresh, wrenching ache deep in his hips, as if the bones were being given one last, persuasive push to their final, broad set. A similar, grinding heat flared in his shoulders, the last remnants of breadth dissolving into a smooth, sloping line.

He could feel it everywhere. A final, totalizing feminization, locking in every change. His skin tingled, becoming even softer, poreless. The subtle remains of male-pattern muscle definition melted away, leaving only sleek, feminine curves. Even his hands, trapped in the restraints, seemed to slim further, the knuckles becoming delicate.

The chemical fire began to recede, leaving behind a throbbing, tender soreness and an overwhelming, undeniable reality. The transformation was complete. The specifications had been met. The bodies in the chairs were no longer in transition. They were finished products.

Hazel stepped forward, her critical eyes examining each of them. She adjusted her glasses. She reached out and, with a clinical touch, cupped River’s new breast through the chemise, testing its weight and shape. He flinched, a fresh wave of humiliation washing over him.

“Acceptable,” she whispered, making a note on her tablet. She did the same to Ashton, who had gone limp, silently crying. She nodded at Tanya and Collin, who had received different, subtler injections to finalize their own prescribed forms.

Ruby moved, releasing the restraints with a series of soft clicks.

The chairs were no longer holding them down, but none of them could stand. They sat, shattered, in their finalized bodies. River looked down at himself. The sapphire robe had fallen completely open. The woman’s body that was now his was breathtaking. Sculpted. Perfect. And it felt as alien as a spacesuit.

Hazle looked at her tablet one last time. “The forms are stabilized. They are ready for finishing.” She turned and left, her whisper fading into the hum of the machines.

Ruby remained, a silent sentinel, waiting for them to comprehend the new permanence of their prison. The point of no return wasn't a line they had crossed. It was a door that had sealed shut behind them, and they were now, irrevocably, on the other side.

The Medical Theater’s cold, antiseptic lights seemed to bleach them of everything but their new forms. Ruby’s silent presence was a command in itself. They couldn't stay in the chairs, surrounded by the diagrams of their own unmaking.

Slowly, shakily, they stood.

Their movements were different. Finalized. The sway in the hips was innate now, not learned. The grace in their gestures was unconscious. They gathered in the center of the room, a loose circle of shattered souls.

A soft, melodic tone chimed from the walls. Ophelia’s voice returned, but it was different—warmer, almost congratulatory. “The transformation is complete. You have been refined. Perfected. To honor this culmination, please remove the garments of your transition. They are relics of a crude state.”

It wasn't a request. It was the next step in the ritual.

No one hesitated. There was no point. Ashton untied his emerald robe and let it slide from his shoulders. He peeled the sheer black chemise over his head, revealing the finalized body beneath. His new C-cup breasts were full and perfectly shaped, with pale pink nipples that puckered in the cool air. His waist was narrow, his hips a gentle flare, his skin everywhere smooth and hairless. The blond hair framing his pretty face was the final touch on a masterpiece of boyish femininity.

Tanya shed her pink robe and lace teddy with a slow, deliberate sensuality, as if unveiling a statue. Her body was a fantasy of extreme curves—the dramatic DD bust, the cinched waist, the generous hips. She stood proudly, a living testament to a certain kind of erotic ideal.

Collin, weeping silently, let his crimson robe and chemise fall. His form was the most delicate. Small, pert B-cup breasts, a slender, almost willowy frame with just a hint of curve at the hips. His chestnut bob clung to his tear-streaked cheeks. He looked like a tragic heroine from a silent film.

And then River.

He undid the sash of his sapphire robe. It pooled at his feet like water. He grasped the hem of the sheer black chemise and pulled it up, over the severe angles of his new haircut, over his face, and off. He let it drop.

The four of them stood naked under the bright lights.

The transformation was absolute. Any last vestige of masculinity was erased. Not a shadow, not a contour, not a single hard line remained. They were four variations on a theme of flawless, manufactured womanhood. Stunning. Identical in their perfection, yet each tuned to a different specification—the athlete, the bombshell, the waif, the queen.

The air in the room changed. The sterile chill was replaced by a palpable, humming warmth. It was a physical sensation, like standing near a generator. A low-frequency thrum that vibrated in their bones, in their blood, in the newly sensitive flesh between their legs. It was engineered sexual energy, a constant, background arousal programmed into their finished forms. It was a need that was now part of their baseline operating system.

They stared at each other, not as friends, not as men who had shared a life. They stared as fellow creations. Survivors of the same cataclysm. The only ones in the universe who could possibly understand the depth of this loss.

A profound, aching loneliness crashed over them, worse than any fear.

Driven by that loneliness, they moved towards each other. Not in passion, but in desperation. They needed to touch something real, something that knew the same ruin.

Collin stumbled into River’s arms first. He was trembling violently. River, feeling the strange, new weight of his breasts press against Collin’s smaller ones, wrapped his arms around him. The contact was electric. The engineered hum in their bodies spiked, translating emotional desolation into physical need.

River looked over Collin’s shoulder. Ashton and Tanya were clinging to each other, their perfected bodies slotting together, Ashton’s face buried in the valley of Tanya’s extravagant cleavage. They were crying too, their tears mingling on their smooth skin.

There were no words. Words belonged to the dead men they used to be.

River lowered his head and found Collin’s lips. This kiss was nothing like the others. It was slow. Deeply melancholic. A silent communication of shared grief. It tasted of salt and loss. Collin kissed back with a heartbreaking tenderness, his slender hands coming up to cradle River’s beautiful, anguished face.

They sank to the cool floor of the Medical Theater, a tangle of smooth, perfect limbs. River lay back, his long, dark hair fanning out around him. Collin straddled his hips, looking down at him with huge, wet eyes. In the clinical light, every detail of River’s finalized form was visible—the elegant slope of his shoulders, the full, heavy swell of his breasts, the flat plane of his stomach, the neat thatch of dark hair at the junction of his now-wide hips.

Collin leaned down and kissed him again, then began to trail kisses down his neck, over his collarbone. He paused, his breath hitching, before taking one of River’s nipples into his mouth. River gasped, back arching. The sensation was incredibly sharp, a direct wire to the constant, humming arousal in his core. Collin suckled gently, then more insistently, his hand cupping the other breast, thumb rubbing the peak.

Beside them, Ashton and Tanya were a mirror image. Tanya had guided Ashton onto his back. She was kissing her way down his body, worshipping the new curves she had helped inspire. She took one of his small, perfect breasts into her mouth, and Ashton cried out, his hands flying to her dark hair. She moved lower, her tongue tracing the new, soft lines of his stomach, until she reached his sex—now completely, neatly feminine, slick with the evidence of their engineered arousal. She buried her face between his legs, and Ashton’s whole body bowed off the floor, a ragged, tenor sob of pleasure-pain tearing from him.

Collin, encouraged by River’s responses, continued his own exploration. He kissed down River’s stomach, his tongue dipping into his navel. He moved lower, through the dark hair, and without hesitation, took River into his mouth. But it was different now. The very act felt different on River’s new, hypersensitive nerves. The pleasure was less focused, more diffuse, spreading through his pelvis in warm, aching waves. It was a female pleasure, mapped onto a male act.

River’s hands tangled in Collin’s sleek bob. He didn't thrust. He let the sensation wash over him, each lick and suck a bittersweet elegy for the simpler pleasures of his old body.

He turned his head. He saw Tanya riding Ashton, her magnificent breasts bouncing, her head thrown back in a silent scream. Ashton’s hands were gripping her hips, his pretty face contorted with a climax that was near.

River felt his own climax building, a slow, deep tide rather than a crashing wave. He pulled Collin up, rolling them over so he was on top. He looked into Collin’s tear-filled eyes. This was goodbye. Goodbye to River. Goodbye to Collin. Goodbye to the people they had been.

He positioned himself and pushed inside. The fit was different. Tighter. More encompassing. Collin wrapped his legs around River’s waist, pulling him deeper, seeking a connection that could transcend the horror. They began to move, a slow, grinding, intimate rhythm. There was no violence, no dominance. Only a shared, devastating sorrow expressed through their bodies.

Across from them, Ashton shuddered and came inside Tanya with a broken cry. She collapsed onto him, sobbing.

River felt his own release approaching. He buried his face in Collin’s neck, breathing in the clean, powdered scent of him. With a final, deep thrust and a hoarse, alto moan that was pure anguish, he spilled himself into Collin. The orgasm was long, shuddering, and profoundly sad, leaving him empty in every way.

They lay together on the cold floor, the two couples entwined, spent and weeping. The engineered hum of arousal had quieted to a background pulse, a permanent new heartbeat.

They were stunning. They were perfect. They were ruins.

And they were finally, completely, dolls.


Chapter Eight




They must have slept, or passed out, on the cold floor of the Medical Theater. When awareness returned, it was to the soft touch of hands and a dry, whispering voice.

They were no longer on the floor. They were seated again in the medical chairs, but these were different—reclined like dentist chairs, with bright lights positioned above each one. Their nakedness was covered by crisp, white paper sheets that rustled with every slight movement.

Hazel, the Dresser, was among them.

She moved from chair to chair with a silent, bird-like efficiency, her silver bob catching the light. She had exchanged her gray dress for a sterile white smock. A rolling cart laden with terrifyingly precise tools stood beside her.

She went to Collin first. He flinched as her pale, watery eyes examined his face from inches away, her head tilting.

“Yes… the canvas is prepared,” she whispered, not to him, but to herself, or perhaps to some unseen audience. “The foundation is flawless. Now, the permanent art.”

From her cart, she selected a device that looked like a pen with a cluster of tiny, fine needles at its tip. She dipped it into a small pot of pigment the color of ash-brown.

“The brows frame the windows to the soul,” she murmured, leaning over Collin. “Yours are too faint. Too uncertain. We will give them definition. Do not move.”

Before Collin could react, she brought the device to his forehead. There was a faint, high-pitched buzzing sound, like an angry insect. Collin gasped as the needles bit into his skin just above his eye. It wasn't a sharp pain, but a rapid, scratching, burning sensation. Hazel’s hand moved with quick, feathery strokes, each one depositing microscopic dots of pigment under his skin. She was drawing new eyebrows. Higher. With a perfect, delicate arch that gave his face a permanent look of gentle surprise.

“There,” she whispered, stepping back to admire her work. “Open. Vulnerable. Perfect.”

She moved to his other brow. The buzzing filled the air again. Collin squeezed his eyes shut, tears leaking from the corners.

River watched from his own chair, paralyzed by a numb horror. This wasn't like the makeup they had applied themselves. That could be washed off. This was being carved into them. Permanent.

Hazel finished with Collin’s brows and selected a new tool, this one with a single, fine needle. She chose a pigment a shade darker than Collin’s natural lip color—a soft, rosy pink.

“The lips are the promise,” she whispered, her breath smelling of mint and chemicals. She stretched Collin’s lower lip taut with her thumb and forefinger. “They must always be ready. Always inviting.”

The buzz returned, softer this time. She traced the very edge of Collin’s lip, implanting color along the border. Then she filled in the rest with subtle, shading strokes. When she finished minutes later, Collin’s lips were perfectly, permanently outlined and tinted. They looked fuller, glossier, even as they trembled.

Finally, she took up an eyeliner pen with a similar needle tip and a pot of jet-black pigment. “The eyes are the story. We must make sure the story is beautiful.” She leaned in, her glasses magnifying her intent eyes. “Look straight ahead. At the light.”

Collin tried, his breath coming in short hitches. The buzzing started right at the corner of his eye. It was the most terrifying sensation yet—so close to his eyeball. Hazel worked with insane precision, drawing a thin, perfect line along his upper lash line, extending it into a tiny, elegant wing at the outer corner. She did the other eye to match.

When she stepped back, Collin’s face was transformed. It was no longer a face that could express a full range of emotion. It was a mask of pretty, permanent melancholy. The makeup would never smudge, never fade. He would wake up like this, cry like this, sleep like this. Forever.

Hazel gave a small, satisfied nod and moved to Ashton.

She repeated the process, but tailored it to his features. His new brows were given a slightly stronger, more boyish arch. His lip blush was a natural, peachy tone. His eyeliner was subtler, just enough to define his now-luminous eyes. She was enhancing his pretty, androgynous beauty, making it permanent.

Tanya was next. For her, Hazel went bolder. The brows were sculpted with a high, dramatic arch. The lip blush was a deep, sultry berry red. The eyeliner was a thick, classic cat-eye, making her gaze smolder even as it filled with helpless tears. Hazel was cementing Tanya’s role as the bombshell.

Then, she came to River.

Her critical eyes scanned his face for a long time. He stared back, his new gray eyes wide, trying to project some last defiance. But his face, with its refined bone structure and full lips, was a blank slate awaiting her final judgment.

“The masterpiece,” Hazel breathed, a flicker of something like reverence in her whisper. “Such strong bones. Such presence. We will not soften it. We will… elevate it.”

She chose her pigments carefully. For his brows, she selected a dark charcoal, almost black. She didn't go for a high arch. She created a strong, straight brow with a slight, severe angle at the tail. It gave his face a look of regal, unapproachable authority.

“Power,” she whispered as she worked, the buzzer scratching its way into his skin. “But a quiet power. A contained power.”

Next, the lips. She bypassed the pinks and peaches. She chose a muted, dusty rose, a color that was both feminine and serious. She lined his lips with precise, unwavering strokes, defining their natural, generous shape, then filled them in with the same somber color. “Dignity. Even in silence, you will speak of it.”

Finally, the eyes. She used the same jet black, but her technique was different. She didn't do a wing. She created a tight, precise line along his upper lashes that thickened slightly at the outer corner, emphasizing the almond shape of his eyes. It was the eyeliner of a queen, or a geisha—an ancient, practiced art of allure and control.

The buzzing stopped. Hazel leaned back, wiping his face gently with a damp cloth to remove the excess pigment and blood.

She wheeled a large mirror over to his chair.

“Look,” she commanded, her whisper firm.

River looked.

The face in the mirror was not his. It was a work of art. A living painting. The strong, dark brows. The somber, perfect lips. The severe, captivating eyes. The sharp angles of the sleek black bob completed the picture. It was a face of breathtaking, icy beauty. It was a face that could command a room without saying a word. It was a face that belonged on a magazine cover, or on a doll in a collector’s vault.

It was utterly, terrifyingly mask-like. Every expression he tried to make—a frown, a snarl, a look of fear—was filtered through this permanent, beautiful makeup. It softened his rage into pouting. It turned his terror into wide-eyed allure. He could no longer look angry. He could only look intense. He could no longer look scared. He could only look vulnerable.

Hazel had not erased his strength. She had repackaged it. Contained it. Made it part of the aesthetic.

She looked at her four subjects, their faces now permanently fixed in states of pretty sorrow, smoldering appeal, boyish charm, and regal poise.

“The art is complete,” she announced to the room. “The canvas is sealed. Nothing can mar it now. You are finished.”

Hazel’s work was not done. The permanent makeup had sealed their faces into art, but a doll is not complete without its adornments. She wheeled her cart away and returned with another, this one topped with a tray covered in black velvet. Upon it, jewelry gleamed under the bright surgical lights.

Not the kind of jewelry one chooses. This was the jewelry of ownership, of completion.

She went to Tanya first. From the tray, she selected a pair of delicate gold hoops, so fine they were like threads of light. With a quick, practiced motion that brooked no resistance, she pierced Tanya’s earlobes. There was a soft click from the piercing gun, a sharper pinch, and then the gold was in place, swinging gently. Next came a tiny gold stud for her right nostril. Click. Then, she lifted the edge of the paper sheet. Tanya flinched as cold alcohol swabbed her navel. Click. A small, perfect gold ring now adorned her belly button.

Each piece was beautiful. Each piece was a violation.

Next, Hazel picked up a slender collar. It was made of polished silver, no wider than a ribbon, with a delicate floral pattern etched along its length. It was not a necklace with a clasp. It was a solid band. Hazel opened a small hinge at the back, placed it around Tanya’s throat, and closed it with a soft, definitive snick of a magnetic lock. A tiny, seamless seam was the only evidence it could be removed, but there was no keyhole, no visible mechanism.

Finally, she fastened a thin silver chain around Tanya’s ankle. From it dangled three tiny, crystal bells that chimed with a sound like frozen rain when she moved her foot.

Tanya stared straight ahead, her new, permanently made-up face expressionless, but a single tear traced through the berry-red blush on her cheek. The chime from her ankle was a whisper of her captivity.

Ashton was next. His piercings were subtler—small gold studs for his earlobes, no nose ring. The navel ring was the same. But the silver collar was identical, locking around his slender neck with the same final sound. The anklet, too, with its tiny, mocking chimes.

Collin cried out softly with each click of the piercing gun, his body jerking. He received the same: ear studs, navel ring, silver collar, chiming anklet. When the collar locked, he reached up to touch it, his slender fingers tracing the unbroken circle. It was cool and smooth. A leash without a lead.

Then Hazel came to River.

She stood before him, looking down at his regal, made-up face. She selected his pieces with more deliberation. For his ears, she chose not hoops or studs, but small, elegant gold barbells. Click. Click. The pain was a distant sting. For his nostril, she selected a tiny, flat gold disk. Click.

She lifted his paper sheet. His stomach, now flat and soft, clenched. The cold swab, then the sharp pinch and pressure as the navel ring was installed. Click.

Then, the collar.

This one was different. It was the same slender silver, but the etched pattern was not floral. It was a series of intricate, interlocking geometric shapes—sharp angles and lines that echoed the severity of his haircut and brows. It looked less like a decoration and more like a circuit, or a crown of thorns rendered in metal.

She placed it around his neck. It was cool and heavier than it looked. She closed the hidden hinge.

SNICK.

The sound was louder in the quiet room. The lock engaged. River felt it settle against his throat, a constant, gentle pressure on his larynx. A permanent reminder to keep his voice soft, his new alto tones contained.

Lastly, the anklet. The chain was slightly thicker, the crystals a dark, smoky quartz instead of clear. They chimed with a deeper, more solemn tone.

Hazel stepped back and looked at her handiwork. Four nearly identical creatures, adorned like priceless artifacts. The gold glittered at their ears, noses, and navels. The silver collars shone against their flawless skin. The paper sheets rustled as they trembled.

“The adornments signify completion,” Hazel whispered, her pale eyes sweeping over them. “They are not removable. They are part of the whole. They mark you as curated. As collected.”

She turned and pushed her cart away, the wheels squeaking softly on the polished floor.

They were left alone again, but they were no longer just naked, transformed people. They were decorated. The piercings were permanent holes in their flesh, filled with precious metal. The collars were locked. The anklets would chime with every step.

River lifted a hand, his movements instinctively graceful, and touched his collar. He could feel the etched patterns under his fingertips. He tried to find a seam, a catch, anything. It was seamless. It was part of him now, like the makeup etched into his face.

He looked at the others. Ashton was staring at his own reflection in the metallic surface of Hazel’s abandoned tray, his pretty face now framed by gold, his neck encircled by silver. Tanya was flexing her foot, listening to the light, high chime with a look of horrified fascination. Collin had drawn his knees up to his chest, the chimes on his ankle tinkling with the movement, making him cry harder.

Each addition had stripped away another layer of their humanity. The makeup had stolen their expressions. The piercings had violated their skin. The collars had leashed their throats. The anklets would announce their movements.

They were no longer prisoners undergoing a process. They were exhibits being prepared for display. Every detail was being attended to, every potential flaw corrected and embellished. They were being turned from people into objects of such exquisite beauty that their very perfection was the bars of their cage.

And the worst part was, in the silent, shameful depths of their rewritten minds, a part of them admired the beauty. A part of them felt a twisted sense of pride in being chosen for such meticulous, such expensive, finishing.

The silence after Hazel left was broken by a new sound—the soft rustle of fabric and the whisper of approaching footsteps. Not the heavy, silent tread of Ruby, or the quick, bird-like steps of Hazel. This was a group.

Four figures entered the Medical Theater. They were dressed in severe black uniforms, their faces covered by smooth, featureless white masks. They moved with a synchronized, impersonal efficiency. Each one carried a large, flat garment box.

Without a word, they approached. One stood before each chair.

River’s attendant placed the box on a nearby table and opened it. Inside, nestled in tissue paper, was a vision.

A dress. But not just any dress. It was an antique gown, the color of deep midnight blue velvet. It had puffed sleeves that would sit off the shoulder. The bodice was embroidered with tiny silver stars and was clearly meant to be laced tight. But it was the skirt that was breathtaking. It was huge. Layers upon layers of silky fabric, supported by a stiff, bell-shaped underskirt that would make the dress stand out like a giant, beautiful flower.

Beside the dress was a corset made of silver satin, with dozens of long, white laces. A pair of long, white silk gloves. Stockings as fine as spiderwebs. And lastly, a wig. It was an elaborate creation of long, silvery-white curls, piled high on a stand, with delicate ringlets framing the face.

It was the gown of a fairy-tale princess, or a prized doll from a bygone era.

River stared at it, his mind blank. This was his final skin.

The attendants did not ask. They acted. River’s attendant pulled the paper sheet away. Cold air washed over his adorned, perfected body. With hands that were neither rough nor gentle, simply efficient, the attendant began to dress him.

First, the stockings. They were rolled up his smooth legs, the sensation cool and whispering. Garters attached them to the silky straps of a frilly garter belt that was fastened around his waist.

Then, the corset. It was placed around his torso, the cold satin against his back and the new, heavy weight of his breasts. The attendant began to lace it from the bottom, pulling with steady, strong tugs. River gasped as the pressure mounted. His waist, already narrowed by the transformations, was cinched tighter, forced into an exaggerated hourglass shape that made his hips and bust look even more dramatic. He could barely take a full breath. It was a constant, firm hug around his middle.

Next, the enormous underskirt was fastened around his waist, a cage of fabric and wire that made the skirt around it bloom outward.

Then, the dress itself. It was heavy. The attendant lifted it and guided River’s arms into the sleeves, which slipped off his shoulders as designed. The bodice was settled over the corset. More lacing up the back, pulling it snug. The attendant’s fingers worked quickly, tying the laces into a complex, flawless bow at the small of his back.

Finally, the gloves were drawn up his arms, past the elbows. And the wig.

His own severe black bob was tucked under a fine hairnet. Then the mass of silvery-white curls was lowered onto his head. It was surprisingly light. The attendant adjusted it, pinned it securely, and arranged a few perfect ringlets to fall over his collarbone, next to the geometric silver collar.

The attendant stepped back.

River looked down. He was engulfed in a sea of midnight blue velvet and silver embroidery. He could feel the rigid structure of the underskirt holding the shape around him. He took a shallow, corset-restricted breath. The tiny bells on his ankle chimed softly.

He was no longer a person in a strange place. He was a doll in a costume.

Around him, the others were undergoing the same transformation.

Ashton was being laced into a gown of forest green silk, with a simpler skirt but a bodice embroidered with gold leaves. His wig was a cascade of chestnut brown curls. The boyish charm was gone, replaced by the beauty of a storybook maiden.

Tanya was put into a scandalously low-cut gown of crimson satin, the bodice straining to contain her amplified curves. Her skirt was vast, a pool of red. Her wig was a towering confection of jet-black curls intertwined with strings of fake pearls. She looked like a wicked queen from a fantasy.

Collin was dressed in the most fragile outfit of all: a gown of pale lavender chiffon over layers of white lace. The skirt was less voluminous, giving him a ghostly, ethereal look. His wig was a soft cloud of honey-blond waves. He looked like he might fade away at any moment.

When they were all fully dressed, the attendants assembled them in a line. They stood there, four breathtaking, antique visions. The gowns were masterpieces. The wigs were works of art. Their made-up faces, peeking out from the curls, were porcelain-perfect.

They were stunning. They were utterly ridiculous. They were finished.

One of the attendants produced a small, silver aerosol canister. Without ceremony, they walked down the line, spraying a fine, odorless mist over each of them, focusing on their faces and the exposed skin of their necks and shoulders.

The mist settled on River’s skin like a cool kiss. For a moment, nothing happened.

Then, a profound, creeping numbness began in his mind. Not a sleepiness, but a… distancing.

The sharp, jagged edges of his memories—the truck, the bar, his old laugh, the feel of stubble, the crushing weight of fear when he first saw the changes—they didn't vanish. They became soft. Blurry. Like a favorite book read so many times the words have lost their meaning. The memory of being River, the man, was still there, but it felt unimportant. A dry, faded fact. Like remembering the name of a childhood pet you hadn't thought of in decades.

The terror, the anger, the humiliation… they melted away, leaving behind a vast, empty calm. A quiet peace. There was no need to fight. No need to remember. There was only the present. The feel of the corset. The weight of the wig. The beautiful dress. The pretty face in the mirror that was his.

He looked at the others. He saw the same vacant peace settling over their features. Ashton’s tense shoulders relaxed under the green silk. Tanya’s defiant smirk softened into a serene, empty smile. Collin’s tears stopped, his lavender-clad form standing still and placid.

They were ready.

The attendants nodded to each other, a silent communication. Then, they turned and left, their masked faces giving nothing away.

The four dolls stood alone in the bright room, adorned, dressed, and mentally pacified. The final aerosol had been the key in the lock of their minds. The thoughts of rebellion, of escape, of their past selves, were now gentle whispers in a far-off room. The most immediate, real things were the clothes on their bodies, the makeup on their faces, the jewelry on their skin.

They felt no urge to speak. No urge to run. They simply waited, beautiful and blank, for whatever came next. The profound, empty peace was a heavier shackle than any collar. It was the end of the struggle. They were, finally and completely, ready for display.


Chapter Nine




The masked attendants returned, not to dress them, but to guide them. With gentle, impersonal touches on their elbows, they were turned and led from the Medical Theater. They moved in a silent procession, the only sounds the rustle of their enormous skirts, the faint chime of their ankle bells, and the soft tap of their delicate heeled shoes on the floor.

They walked down a corridor that was different from any before. The walls were dark, polished wood. Soft, ambient light glowed from recessed fixtures in the ceiling. It felt like the hallway of a museum after hours.

At the end of the corridor was a set of double doors, intricately carved. The attendants pushed them open.

They entered a gallery.

It was a vast, circular room with a high, domed ceiling. The walls were a deep, rich burgundy. The floor was dark, polished marble. But the center of the room was what commanded attention.

A massive, rectangular display case made of flawless, inch-thick glass. It was lit from within by dozens of tiny, pinpoint lights, making it glow like a jewel box. Inside the case, arranged on four small, velvet-covered platforms, were props.

On one platform was a delicate porcelain teacup and saucer on a tiny table with a chair.

On another, a frilly white parasol leaned against a faux garden bench.

On a third, a plush velvet chaise lounge was draped with a fur throw.

On the fourth, there was nothing but a small, polished disc of floor.

This was their new home.

Madame Charlotte stood beside the case, her severe elegance unchanged. Hazel was there, her tablet in hand. And Ruby loomed nearby, a statue of silent enforcement.

“The culmination,” Madame Charlotte said, her voice echoing softly in the grand space. “You are no longer candidates. You are creations. Masterpieces. And every masterpiece requires a proper setting.”

She nodded to the attendants, who guided each of them to a specific spot before the open door of the display case.

“Tanya,” Madame Charlotte said. “The Seductress. Your pose is repose. A fantasy of availability.” Hazel gestured, and the attendants guided Tanya inside the case. They positioned her on the velvet chaise lounge. They arranged her crimson satin skirts in a artful spill around her. They placed one of her gloved arms behind her head, the other draped over her cinched waist, pushing her bust upward. They tilted her head back slightly, her lips parted. She was posed as if waiting for a lover, a living painting of desire.

“Ashton. The Innocent. A moment of quiet contemplation.” Ashton was led to the chair by the tiny table. He was seated, his forest green skirts arranged perfectly. His gloved hands were placed around the porcelain teacup, his fingers curled just so. His head was tilted down, as if looking into the empty cup, his chestnut curls hiding part of his face. He looked like a maiden lost in a sad thought.

“Collin. The Ethereal. A creature of grace and melancholy.” Collin was positioned on the empty platform. Hazel herself stepped forward. She placed the frilly white parasol in his lavender-gloved hands, showing him how to hold it at a precise angle over his shoulder. She arranged his honey-blond wig, ensuring a few perfect ringlets fell over his geometric silver collar. She posed him standing, one foot slightly pointed forward, his body in a gentle, graceful curve, as if caught in a breeze. He looked like a ghost from a romantic poem.

Finally, all eyes turned to River.

“River,” Madame Charlotte said, and a flicker of something—respect?—passed over her sharp features. “The Regent. Power, captured and refined. Not in action, but in presence.”

He was led into the case. They did not give him a prop. They gave him a pose.

Hazel directed. They positioned him on the last velvet platform. They turned his body three-quarters to an imagined audience. They placed one of his gloved hands on his hip, pushing the midnight blue velvet of his skirt out. The other hand was raised, palm up, fingers delicately curved, as if holding an invisible orb or offering a blessing. They adjusted his silvery-white wig, ensuring the curls framed his face with majestic severity. They tilted his chin up, his gaze directed at some distant, noble horizon only he could see.

It was the pose of a queen on a coin. Static. Commanding. Utterly immobile.

When they were all positioned, Hazel and the attendants stepped back, examining their work like artists stepping back from a canvas. Madame Charlotte circled the glass case slowly, her eyes missing no detail.

“Perfect,” she finally breathed.

Ruby stepped forward. He carried a small, sleek remote control. He pointed it at the display case.

From the top of the case, four slender, articulated arms of clear polymer descended silently. They were almost invisible. Each arm ended in a gentle, padded clamp.

One moved to Tanya’s back, clamping discreetly onto the laces of her corset, holding her in her reclining position.

One clamped onto the back of Ashton’s gown at the shoulder, ensuring his seated posture never slumped.

One gently clasped Collin’s upper arm and the small of his back, locking his graceful stance.

And one settled against River’s spine and the back of his raised arm, freezing him in his regal pose.

They were not painful. They were firm. Absolute. They could not move from these poses.

Ruby pressed another button. The glass door of the display case swung shut with a hushed, pneumatic sigh. A series of soft clunks indicated locks engaging.

Then, the final act.

From the base of each of their velvet platforms, a fine, almost invisible mist began to rise. It wasn't sprayed at them; it seeped up from the very ground they stood or sat on, enveloping their skirts, their shoes, rising up their bodies. It had a faint, clean scent, like static and ozone.

As it touched River’s skin, through his stockings and gloves, a profound, heavy lassitude seeped into his muscles. It was the same empty peace from the aerosol, but deeper, physical. Any lingering tension, any unconscious impulse to shift his weight, to blink too rapidly, to swallow—it all faded away. His muscles relaxed completely, held in place only by the clear clamps and his own will-lessness.

He could still see. He could still hear. But the urge to do anything with those senses was gone. He was a statue. A beautiful, breathing statue in a glass box.

Madame Charlotte, Hazel, Ruby, and the attendants stood outside the case, admiring their work. To them, the four figures inside were not people. They were installations. The ultimate escape room prizes.

“The Doll Factory welcomes its newest permanent collection,” Madame Charlotte said, her voice full of a terrible satisfaction. She turned and, followed by the others, walked away from the display case. Their footsteps faded, and a door clicked shut somewhere in the gloom of the gallery.

Silence.

River stared out through the glass, his vision fixed on the distant burgundy wall. He could see the reflections of the others in the glass. Tanya, forever reclining. Ashton, eternally contemplating his empty cup. Collin, perpetually poised under his parasol.

They could not move. They could not speak. They could only be. Adorned, dressed, posed, and pacified. The final customization was complete. They were no longer being prepared for display.

They were the display.

Time had lost all meaning inside the glass case. It was measured only in the slow, metronomic rhythm of their own breathing, the faint, almost imperceptible blink of their eyes—a programmed, lifelike function that hadn't been taken from them, only regulated. A blink every ten seconds. Not a nervous flutter, but a slow, sweeping closure and opening of lashes over permanently lined eyes.

River stared at his fixed point on the far wall. His mind was a still pool. Thoughts drifted through like lazy fish, distant and unimportant. The memory of a truck engine. The feel of a steering wheel. They were concepts from a story he’d once read. The most real things were the pressure of the corset, the weight of the wig, the cool glass in his peripheral vision, and the gentle, unyielding hold of the clear clamp on his back and arm.

Then, a new sound pierced the perfect silence of the gallery.

The soft shush of the distant doors opening. The tap of elegant shoes on marble. Murmuring voices.

River’s eyes, in their next slow, scheduled blink, registered movement beyond the glass. Figures approached.

Madame Charlotte led two people into the gallery. A man and a woman, both dressed in clothes that spoke of immense, quiet wealth. The man wore a tailored suit the color of charcoal. The woman was in a sheath dress of cream silk, a single strand of pearls at her throat. Their faces were sharp, intelligent, and bore the calm, assessing look of serious collectors.

They stopped before the display case. River’s fixed gaze meant he was looking just to the left of them, but he could see them clearly in his periphery. The woman brought a hand to her mouth.

“Oh, Charlotte,” she breathed, her voice hushed with awe. “They’re… they’re breathtaking.”

“The Doll Factory’s latest acquisition,” Madame Charlotte said, her voice smooth and proud. “Our ‘Ultimate Tier’ graduates. Fully realized.”

The man stepped closer, his nose almost touching the glass as he peered at Tanya, frozen in her seductive recline. “The level of detail is staggering. The complexion… it’s not just makeup.”

“It is dermal perfection,” Charlotte explained. “Permanent pigmentation, pore refinement, subcutaneous fat distribution for that specific youthful plumpness. She will never age, never blemish.”

The man moved along the glass to Ashton, forever seated with his teacup. “And the posing… it’s not robotic. There’s a… a melancholy there. In the set of the shoulders. How is that achieved?”

“Cognitive and somatic alignment,” Charlotte said, as if discussing the tuning of a piano. “The posture is physically enforced, but the expression comes from within. We guide the psyche to a state that naturally manifests the desired aesthetic. Grief, in this case, is more beautiful than joy.”

The woman had drifted to stand before Collin, poised under his parasol. A single, perfect tear was frozen on Collin’s cheek, captured by the humidifiers in the case to never dry. “This one… it’s heartbreaking. So fragile. The tear is a masterstroke.”

“A natural byproduct of his finalized emotional baseline,” Charlotte said with a nod. “We find manufactured sadness reads as more authentic than manufactured happiness. It has depth.”

Then, both guests came to stand before River.

There was a longer silence. The man leaned in, studying his face, his pose. “This one is different,” he said, his tone shifting from appreciation to analysis. “The strength in the brow line. The severity of the pose. It’s not vulnerability. It’s… contained authority.”

“Indeed,” Madame Charlotte said, and River could hear the smile in her voice. “This is our Regent archetype. Most clients request the innocent, the seductive, the ethereal. This one is rarer. A transformation of raw, masculine dominance into a refined, feminine power. It is our most challenging conversion.”

The woman’s eyes widened. “Conversion? You mean this one was…”

“A particularly vigorous specimen,” Charlotte confirmed, her voice dropping to a confidential murmur. “All the biological material we use is donor-sourced, of course. But the psychological reshaping on this one was… extensive.”

The man whistled softly, impressed. “Which was the difficult one?” he asked, his eyes scanning River’s frozen, majestic form. “The stubborn one?”

Charlotte’s smile was audible. “The brunette in the blue. He fought every step of the way. The aggression was phenomenal. We had to use targeted chemical pacification twice. Ruby’s physical intervention. The final cognitive adjustments were the most comprehensive we’ve ever deployed.”

She reached out and tapped the glass gently right in front of River’s blank, staring eyes. He did not flinch. His slow blink continued, unaffected.

“And now,” Charlotte said, her voice rich with triumph, “he is our most placid. The fire is gone. What remains is the beauty of the cooled forge. The potential for power, forever held in check. It’s the pinnacle of our art.”

The guests stared at River with new reverence. They weren't looking at a person. They were looking at a conquered mountain. A tamed storm.

“Remarkable,” the man whispered. “The craftsmanship is exquisite. And the lifelike blink… it’s so natural. Not synchronized. Each has its own rhythm.”

“Proprietary nano-muscular regulators,” Charlotte said. “It prevents the glassy-eyed stare of simpler animatronics. They breathe, they blink, they occasionally produce a tear or a slight flush under specific lighting conditions. They are, for all intents and purposes, perfect living dolls.”

The woman shook her head in wonder. “And they just… stay like this? Forever?”

“Indefinitely,” Charlotte corrected. “With proper maintenance. The case provides nutrients intravenously, manages waste, stimulates muscles to prevent atrophy. They are in a state of permanent, peaceful stasis. They require nothing. They simply… are.”

The guests took a final, long look, walking the length of the case once more. The man stopped and took out his phone. “Do you mind?”

“Photography is permitted,” Charlotte said. “Flash will not harm them.”

The man raised his phone. River saw the flash in his peripheral vision, a burst of light that did not make him blink off-schedule. He heard the soft click of the camera. Then another, pointed at Tanya. Another at Collin’s tragic, beautiful face.

“They will be the centerpiece of the new wing,” the woman said, her voice full of satisfaction. “Absolutely stunning. Your work is unparalleled, Charlotte.”

“Thank you,” Madame Charlotte replied. “They represent the future of immersive art. Not an experience you play, but one you acquire. A living masterpiece.”

With a final, admiring glance, the well-dressed guests turned and, led by Madame Charlotte, walked away. Their voices faded, the doors shushed shut, and the gallery returned to its profound silence.

River remained. Pose held. Breath steady. Blink slow.

The words echoed in the still pool of his mind, ripples that slowly faded.

The difficult one.

The most placid.

A living masterpiece.

They were not insults. They were facts. They were his new biography, etched not in words, but in silver collar, permanent makeup, and frozen pose.

He was the brunette in the blue. He was the Regent. He was placid.

And as the last ripple of memory—the ghost of a man’s rage—dissolved into the tranquil, empty water, he knew it was true.

The museum-like silence stretched on, marked only by the soft, almost inaudible hum of the display case’s systems and the synchronized, slow-motion ballet of their breathing. The pinpoint lights above them were the sun and moon of their tiny, glass world.

Then, a change.

The bright, clinical lights within the case began to dim. Not to darkness, but to a deep, twilight blue. At the same time, a new sound emerged—a soft, hissing sigh from vents hidden in the velvet-covered platforms beneath their feet and chairs.

A gas, visible as a faint, shimmering mist in the blue light, began to fill the case. It had a scent, but it was indescribable—cool and metallic, like ozone and crushed lilies. It swirled around their enormous skirts, caressed their exposed necks and faces.

As River inhaled it, the last remnants of the heavy, empty peace… shifted. It didn't break. It transformed.

His mind didn't wake up. It dreamed. He was still utterly detached from his past, from any desire for escape, but his awareness of the present became hyper-vivid, crystalline. He was exquisitely conscious of every sensation. The brush of the silvery-white wig-curl against his collarbone was a symphony. The pressure of the corset was a detailed map of constriction. The cool glass air on his skin was a thousand individual points of contact.

And the gentle clamp holding his pose? It was no longer just a support. It was a cage he could feel with microscopic precision. The urge to move, absent for so long, did not return as a command from his will. It returned as a physical itch, a deep, cellular need for the slightest change.

He discovered, in this dreamy, heightened state, that he could.

Not much. A millimeter. A tremor.

The clamps were designed to hold the pose, not to resist the faintest, most minute muscular tremor. As the gas deepened its hold, River found he could allow his raised arm, held in its graceful curve, to relax infinitesimally. The fingers of his gloved hand could curl, just a fraction, from their offering position into something softer.

He could turn his head. Not to look around. But he could let his chin dip, by a single, agonizing degree, from its proud, upward tilt.

His eyes, on their slow blink schedule, could now shift in their sockets. He looked down, across the short distance of the glowing blue space.

The others were on their platforms, so close yet forever separate. In the dim light, he saw Ashton’s teacup hand tremble. Saw a single finger uncurl from the porcelain handle. He saw Tanya’s reclining form make the barest, most subtle arch of her back, deepening the curve of her spine against the chaise. He saw Collin’s parasol tilt, just a hair, the frilly edge brushing his own lavender sleeve.

They were all dreaming the same dream. Trapped in the same hyper-sensitive, silent agony of stillness.

River’s gaze, moving with glacial slowness, met Collin’s.

Collin was looking back. His huge, permanently lined eyes were wet with a fresh, dreamy tear. His body, held in its graceful standing curve, gave the tiniest, most pathetic shudder.

The need wasn't emotional. It was systemic. A programmed ritual written into their finished forms. The gas was a key, turning in the lock of their engineered arousal, heightening it to an unbearable pitch. They were dolls with a function, and this was part of the maintenance cycle. A silent, slow-motion dance to keep the mechanisms… engaged.

River’s platform was closest to Collin’s.

With an effort that felt Herculean, River allowed his poised, rigid body to relax its strict alignment. He didn't break the pose. He softened it. His hip, thrust out by the hand-on-hip stance, swayed imperceptibly inward.

His leg, in its stocking and heel, shifted. A centimeter. Then another.

The distance between his velvet platform and Collin’s was less than a foot.

Across the way, he saw Ashton’s seated form begin a similar, microscopic migration. His shoulder, held by the clear clamp, leaned. His knee, under the forest green silk of his skirt, tilted. He was inching, molecule by molecule, towards Tanya’s chaise lounge.

It took an eternity. Time was syrup. Each movement was a monumental event in the blue-hushed world.

River’s thigh, encased in midnight blue velvet, finally, gently, brushed against the frothy lavender chiffon of Collin’s skirt.

The contact was electric.

Through the layers of fabric, the sensation was a bolt of pure, shocking sensitivity. It wasn't just touch. It was a fusion of pressure, texture, and the ghost of warmth from the other’s body. A low, soundless gasp seemed to vibrate through River’s corseted frame.

Collin shuddered again. His parasol dipped further. Slowly, so slowly, he allowed his own body to lean into the touch.

This was the fifth act. Not sex as they had known it—desperate, violent, or melancholic. This was sex as maintenance. A ritual. Two beautiful objects, programmed for sensation, fulfilling a silent, automated protocol.

River’s gloved hand, the one that had been held in a graceful, offering curve, drifted down. It moved through the thick, blue air like a leaf sinking in water. It came to rest, not on Collin’s body, but on the velvet edge of his own platform, just beside where their skirts mingled.

Collin understood. With infinite slowness, he shifted his weight. The frilly parasol handle slipped from his glove. The parasol fell silently to the velvet behind him, forgotten.

Freed, his lavender-gloved hand also descended. It did not seek River’s hand. It came to rest on River’s thigh, just above where the skirts touched.

The touch, even through the glove and the layers of velvet, was a revelation. A point of exquisite, concentrated feeling in the vast numbness. River’s head, which had dipped slightly, now tilted further. His cheek, powdered and perfect, came to rest against Collin’s wig of honey-blond curls.

They stood there, frozen in a new, shared pose: cheeks touching, skirts intermingled, one hand resting on a thigh. It was an embrace in ultra-slow motion, a statue of mutual, desperate need.

From the corner of his dreamy, hyper-aware eye, River saw the other pairing. Ashton had managed to slide from his chair. He was on his knees on the velvet floor of the case, his face buried in the crimson satin of Tanya’s skirt where it spilled over the chaise. Tanya’s gloved hand had found its way into his chestnut curls, not gripping, but resting, her fingers trembling with the minute effort.

There was no thrusting. No grinding. Just contact. The barest rocking of a face against fabric. The faintest pressure of a hand. It was sex stripped of all motion, all goal, reduced to its essence: the catastrophic need for connection, for sensation, for proof of being alive inside the beautiful, static shell.

The gas swirled around them, enabling the dream, heightening every whisper of touch to an almost painful clarity. River could feel every individual thread of the velvet under Collin’s glove. He could feel the slight, damp warmth of Collin’s cheek through the wig’s curls. It was an agony of pleasure. An ecstasy of imprisonment.

They stayed like that for an immeasurable span, performing their silent, doll-like ritual for an audience of none. The blue light bathed them. The systems hummed.

Then, as subtly as it began, the hissing stopped. The faint, shimmering mist dissipated. The blue lights brightened incrementally, returning to the clean, white museum glow.

As the gas cleared from their systems, the hyper-sensitivity faded. The dreamy urgency receded, leaving behind the familiar, empty peace. The ability to make even those minute movements vanished. Their muscles, responding to some deeper programming, gently, automatically, returned to their original, assigned poses.

River’s head lifted from Collin’s wig. His hand withdrew from the platform’s edge. His leg shifted back, the velvet sighing as it parted from Collin’s chiffon.

Collin’s hand fell away. He straightened, his body resuming its graceful, lonely curve. His parasol was retrieved by a nearly invisible servitor arm that emerged from the ceiling of the case, placing it back in his gloved hands.

Ashton was guided back into his chair by another gentle, mechanical arm. Tanya’s hand was returned to its place on her waist.

The clamps held firm once more.

The ritual was complete. The maintenance cycle was over.

They were returned to their perfect, solitary poses: the Regent, the Ethereal, the Innocent, the Seductress. The night gas had come and gone, leaving no memory, only a faint, ghostly echo of touch in their placid, perfected minds. They stared ahead once more, breathing, blinking, beautiful, and utterly, eternally still.


Chapter Ten




The silence of the gallery was not permanent. It was a canvas, waiting for an event.

It began with subtle changes. The ambient lighting in the vast room outside their case shifted, warming from a museum-white to a soft, golden glow. Hidden speakers began to emit a low, sophisticated hum of classical music—something with strings and no sharp edges, designed to be felt rather than heard.

Then, the people came.

They flowed through the distant doors in small groups, a river of silk, tuxedos, and murmured conversation. Dozens of them. Men and women who wore their wealth like a second skin. Their jewels caught the light; their laughter was a dry, polite rustle. They carried flutes of champagne that glittered like captured stars.

This was a gala. And the display case was the centerpiece.

Madame Charlotte moved among her guests like a sleek shark, a smile on her lips that never touched her gray eyes. She would pause, gesture gracefully towards the case, and speak in low, confident tones. Clusters of guests would gather, peering in.

“Our newest permanent collection,” Charlotte’s voice carried over the music at one point, clear and proud. “The culmination of the Doll Factory’s art. Not simulations. Not animatronics. Fully realized, bio-sustained living sculptures.”

The guests pressed closer. River, fixed in his regal pose, stared at his usual point on the far wall, but his peripheral vision was flooded with movement, with faces. Flashbulbs went off—not the crude flash of a phone, but the sharper, brighter pop of professional cameras. He did not blink out of sequence.

“Remarkable,” a man in a white tuxedo breathed, his breath fogging the glass near River’s face. “The presence she has. Even in stillness.”

“He has, Charles,” a woman corrected gently, sipping her champagne. “Charlotte says this one was quite the project. All that masculine energy… distilled into this.” She waved a hand, encrusted with rings, at River’s frozen form. “It’s alchemy.”

They were the star attraction. The guests circulated, admiring each of them in turn. A woman sighed dramatically before Collin. “The tragedy in the eyes! It’s so real. How do they do that?” A group of men chuckled appreciatively before Tanya’s reclining form, making low comments about the craftsmanship of her curves. A older couple stood quietly before Ashton, the woman dabbing at her eyes with a handkerchief. “The poor dear looks so sad with his tea.”

River saw it all through a haze of profound detachment. The chemicals in his system, the deep programming, held him in a bubble of placid observation. The voices were like the sound of rain against a window. Interesting, but unrelated to him. He was the Regent. He was on display. This was his purpose.

Then, a shift.

A young man drifted to the front of the crowd, standing directly before River. He was different from the others. He couldn't have been more than twenty-five. His tuxedo fit him awkwardly, as if he weren't used to wearing one. He held a champagne flute like it might bite him. His hair was a bit too long, falling over his forehead in a way that seemed unintentional rather than styled.

He wasn't admiring the craftsmanship. He was staring. Directly into River’s eyes.

River’s gaze was fixed forward, but the young man positioned himself directly in its path. Their eyes met.

The young man’s were a warm, troubled brown. They held none of the glazed appreciation of the other guests. No hunger, no clinical analysis. They held… confusion. And a dawning, horrified comprehension.

He didn't see a masterpiece. He saw a prison.

He took a half-step closer, his nose almost touching the glass. His eyes searched River’s face—the permanent, severe brows, the somber lip blush, the regal eyeliner. He looked past the makeup, past the pose, past the silvery-white wig.

River, deep within the chemical prison of his mind, felt something. Not a thought. A tremor. A faint, ghostly echo of a feeling long buried. A reflex of connection. The eye contact held for a beat too long, violating the unspoken rule of viewing art—you glance, you admire, you move on. You don’t see.

The young man’s lips parted. He mouthed a word, soundlessly, against the glass.

Help?

Or maybe it was, Hell.

River could do nothing. His blink continued its slow, mechanical sweep. His expression remained one of frozen, majestic poise. But inside, in the deepest vault where the last ember of River-the-man was banked under layers of chemical snow, a single spark hissed.

The young man flinched, as if he’d been shocked. He looked away quickly, his face pale. He took a gulp of champagne, his hand shaking.

“Fascinating, aren’t they, Zander?” An older man clapped a hand on the youth’s shoulder, making him jump. It was the man in the white tuxedo. “Your aunt’s work is truly revolutionary. It makes one reconsider the very nature of art and consciousness.”

Zander, the young man, nodded mutely. He couldn't bring himself to look back at the case.

“Come,” the older man said, steering him away. “Let me introduce you to the commissioner from the Zurich institute. He’s talking about acquiring a set for a private meditation wing.”

Zander allowed himself to be led away, but he cast one last, fleeting glance over his shoulder. His eyes found River’s again, just for a second. In them was a promise of shared, silent horror. And then he was swallowed by the crowd.

The moment passed. The gala continued. Laughter bubbled up. More champagne was poured. Madame Charlotte gave a short, elegant speech about the future of immersive aesthetics, gesturing to the four of them as the vanguard.

River returned to his placid state. The spark was buried again, smothered by the tranquilizing systems feeding into his veins. The young man named Zander was just another blur in the sea of faces.

But something had changed. A tiny, hairline fracture had appeared in the perfect, glassy surface of his emptiness. He had been seen. Not as a doll, or a masterpiece, or a conversion.

He had been seen as a prisoner. And the memory of that look, those warm, troubled, seeing eyes, was a seed planted in the frozen ground of his soul. It would lie dormant. But it was there.

The gala ended. The river of silk and champagne drained away, the murmured conversations fading to echoes, then to silence. The golden lights dimmed back to the standard museum-white glow. The soft music ceased.

They were alone again with the hum of their glass world. The memory of the crowd, the flashbulbs, the young man’s eyes—it all receded into the general fog of non-memory, a series of impressions without emotional weight.

Time resumed its meaningless passage. Breath in. Breath out. Blink.

Then, the glitch.

It started with the lights. The pinpoint LEDs illuminating their case flickered. Not dramatically, but a rapid, stuttering pulse that lasted two seconds. The gentle, ambient hum of the case’s systems hitched, producing a low-frequency thrumm-whirr that vibrated through the velvet platforms and up into their bones.

For River, it felt like the world skipped a beat.

Then, the most profound change of all.

The gentle, unyielding pressure of the clear polymer clamps on his back and arm… vanished.

Not with a retraction. They didn't move. The field of force that had held him rigid, that had made his muscles accept the pose as their only possible state, simply switched off.

The effect was catastrophic.

His body, held in the regal, upright stance for so long, had no strength of its own. The moment the external support disappeared, his muscles, atrophied and pacified, gave way entirely.

He slumped.

It wasn't a collapse. It was a slow, boneless folding. His raised arm dropped like a dead weight, hitting his side with a soft thud against the heavy velvet of his skirt. His other hand slipped from his hip. His knees buckled, and he sank down onto the velvet platform, his enormous skirt billowing around him like a deflated balloon. His head, freed from its proud tilt, lolled forward, the silvery-white wig slipping slightly.

A sound escaped him—a shallow, ragged gasp. It was the first unscheduled, uncontrolled sound he had made since the final locking of the case. The air hit his lungs without the corset’s strict regulation, and it burned. His diaphragm, unused to working on its own, spasmed.

Around him, chaos in ultra-slow motion.

Ashton fell forward out of his chair, landing on his hands and knees on the velvet floor, the forest green silk pooling around him. He was panting, great heaving breaths that shook his whole frame.

Tanya slid sideways off her chaise lounge, ending up in a heap of crimson satin and limbs on the platform, her head resting on the seat cushion, her body curled in an ungainly fetal position.

Collin simply folded. His parasol clattered away as his legs gave out. He crumpled onto his platform, lying on his side amidst the lavender chiffon, his breath coming in tiny, whistling hiccups.

For sixty seconds, the prison was broken.

They could not move far. Their muscles were useless, screaming with the sudden, shocking return of sensation—the deep ache of immobility, the fiery protest of ligaments held in one position for weeks or months. But they could move. They could twitch. They could feel the crushing weight of their own bodies again.

River tried to lift his head. The muscles in his neck screamed in protest, a white-hot agony. He managed to turn his face slightly. His cheek was pressed against the cool, damp velvet. He saw Ashton, a few feet away, trying to push himself up. Saw the utter, bewildered terror on Ashton’s pretty, made-up face as he discovered he could not.

Collin was crying, real tears now, not the scheduled, aesthetic ones. They cut clean tracks through the permanent blush on his cheeks. He made small, animal sounds of pain and confusion.

Tanya was just breathing, deep, shuddering breaths, her eyes wide open, staring at the glass ceiling of the case as if seeing it for the first time.

This was not freedom. It was torture. The sudden, brutal return of physical autonomy to bodies that could not use it, coupled with the screaming pain of awakening muscles. It was a system shock.

River’s mind, still swimming in chemicals, struggled to process. This was wrong. This was a break in the perfect stillness. A flaw in the masterpiece. He felt a primal, chemical-driven urge to return to the pose, to find the peace of stillness. But his body would not obey.

His eyes, blurry with unshed tears of strain, scanned the interior of the case. He saw a small, dark panel on the wall near the floor, usually invisible behind the velvet drape of his skirt. A red light on it was blinking rapidly. An error.

Sixty seconds.

The time stretched and collapsed simultaneously. An eternity of agony. A fleeting instant of terrifying potential.

Ashton managed to crawl, an inch, towards Tanya’s platform. His hand, trembling violently, reached out. His fingers brushed the fringe of her crimson skirt.

Collin curled tighter into himself, his whimpers the only sound besides their ragged breathing.

River focused all his will, a ghost of his old self flickering in the chemical gloom, into one action. He forced his gloved hand to move. It slid across the velvet, an excruciating journey of six inches. His fingers touched the edge of his own midnight blue skirt.

It was a monumental act. It was nothing.

Then, as suddenly as it had failed, the system recovered.

The blinking red light on the panel turned a steady green.

A soft, rising hum filled the case.

The polymer clamps did not move, but the force field reactivated. It was gentle at first, a guiding pressure, then firm, then absolute.

River’s body was lifted. Not by hands, but by the invisible field. It guided his limp form back upright. It repositioned his arm into its raised, graceful curve. It settled his hand back on his hip. It tilted his chin up to its proud angle.

Across the case, Ashton was gently pulled back into his chair, his hands arranged around the teacup. Tanya was levitated and rearranged on her chaise, her arm behind her head, her other hand on her waist. Collin was stood up, the parasol placed back in his trembling grip, his body bent back into its sorrowful curve.

The process took ten seconds. Silent, efficient, horrifying.

When it was done, they were back in their exact poses. As if the last sixty seconds had never happened.

But it had.

The deep, paralyzing peace flooded back into their muscles, courtesy of a fresh, targeted mist that hissed from the platforms, soothing the screams of their awakened flesh. The chemical blanket smothered the panic, the pain, the memory of movement.

Yet, beneath it, something lingered. A phantom ache in River’s neck where he had strained. A ghost of the feeling of velvet against his cheek, not as part of the pose, but as a chosen contact. The image of Ashton’s terrified face, alive with emotion.

And the blinking red light on the error panel, now green, a silent witness to the flaw in the perfect system.

They were frozen once more. Statues in a case. But the glitch had happened. The machine had stumbled. And for sixty seconds, they had been, however painfully, however helplessly, alive.

The phantom ache in River’s muscles was a fading echo, soothed by the fresh wave of chemical tranquility seeping into his veins. The memory of movement—the shocking, painful slump, the gasp of unfiltered air—was being gently but firmly filed away in his mind as a non-event, a system error to be forgotten.

But it wasn't gone yet.

In this brief, fading window between the glitch and the full return of the doll-state, his eyes could still move with a fraction more freedom. His gaze, no longer locked on its distant point, swept across the interior of their glass enclosure.

He looked at Collin, posed once more in his graceful, tragic curve. A single, fresh tear, born of the recent strain, trembled on his lower lash before detaching and tracing its pre-ordained path down his cheek. In Collin’s huge, lined eyes, River saw pure, animal terror. The raw, understanding fear of a creature that had just glimpsed the mechanism of its own imprisonment. But beneath the terror, like a strong undercurrent, was a desperate, pleading pull towards the blankness. The terror was hard. The blankness was soft. The blankness was peace.

He shifted his gaze to Ashton, back with his teacup. Ashton’s pretty face was pale beneath its makeup. His breath, still slightly hitched, fogged the cool porcelain of the cup’s rim for a second before vanishing. His eyes were squeezed shut, not in the pose, but in a conscious act of rejection. He was trying to unsee the last sixty seconds, to retreat back into the simple, numb role of the Innocent. The seduction of that simpler state was a tangible force in the air—a promise of an end to the screaming confusion.

Finally, he looked at Tanya. Her smoldering gaze was fixed ahead, but it was sharp, calculating. She had felt the collapse, the return. She had assessed it. And in her eyes, River saw not just fear, but a chilling acceptance. A recognition that the struggle was not just futile, but ugly. Undignified. The pose of the Seductress was a performance of power, even in stillness. To be a crumpled heap on velvet was an aesthetic failure. The return to the beautiful pose was not just surrender; it was a choice for the superior form.

The system around them gave a final, settling hum. The error light on the hidden panel was now a constant, reassuring green. The gentle hiss of the vents changed tone.

River knew what came next. The Night Gas. The mist that would induce the dreamy, hyper-sensitive state, the state that allowed the minute, ritual movements. It was part of the cycle. Maintenance after a disturbance.

But this time would be different. The glitch had shown them the door. The paralyzing field was off. For these next moments, they had agency. They could stay slumped. They could try to crawl, to beat against the glass, to scream with their raw, unused throats.

The first tendrils of the shimmering, metallic-lily mist began to curl up from the platforms.

As the gas touched him, the hyper-awareness bloomed. The ache in his muscles became a detailed map of pain. The feel of the velvet under him, the weight of the wig, the constriction of the corset—all amplified to exquisite clarity.

And with it came the programmed, aching need for the ritual. The need for contact, for the slow-motion pseudo-intimacy that passed for life in this place.

But also present, sharp and clear in the gas-heightened state, was the memory of choice. They could fulfill the ritual as slumped, broken things. Or they could…

River moved first.

It was not a dramatic motion. In the thick, blue-tinged air of the gas, it was a monumental act of will. He did not try to stand. He used the dreamy, heightened control the gas granted, not for connection, but for composition.

With agonizing slowness, he began to rearrange his own limp body.

He straightened his slumped spine, pushing against the screaming protest in his back muscles. He lifted his fallen arm, guiding it back to the position at his hip, fingers curling into the approved, delicate placement. He raised his other arm, the one that had hung dead at his side, bringing it up, recreating the graceful, offering curve. He tilted his chin up, forcing his neck to support the weight of his head and wig once more.

He was posing himself.

Across the enclosure, he saw the others begin to do the same.

Ashton, with tears of effort or despair cutting through his makeup, pushed himself up from his hands and knees. He didn't crawl to his chair. He used the chaise lounge for support, pulling himself upright. Then, with trembling, precise movements, he rearranged his forest green skirts. He sat back down in the chair, not collapsing into it, but lowering himself with a terrible, deliberate grace. He picked up the teacup from where it had fallen to the velvet floor. He placed his hands around it, resuming the pose of contemplative sadness.

Tanya uncurled from her fetal heap. She smoothed her crimson satin skirts with her gloved hands, a slow, caressing motion. She reclined back onto the chaise, not flopping, but arranging herself—arm behind head, hand on waist, head tilted back—reconstructing the fantasy of desire piece by deliberate piece.

Collin was the last. He uncurled from his trembling ball. He didn't reach for the parasol first. He pushed himself to his knees, then, using the platform’s edge, to his feet. He stood swaying for a moment, a lavender ghost. Then, with heartbreaking care, he bent his knees, dipped his shoulder, curved his spine—reassembling the Ethereal pose from memory. Only then did he reach for the parasol, placing it just so over his shoulder.

They did not look at each other. They did not seek contact. This was not the ritual of need. This was a different ritual. The ritual of surrender.

They were putting themselves back into their boxes. Voluntarily. Consciously.

By the time the gas reached its full density, they were not as they had been before the glitch. They were more so. Their poses were perfect, but now they were poses chosen, not merely imposed. The blank peace in their eyes was no longer just chemical; it was an agreement. A decision.

The ultimate degradation was not being forced into the pose. It was seeing the door to the cage left open, feeling the possibility of collapse, of chaos, of ugly, real struggle—and choosing, with clear, gas-sharpened minds, to step back inside and lock the door themselves.

The clamps reactivated with a soft thrum of energy, sealing them into their chosen positions.

The Regent. The Innocent. The Seductress. The Ethereal.

The lights in the case brightened, burning away the blue haze of the gas, returning them to the pristine, white glow of display.

They were flawless once more. Still. Beautiful.

But something had changed forever in the silent grammar of their prison. The stillness was no longer just a condition. It was a covenant. They had seen the mechanism, felt the alternative, and in unison, they had voted for the beautiful lie.

The exhibit was secure. Not because the systems worked, but because the exhibits had chosen to be exhibits.


Chapter Eleven




Time, in the glass world, was not marked by days or nights, but by cycles. The cycle of breath and blink. The cycle of the Night Gas and its ritual. And the maintenance cycle.

The gallery was in its silent, between-events mode. The lights were at their standard, shadowless white. The only sound was the ever-present, subliminal hum of the case’s life-support systems.

Then, a new sound. The soft shush of the main gallery doors, followed by the steady, quiet tread of heavy footsteps on marble.

Ruby entered alone.

He moved with his usual, silent purpose, but this time he carried no tools of restraint or adornment. He carried a small, wheeled cart made of the same polished dark wood as the gallery walls. On it rested a series of items: soft, lint-free cloths, a silver basin of steaming water that gave off a faint, clean scent of herbs, brushes with impossibly fine bristles, and a few small, specialized tools.

He stopped before the display case. From a control panel set into the wall beside it, he entered a code. A series of soft, mechanical clicks echoed, and then, with a near-silent hydraulic sigh, the entire front panel of the glass case swung open.

The rush of air was the first real sensation from outside their enclosure they had felt in an immeasurable time. It was cool and carried the faint, woody smell of the gallery, a stark contrast to the sterile, climate-controlled atmosphere inside.

Ruby stepped into the case.

His immense size seemed to dwarf the space. He stood for a moment, his ice-chip eyes sweeping over each of them in turn, performing a visual inspection. Then, he went to work.

He started with Ashton.

Kneeling beside the chair, Ruby dipped one of the soft cloths into the warm, herb-scented water. He wrung it out and, with a touch so gentle it was almost reverent, began to wipe Ashton’s face. He cleaned the permanent makeup with meticulous care, not removing it, but clearing away any microscopic dust or the residue of the single, scheduled tear. His massive, powerful hands were astonishingly deft. He used a tiny, dry brush to sweep over Ashton’s eyelashes, separating any that might have stuck together. He adjusted a single chestnut curl of the wig that had fallen slightly out of place, tucking it behind Ashton’s ear with a precise finger.

Then, his hands went to the back of Ashton’s gown. He found the laces of the corset. With a series of gentle, firm tugs, he tightened them. Ashton’s breath hitched—a soft, involuntary sound—as the pressure increased, cinching the already narrow waist a fraction tighter, perfecting the silhouette. Ruby gave a small, satisfied nod.

He moved to Tanya next. He cleaned her face with the same ritualistic care, paying special attention to the dramatic cat-eye liner, ensuring its sharpness. He used a different cloth to polish the gold hoops in her ears and the stud in her nose until they gleamed. He straightened the fall of her crimson skirts, arranging the satin in artful folds around the chaise. His hand brushed against her stockinged calf as he did so, a fleeting contact of warmth and immense, impersonal strength.

Collin was third. Ruby’s touch here was, if possible, even lighter. He blotted the ever-present tear-track from Collin’s cheek with a corner of a dry cloth. He adjusted the angle of the parasol in Collin’s grip by a single degree. He tightened the silver collar around Collin’s slender neck, not because it was loose, but to ensure its perfect, seamless fit. His thumb brushed the hollow of Collin’s throat as he did it, and Collin’s breath caught in a tiny, silent gasp.

Finally, Ruby came to River.

He stood before him for a long moment, looking up at the posed figure. River, in his regal stance, stared over Ruby’s head, but he could feel the giant man’s presence like a change in atmospheric pressure.

Ruby dipped a fresh cloth. He reached up and began to clean River’s face. The cloth was warm and damp, moving in slow, circular strokes over his forehead, his cheeks, his chin. It was the most sustained external touch River had felt since the final adjustments by Hazel. It was not clinical, like Hazel’s. It was… ministerial. Ruby was tending to an icon.

He used a fine, pointed tool to gently remove a speck of something from the corner of River’s permanently lined eye. He brushed River’s severe, dark brows with a miniature comb, ensuring every hair was aligned.

Then, his hands went to the wig. He adjusted the set of the silvery-white curls on River’s head, his fingers briefly carding through the synthetic hair near the scalp. The touch sent a bizarre shiver through River’s pacified system—a sensation of being handled, with great care, by something vastly powerful.

Next, the gown. Ruby’s big hands smoothed the midnight blue velvet over River’s hips, tugging it to fall in perfect, unbroken lines. He tightened the laces of the corset at the back. River felt the familiar, constricting embrace become absolute, a flawless, unyielding mold. Ruby’s knuckles brushed against the bare skin of River’s back between the corset and the gown’s neckline. The contact was electric—a bolt of pure, unmediated sensation in a world of filtered, chemical feeling.

Lastly, Ruby attended to the adornments. He polished the geometric silver collar until it shone like a mirror. He checked the gold barbells in River’s ears, giving each a slight, confirming twist. He ran a cloth over the anklet with the smoky quartz chimes, making them tinkle softly.

When he was finished, Ruby took a step back. He looked at each of them again, his pale eyes missing nothing. He gave a single, slow nod.

His work was done. They had been maintained. Dusted, adjusted, tightened, polished. Their beauty was reaffirmed, their stasis secured.

Without a word, Ruby turned. He wheeled his cart out of the case, stepped through the opening, and pressed another button on the wall panel.

The glass door swung shut. The locks engaged with their series of soft, definitive clunks.

Ruby stood outside for a moment longer, looking in at his charges. Then he turned and walked away, his footsteps fading into the silence of the gallery.

Inside the case, the only evidence of his visit was the lingering, clean scent of herbs in the air, the perfect, painful tightness of their corsets, and the memory of his touch—the only real, external sensation in their eternal, beautiful stillness. It was not a touch of connection. It was the touch of a curator to a masterpiece, of a keeper to a prized specimen. It was a reminder that even their maintenance was an act of reverence for the dolls they had become.

The maintenance cycle passed, folding back into the seamless, silent routine. The herb scent faded. The perfect poses held. The gallery remained in its dormant state.

Then, activity.

The doors opened again, but not for a gala. The footsteps were not the light tap of guests or the solitary tread of Ruby. These were purposeful, synchronized steps. And there was another sound—a ragged, desperate breathing, and the scuffling struggle of someone being dragged.

River’s fixed gaze saw them enter his peripheral vision. Madame Charlotte, her expression one of cool satisfaction. Two of the masked attendants. And between them, a man.

He was handsome, or had been. In his late twenties, with a strong jaw now shadowed with what looked like a week’s growth of stubble. His clothes were torn and dirty, a stark contrast to the gallery’s opulence. He wore what looked like the remains of cargo pants and a t-shirt. His arms were pinned behind his back by the attendants, but he was fighting, throwing his weight, his head lashing from side to side.

“No! Let me go! What is this place?!” His voice was a raw, masculine baritone, cracked with terror and fury. The sound was a physical shock in the silent room. A voice from the dead world.

“This, Blake,” Madame Charlotte said, her voice calm as she gestured around the gallery, “is your destination. The culmination of your journey. Look.”

The attendants forced Blake to turn towards the display case.

His struggling ceased for a moment as he took in the sight. The four of them, posed in their breathtaking, impossible stillness under the glowing lights. His eyes, wide with panic, scanned from Tanya’s seductive recline, to Ashton’s tragic tea-time, to Collin’s ethereal poise, and finally, to River in his regal command.

Blake’s mouth hung open. “What… what are they?”

“They are art,” Charlotte said. “Perfected. As you will be.”

Blake’s eyes locked on River. Perhaps he saw the residual strength in the pose, the broad shoulders under the velvet. Something in him recognized a fellow captive, a potential ally. “Hey!” he shouted, straining against the attendants. “You! Can you hear me? Help! For God’s sake, help us!”

River stared forward, over Blake’s head. His slow, scheduled blink continued. His beautiful, empty eyes gave no sign of recognition, no flicker of response. Inside, the chemicals and programming held his consciousness in a placid lake. The shouting was a stone thrown into that lake, but the ripples were tiny, dampened, gone almost before they formed.

Ashton, Collin, Tanya—they too simply existed in their poses. They blinked their lovely, vacant eyes at the struggling man. Dolls in a box, watching a storm they could not feel.

The complete lack of reaction seemed to break something in Blake. His defiance turned to a deeper, more primal horror. “They’re not real… Oh God, you’ve made them not real! Don’t you do that to me! DON’T!”

He began to fight in earnest, a wild, thrashing panic. The attendants tightened their grip. Madame Charlotte sighed, a sound of mild inconvenience. “Take him to Orientation. He requires calming.”

As they began to drag him towards a side door Blake hadn’t noticed, he threw one last, pleading look at the case. Not at River this time, but at Collin, whose permanent tear and fragile beauty seemed to strike a final chord of despair.

“I’m sorry,” Blake sobbed, the words ripped from him, as if apologizing to the beautiful ghost for the fate he now saw awaited them both. “I’m so sorry…”

Then he was gone, his screams echoing down the corridor until a door hissed shut, cutting them off abruptly.

Silence flooded back into the gallery, heavier than before.

Inside the case, nothing changed. Breath in. Breath out. Blink.

But somewhere, in the deepest, most silenced vault of River’s being, the echo of that raw, male scream lingered. A fossil of sound in the chemical ice.

Time cycled. The Night Gas came and went, its ritual performed with silent, minute movements. Maintenance occurred. The gallery hosted another, smaller viewing event.

Then, one day, the side door opened again.

Ruby entered, followed by Hazel. Between them walked a new figure.

It was Blake. But it was not Blake.

The struggling, handsome man was gone. In his place was a doll.

His hair was now a sleek, chin-length cut of auburn silk. His face was smooth, hairless, and bore the same permanent, exquisite makeup as the others—softly shaped brows, a blush on his cheeks, a natural rose tint on his full lips. He was dressed in an antique gown of burnt orange taffeta, with a modest skirt and a high neckline, giving him a scholarly, autumnal beauty. A slender silver collar, identical to theirs, encircled his throat. Gold studs glinted in his ears.

His eyes were the most changed. They were the same shape, but now they were vacant. Peaceful. Empty. He moved with the same innate, graceful glide they all had, guided by Hazel’s subtle touches.

Hazel directed Ruby. Together, they opened the display case. They led the new doll—no longer Blake, but a finished product—inside. They had prepared a new velvet platform beside River’s, slightly behind and to his left, as if in attendance to the Regent.

They posed him. Hazel positioned his hands—one holding a closed, leather-bound book, the other resting lightly on the back of a small, velvet-upholstered stool he was meant to be perched on. They tilted his head in a posture of attentive listening, his gaze directed slightly downward, as if following a conversation only he could hear. They named him, silently, with his pose: The Scholar.

The clamps descended, locking him in place.

Hazel and Ruby exited. The case sealed.

Now there were five.

River, from his fixed position, could see the new doll in his peripheral vision. The auburn hair, the orange gown, the vacant, pretty face. There was nothing of the screaming man left in those eyes. Nothing of the recognition that had flashed when he’d begged River for help.

He was just another piece. A sister in silence.

The Night Gas cycle arrived again. The blue mist filled the case, bringing its dreamy hyper-sensitivity and the programmed, aching need for the ritual.

As the gas took hold, River felt the familiar, minute capacity for movement return. This time, the ritual had a new participant.

Slowly, with infinite care, River allowed his hand—the one resting on his hip—to relax its pose. His fingers uncurled. His hand drifted down, an inch, then two, across the heavy velvet of his skirt.

On his new platform, the Scholar doll also responded to the gas. His head, posed in listening, tilted a fraction. The hand holding the book trembled.

River’s drifting hand found the edge of his own velvet platform. It continued, crossing the narrow gap of air until his fingertips brushed the stiff, crisp fabric of the orange taffeta skirt.

At the touch, the Scholar doll’s free hand, which had been resting on the stool, lifted. It moved slowly, dreamily, through the blue haze. It did not reach for River’s hand. It came to rest on top of it, a gentle, weightless pressure of lavender-gloved fingers over midnight-blue velvet.

It was not a greeting. It was not recognition. It was the ritual. The programmed, doll-like seeking of contact, of sensation, in the only way permitted.

Their hands rested together, a silent, minimal connection between the Regent and the Scholar. Two beautiful, empty things, finding a counterfeit comfort in shared emptiness.

In the gas-heightened state, River felt the touch with crystalline clarity. But he felt nothing of Blake. No memory of the scream. No spark of the man who had fought.

There was only the doll. And the ritual. And the endless, beautiful, silent night.

The blue mist returned, hissing from the velvet platforms with its familiar metallic-lily scent. The lights dimmed to twilight. The Night Gas cycle began, as it always did.

In the dreamy, hyper-sensitive state it induced, sensation bloomed. The corset’s pressure was a detailed map. The brush of a wig-curl against a neck was a minor symphony. The programmed, aching need for contact hummed in their blood, a low-frequency command.

The ritual started automatically. Ashton’s trembling hand, freed from its teacup pose by a millimeter, drifted toward Tanya’s chaise lounge, his fingertips seeking the fringe of her crimson satin skirt. Tanya’s head tilted, her cheek aiming for the phantom touch of his hair. Collin’s parasol dipped, its frilly edge whispering against his own lavender sleeve.

And River, as he had for countless cycles, felt his hand—the one resting on his hip—relax its regal curve. His fingers uncurled. His gaze, able to shift minutely in the gas, swept across the others. He saw the vacant beauty, the empty peace. But this time, he also saw the memory superimposed over it. The memory of the glitch. The shocking, painful slump. The raw sound of Blake’s scream before he became the Scholar.

His drifting hand didn’t seek meaningless warmth this time. It moved with a new, terrible purpose.

It crossed the short gap between his platform and the new doll’s. His fingertips brushed the stiff, orange fabric of the Scholar’s gown. It felt crisp and smooth, like expensive gift wrap.

The Scholar doll—Blake—responded as programmed. His own free hand lifted slowly from the velvet stool, floating through the blue haze. It descended toward River’s hand.

But River didn't just accept the contact. As the Scholar’s lavender-gloved fingers came to rest lightly on top of his own, River applied pressure. Not a caress. A signal.

He pressed down with his index finger, then released. A pause. Pressed again. Released. A third time.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

It was a tiny, almost imperceptible movement amidst the slow-motion ballet. But in the hyper-clarity of the gas, it was as sharp as a shout.

The Scholar doll’s vacant eyes stared ahead, his beautiful face placid. But his hand, resting on River’s, twitched. A faint, answering pressure. A reflex? Or something more?

River shifted his gaze, moving his eyes with agonizing slowness to his right, to where Ashton was posed.

Ashton’s face was tilted down toward his teacup, a picture of sorrow. But his hand, the one not touching Tanya’s skirt, was trembling. Not randomly. In a pattern. A slight curl of the fingers, a pause, a straightening. Curl. Pause. Straighten. It mimicked the motion of tightening a lace. Hazel.

A wave of something that was not peace, not chemical contentment, washed through River. It was the electric chill of understanding. He is not gone. We are not gone.

He looked at Tanya. Her smoldering gaze was fixed forward, but the fingers she had draped over her own waist were tapping, ever so slightly, against the boning of her corset. A rapid, light pattern. Then a pause. Then the pattern again. It was the rhythm of heavy, quiet footsteps on marble. Ruby.

Collin, in his lonely, graceful curve, let a single, scheduled tear fall. But as it traced down his cheek, he very deliberately, slowly, blinked. Not the ten-second blink. A rapid, double-blink. Then his eyes shifted, just for an instant, toward the small, dark panel on the wall near the floor—the error panel from the glitch. Danger. System.

They were communicating. Using the only vocabulary they had left—the minute movements of the Night Gas ritual. They were turning the curated display of their emptiness into a covert network.

The gas deepened. The need for the ritual’s sensuality grew stronger, the programming fighting their fragile, newfound purpose. River’s body ached to turn the tapping into a caress, to lose himself in the simple, blank comfort of shared warmth.

He fought it. He focused on the memory of the glitch—the feeling of his own muscles screaming to life. He focused on the ghost of Blake’s voice. “Help! For God’s sake, help us!”

He tapped again on the Scholar’s hand. This time, a different pattern. Two quick, one slow. See. Me.

Across the case, Ashton’s trembling hand changed its pattern. He dragged one fingertip, with immense effort, in a tiny circle on Tanya’s satin skirt. Then a line. A crude, impossible attempt at a shape. A circle… with a line through it? A lock? A key?

Tanya’s tapping fingers against her corset changed rhythm. Now it was a steady, slow beat. One. Two. Three. Four. A count. She was counting the seconds between the main gallery lights dimming and the hiss of the Night Gas. She was mapping the cycle.

Collin’s double-blink happened again, followed by his eyes shifting toward the error panel, then up toward the ceiling, where the clear polymer clamps descended from. System. Ceiling. Clamps.

Piece by agonizing piece, using touches meant to pacify, they were building a map. A plan. The ritual was no longer just a meaningless ballet. It was a silent, desperate war council held in a dream.

The Scholar doll’s hand on River’s remained still for a long moment. Then, with a slowness that spoke of unimaginable effort fighting through layers of chemical fog, the fingers pressed down. Not a random pressure. A sequence. One long press. Two short. One long.

A dash. Dot. Dot. Dash.

The letter ‘D’ in Morse code.

A jolt, sharper than any the gas could produce, shot through River. Blake was in there. Buried, but fighting. And he remembered something.

The blue mist began to thin. The gas cycle was ending. The hyper-sensitivity started to fade, and with it, their precious, minute window of controlled movement.

As the clamps reasserted their full, invisible hold, gently pulling their bodies back to perfect, unmoving poses, they didn't surrender to the blankness. They carried the secret with them.

River’s hand was guided back to his hip. The Scholar’s hand returned to the stool. Ashton’s fingers settled around his teacup. Tanya’s arm was placed behind her head. Collin’s parasol was righted.

The lights brightened to white. The ritual was over.

To any outside observer, nothing had changed. Five breathtaking dolls, posed in eternal stillness.

But everything had changed. The nocturnal ritual had revealed its true purpose. It wasn't their only “life” anymore. It had become their secret weapon. Their language. And they had just spoken their first, silent words of rebellion.


Chapter Twelve




The silence after the Night Gas was no longer empty. It was charged. The chemical peace that descended was now a thin blanket over a humming, secret energy.

River stared at his fixed point on the far wall, but his mind was not still. It was a workshop. He replayed every sensation from the ritual, etching them into a memory less easily dissolved by the pacifying systems.

Tap. Tap. Tap. The pressure on Blake’s—the Scholar’s—hand.

Curl. Pause. Straighten. Hazel.

The rapid tap on the corset. Ruby.

The double-blink and the glance. System. Danger.

And the final, shocking press. Dash. Dot. Dot. Dash. ‘D’.

What did it mean? A designation? A name? A plea? Door?

It didn't matter yet. The meaning was in the act itself. Communication. The spark had been struck.

The next challenge was fuel. They needed more than a fleeting language. They needed a plan, and for that, they needed to understand their prison’s mechanics with a clarity the gas’s hyper-awareness alone couldn't provide. They needed to observe, to remember, and to link those observations together.

The maintenance cycle came. Ruby entered with his cart, his presence a mountain of silent efficiency. This time, River didn't just feel the touch as sensation. He observed it as data.

Ruby started with Tanya, as he often did. River, from his peripheral vision, noted the sequence.

1 Face cleaned with warm, herb-scented cloth.

2 Jewelry polished.

3 Corset laces tightened with three firm, evenly spaced tugs.

4 Skirts arranged.

5 Move to next subject.

Three tugs. Was that specific to Tanya’s pose, or was it a standard tension? River filed it away.

When Ruby stood before him, River focused past the feeling of the warm cloth on his face. He focused on the man. Ruby’s ice-chip eyes were not looking at him; they were scanning him, like a mechanic checking a machine. His movements were precise, never wasteful. As Ruby’s massive hands smoothed the velvet over his hips, River felt for the seam at the back of the gown, where the laces were. He felt Ruby’s fingers find it unerringly, by touch alone. He knows this gown’s construction by heart.

Then, the tightening. Ruby took the laces. River braced internally, waiting for the three tugs.

One… two…

On the third tug, Ruby paused. He applied a fourth, slightly softer pull. A micro-adjustment. So, it’s not a set number. It’s to a visual standard. He stops when the silhouette is perfect.

This was a vulnerability. Ruby relied on sight. On aesthetic perfection.

As Ruby polished the geometric silver collar, his thumb brushed the hidden hinge at the back. River felt the tiny, seamless seam. There was no keyhole. But there was a mechanism. Something magnetic, perhaps. Activated from the outside.

Ruby finished and left. The case sealed.

The next event was a viewing. A small group of three clients, led by Madame Charlotte. They spoke in low tones about “appreciating the new juxtaposition” with the Scholar added to the collection.

River used the opportunity. He couldn't move, but he could listen, and he could see reflections in the glass.

A man gestured towards him and the Scholar. “The power dynamic is fascinating. The Regent and her attendant Scholar. It suggests a narrative.”

Her. The word meant nothing. And everything. It was the lie they were sold under. But the man’s comment revealed something else: the Doll Factory crafted stories. Narratives. Their poses weren't random; they were staged to interact, even in stillness. The Scholar was placed beside him, slightly behind, for a reason.

This meant their positions might be changeable. If the narrative demanded it.

But the most crucial observation came from the youngest of the clients, a woman who leaned close to the glass near Collin. “The tear,” she whispered. “It’s so perfectly placed. Does it… replenish?”

Madame Charlotte gave a soft, knowing laugh. “The atmospheric controls within the case maintain optimal humidity. It encourages natural lacrimal production. The emotion, however, is inherent to the piece.”

Atmospheric controls. Humidity. The tear wasn't just scheduled; it was environmentally triggered. The case wasn't a sealed box. It was a managed ecosystem. Things went in and out. Air. Mist. Gases.

The Night Gas was the most obvious inlet. But if humidity could be adjusted… what else could be introduced? Or more importantly, what could be disrupted?

The clients left. The gallery returned to silence, and then, to the dim blue light and hissing vents of the next gas cycle.

This time, they were ready.

As the dreamy sensitivity took hold, River didn't initiate the ritual of touch. He initiated the ritual of information.

He moved his hand from his hip, slowly, deliberately. He didn't reach for Blake. He placed his fingertips on the velvet of his own platform, near the edge closest to the wall of the case. He tapped once, sharply. Then he dragged his finger in a slow, vertical line. Then he tapped again.

In his peripheral vision, he saw Ashton’s head tilt a fraction. Ashton’s teacup hand trembled. He lifted his pinky finger from the cup, just off the porcelain, and pointed it downward, then made a slight waving motion. Vent. Air flow.

Tanya, reclining, let the hand on her waist slide down a centimeter. Her index finger tapped against the chaise lounge fabric. Once. Twice. Three times. Then a pause. Four times. She was counting the hisses. The gas came in pulses.

Collin’s parasol tilted. He didn't look at the error panel this time. He looked up, at the ceiling directly above him, and performed his double-blink. Then he slowly, slowly, rolled his eyes in a circle. Ceiling. Camera. Surveillance.

They were building a schematic. Not with words, but with agreed-upon gestures, layered onto the motions of the sensual ballet.

Finally, River turned his attention to Blake. The Scholar’s vacant eyes were ahead, but his hand rested on the stool. River reached out and touched the crisp orange fabric again. This time, he didn't tap a general signal. He traced a shape with his fingertip, pressing through the fabric onto the other’s leg. A circle. Then a line through it.

The error panel. The glitch.

For a long moment, there was no response. Then, Blake’s hand twitched. It lifted from the stool and, with excruciating slowness, moved to his own collar. His index finger traced the silver band around his neck. Then he made a fist, and slowly opened it.

Collar. Lock. Open.

A plan, fragile and terrifying, began to coalesce in the blue haze. It wasn't about breaking the glass. It was about confusing the machine. About using the system’s own rules—the maintenance, the narratives, the environmental controls—against it.

The gas began to thin. Their window was closing. As the clamps gently pulled them back, River made one last, deliberate movement. He looked at each of them in turn: Ashton, Tanya, Collin, Blake. He held their gazes for as long as the gas allowed, and he very slowly, with all the will he could muster, nodded his head. A single, minute dip of the chin.

Not a pose. A promise.

Together.

The clamps locked. The lights came up. The dolls were still.

But the spark was now a steady, secret flame. They had a language. They had observations. They had the beginning of a map.

And for the first time since the gel had touched his skin, River felt something besides terror, shame, or blank peace.

He felt purpose.

The silent work of mapping their prison continued over subsequent cycles. They noted the intervals between viewings, the duration of maintenance, the subtle changes in the gallery’s ambient noise that signaled someone was in the distant control room. Their nocturnal language grew more sophisticated. A touch to the elbow meant wait. A specific sequence of breaths (shallow, deep, shallow) meant attention. They were ghosts learning to haunt their own house with intention.

Then, a deviation in the routine.

The gallery doors opened, but not for a gala or a standard viewing. The footsteps were few. Madame Charlotte’s precise heels. The softer, hesitant steps of another.

Two figures entered. Charlotte, and a young man River’s gas-heightened memory recognized with a jolt that almost broke through his chemical calm.

Zander.

He looked worse for wear. The ill-fitting tuxedo was gone, replaced with dark, practical trousers and a simple sweater, but they hung on him as if he hadn't slept or eaten properly in days. Dark circles bruised the skin under his eyes, which were no longer just confused, but haunted, sharp with a desperate focus. He carried a leather folio, clutching it to his chest like a shield.

“...merely a final compliance inspection before the Zurich transfer,” Charlotte was saying, her voice smooth but with an undercurrent of tight control. “I assure you, the specimens are in optimal stasis. The Institute’s concerns about neural atrophy are based on outdated models.”

“My superiors want a full biometric log from the last thirty cycles,” Zander said. His voice was different. It had lost its youthful uncertainty. It was flat, professional, but strained thin. “And a direct visual verification. They’re investing… a significant sum.”

“Of course,” Charlotte replied, gesturing towards the case. “As you can see, perfection maintained.”

They stopped directly in front of the case, standing between River and the Scholar. Zander’s gaze swept over them. He didn't see art. He was scanning, assessing. His eyes moved from the silver collars to the permanent makeup, to the utterly still hands.

But then his gaze settled on River.

And River, holding to the new, fragile discipline of his mind, did not just stare blankly ahead. He focused. He poured every ounce of will not into moving, but into seeing. He made his eyes, in their next slow, scheduled blink, hold Zander’s for a fraction of a second longer than the rhythm dictated. He let the blink be ever so slightly… deliberate.

Zander froze. His professional mask cracked. He leaned forward, his nose almost touching the glass, his warm brown eyes wide.

Charlotte noticed his intensity. “Is there a flaw?”

“No,” Zander said quickly, too quickly. He straightened up, clearing his throat. “No flaw. The… the Regent’s presence is even more striking up close.” He was a terrible liar. “May I see the environmental readouts from this specific unit? The one housing the Regent and the Scholar?”

“The systems are centralised,” Charlotte said, a flicker of suspicion in her gray eyes. “The readouts are identical for the entire case.”

“Humour me,” Zander said, and there was a new edge in his voice. A hint of the authority his Zurich credentials granted him. “Protocol.”

With a barely perceptible sigh, Charlotte turned and walked toward a discreet panel set into the woodwork several yards from the case. “The terminal is here.”

This was the moment. She was turned away, her attention divided.

Zander didn't look at the terminal. He looked back at River. And he did something small, insane, and brilliant.

He raised his hand, the one holding the folio, and pretended to adjust his glasses. With his other hand, down by his side, hidden from Charlotte’s view, he made a gesture. Not a wave. A quick, sharp, downward chopping motion. Then he pointed two fingers at his own eyes, and then slowly, deliberately, pointed those same two fingers at the floor near the base of the display case.

Disrupt. Watch. Floor.

Then he mouthed a single, silent word against the glass, his eyes locked on River’s.

“Tonight.”

He turned and joined Charlotte at the terminal before she could turn back around, asking a rapid-fire technical question about nitrogen levels that sounded impressively genuine.

River’s heart, slowed by chemicals and disuse, gave a single, hard thump against his corseted ribs. Tonight. The spark had found tinder outside the glass.

The inspection lasted only a few more minutes. Zander took notes, asked inane questions, and avoided looking directly at any of them again. But the energy had changed. The gallery was no longer just a prison; it was a battlefield with an ally on the outside.

As they left, Zander cast one last glance over his shoulder. Not at River, but at the spot on the floor he had pointed to. A grille. A ventilation intake for the case’s atmospheric system.

The rest of the cycle passed in an agony of suspended time. Maintenance came and went, River noting every detail of Ruby’s movements with frantic intensity. A viewing group passed through, their chatter meaningless noise. The white lights glowed, unwavering.

Then, the gallery lights dimmed to their lowest night setting. Not the blue of the gas cycle. The deep, ambient gloom of closed hours.

Silence.

River stared into the darkness, every sense screaming inwardly. Tonight.

He didn't have to wait for the gas. The disruption came another way.

A sound. Not a hiss, but a low, electrical pop and a fizzle from the direction of the terminal Charlotte had used. Then, a series of rapid, quieter pops from within the walls.

The lights in the case flickered violently.

And then, everything went dark.

Not just dim. Pitch black. The hum of the systems died, leaving a silence so profound it was a physical pressure on the ears.

For three heartbeats, nothing.

Then, emergency battery-powered strips along the base of the gallery walls glowed to life, casting a sickly greenish light. It was enough to see the outline of the case, the shapes within.

And inside the case, the clamps released.

The sudden absence of the force field was familiar now from the glitch, but this was different. The darkness was total inside the case. The systems weren't restarting. They were dead.

From his platform, River heard a soft, ragged gasp. Ashton. A whimper from Collin’s direction. The rustle of Tanya’s satin as she moved.

They were free. And it was dark. And Zander had said tonight.

Moving was harder in the absolute dark, without the gas’s dreamy enhancement. River’s muscles, atrophied and stiff, protested as he forced himself to step down from his platform. His enormous skirt tangled around his legs. He reached out a hand, groping in the blackness, and found the smooth, cool surface of the glass wall.

He had to get to the floor. To the grille.

A hand touched his arm in the darkness. He flinched, then recognized the height, the feel of the crisp orange fabric. Blake. The Scholar was beside him, moving with a clumsy, shuffling gait. He was there. Present.

Together, they half-fell, half-slid to the floor of the case. The velvet was dusty and real under River’s searching hands. He crawled, following the faint green glow from outside, toward the front corner where Zander had pointed.

His hand found metal. The ventilation grille, about the size of a large book, set into the base of the case.

From behind him, he heard the others. Ashton and Tanya were helping Collin down. They were a whispering, rustling knot of silk and panic in the dark.

River felt along the edge of the grille. It was fastened, but not welded. Screws. Tiny, flat-headed screws.

He had nothing. No tools. He clawed at them with his gloved fingers, but the silk just slipped.

A hand closed over his. Tanya’s. In the faint green light, he saw her face, her smoldering makeup eerie in the gloom. She wasn't looking at him. She was looking at her own hand. With a fierce, concentrated grimace, she brought her other hand up. On her finger was a ring—part of her adornment. A small, fake pearl set in a cheap metal claw. She wedged the metal claw under the head of a screw and twisted.

It held. She put her weight into it.

With a tiny, gritty squeak, the screw began to turn.

The tiny, gritty squeak of the turning screw was the loudest sound in the world. Tanya worked with a ferocious, silent concentration, her breath coming in sharp puffs. The cheap metal of her ring bent and warped, but it held long enough to loosen the first screw. She dropped it onto the velvet with a soft plink.

Ashton was there next. He had the porcelain handle of his teacup, broken off in the dark fall from his platform. The jagged edge was useless for turning, but he used the smooth, rounded end as a makeshift hammer, tapping at the back of Tanya’s ring to drive the claw under the next stubborn screw head.

Collin and Blake huddled together, a trembling wall of lavender and orange taffeta, their wide eyes scanning the darkness beyond the glass for any sign of movement. They were the lookouts, though they could barely see.

River’s mind, free of the gas but swimming in adrenaline and the lingering chemical fog, worked frantically. The grille was an intake. It led into the environmental system. It would be a tight, dark maze of ducts. But it was a path out of the glass box. Zander had pointed here. He had caused the blackout. He would be on the other side.

If they could get through.

The fourth and final screw dropped free. Tanya pried her ruined ring off her swollen finger with a sob of pain and effort. River gripped the edges of the grille. He pulled. It didn't budge. Sealed by years of filtered air and inertia.

Blake shuffled forward. In the gloom, his vacant Scholar’s expression was gone, replaced by a stark, primal fear. But he moved. He placed his hands next to River’s on the grille. Then Ashton joined, then Collin, his slender hands overlapping theirs.

Together, in a hideous parody of a team-building exercise, they pulled.

Muscles that hadn't been used in months screamed in protest. Silk gloves tore. A fingernail ripped. With a shriek of protesting metal and a cloud of ancient dust, the grille tore free.

A square of deeper blackness yawned before them. The duct was narrow, maybe eighteen inches square. It smelled of stale, filtered air and ozone. It was a throat leading down into the belly of the building.

They stared into it. The hope that had propelled them curdled into a new, choking terror. They were dressed in giant, ridiculous gowns. They were weak. They had no light.

From the gallery beyond the glass, a door hissed open. A beam of white flashlight cut through the green emergency glow, sweeping across the marble floor.

A voice, muffled but angry. “—total failure in sector seven. Backup is offline. Check the collection.”

Ruby. Or one of the attendants.

They were out of time.

“Go,” River breathed, the word a raw scrape in his throat. He looked at Blake, who was closest to the hole. “Now.”

Blake’s eyes met his, filled with the same terrified understanding that had flashed during the gala. He didn't hesitate. He dropped to his stomach, wriggling out of the cumbersome orange gown with a frantic, desperate energy, pushing it down to his waist. In just his silk chemise and stockings, he shoved the book he’d been holding into the duct and slithered in after it, disappearing into the blackness.

“One by one,” River whispered, his eyes on Tanya. “Help Collin.”

Tanya nodded, her face set. She and Ashton manhandled the trembling Collin towards the opening. They pushed the parasol in first, then helped him shed his lavender chiffon overdress. Collin went next, his sobs echoing faintly from the metal tube.

The flashlight beam swept closer, illuminating the legs of Tanya’s chaise lounge inside the case.

“Ashton, go,” River ordered.

Ashton shed his green silk gown, leaving it in a heap. He gave River one last, terrified look, then dove into the duct.

The flashlight beam hit the glass of the case. It played over the empty platforms, the discarded parasol, the fallen teacup.

A shout of alarm echoed in the gallery.

Tanya was already moving, kicking off her crimson satin. She wore only the ivory lace teddy beneath. She looked at River, her eyes fierce. “Together.”

They heard the electronic thunk of the case locks disengaging. The main power was coming back online. The front panel began to swing open with its hydraulic sigh.

River didn't think. He grabbed Tanya’s hand. They dropped to the floor. He shoved his own heavy midnight blue velvet gown into the duct entrance, a clumsy plug, and they both scrambled in after it, feet-first, pushing themselves backward into the tight, dark space just as white light flooded the case behind them.

The duct was a nightmare. Cold, sheet-metal walls pressed in on all sides. Dust choked them. They could only move by scooting on their backsides, pushing with their heels and elbows, the torn silk of their stockings snagging on rivets. River led, Tanya right behind him. He could hear her ragged breathing, could feel the brush of her leg against his.

Somewhere ahead, he heard the panicked scuffling of the others.

Ahead, a faint, growing glow. Not electric light. The cool, blue-tinged light of pre-dawn sky filtering through another grille.

Zander.

They reached it. It was an exhaust vent, high up on an exterior wall, overlooking a dim, silent alley. The grille here was already loose, hanging by one corner. Blake, Ashton, and Collin were clustered there, shivering in their thin chemises and stockings, staring out at the world with the bewildered eyes of newborn animals.

River squeezed past them. He pushed the grille. It swung open with a groan of rusted hinges. A blast of cold, real air hit him in the face. It smelled of damp concrete, garbage, and freedom. It was the most beautiful smell he had ever known.

Below was a drop of about twelve feet onto a pile of discarded packing materials and black trash bags.

“Jump,” River said, his voice a stranger’s alto in the open air.

Blake went first, landing with a cry of pain but scrambling upright. Then Collin, falling into a heap, immediately trying to stand. Then Ashton.

River turned to Tanya. “Go.”

She shook her head, gesturing for him to go ahead. He didn't argue. He swung his legs out, feeling the chill on his bare skin, and let himself drop. The impact jarred his bones, but the padding broke his fall. He stood, his legs wobbling.

Tanya landed gracefully beside him a second later.

They stood in the alley, five nearly identical figures in torn, sheer lingerie and stockings, their elaborate wigs askew, their permanent makeup smudged with dust and tears. They looked like escapees from the world’s most bizarre asylum.

A shadow detached itself from a doorway across the alley. Zander. His face was pale, his eyes huge. He carried a large, dark duffel bag. He ran to them, his eyes taking in their state, the collars still locked around their throats.

“No time,” he gasped. “They’ll search the perimeter. This way.”

He led them at a stumbling run down the alley, away from the main street. At the end, an old, nondescript delivery van was idling, its back doors open. Zander shoved the duffel bag inside. “There are clothes. Blankets. Get in.”

They piled into the van, a tangle of limbs and shock. Zander slammed the doors shut, plunging them into near-darkness save for the slats of streetlight coming through the ventilation holes. They heard him jump into the driver’s seat, and the van lurched forward.

For several minutes, no one spoke. The only sounds were the rumble of the engine, their panting breaths, and Collin’s quiet weeping.

Then, Ashton fumbled with the duffel bag. He pulled out sweatshirts, sweatpants, cheap sneakers—all men’s clothing, too big, but fabric. Real, simple fabric. They dressed in the dark, their movements clumsy, helping each other with zippers and laces, covering their adorned, transformed bodies with the anonymous gray cotton.

River pulled a hoodie over his head. It swallowed him. He looked at the others. Ashton, drowning in his sweats. Tanya, her dramatic curls smashed under a beanie. Collin, wrapped in a blanket, shivering. Blake, staring at his own hands as if he’d never seen them before.

They were not free of what had been done to them. The collars were still locked. Their faces were permanently altered. Their bodies were not their own. The road ahead would be a nightmare of doctors, of hiding, of learning to live in a world that saw them as women, as impossibly beautiful strangers.

But as the van carried them through the waking city, away from the gallery, the Doll Factory, the glass case, River looked at each of them in turn. He saw the terror, yes. The trauma, deep and abiding. But he also saw the fierce light of presence in Tanya’s eyes. The dawning, protective set of Ashton’s jaw as he put an arm around Collin. The slow, bewildered focus returning to Blake’s gaze.

They were broken. They were changed forever.

But they were together. And they were out.

The sun, a true sun not filtered through museum glass, began to rise, painting the grimy van interior with streaks of gold. It wasn't a happy ending. It was a painful, complicated, terrifying beginning.

But it was a beginning they had chosen. Together.
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