
        
            
                
            
        

    
	The Feminized Creation: A Gothic Tale of Forced Transformation[image: Image]

	He was a man of science. She made him a thing of beauty.

	Trevor Mercer only wanted to heal others. But when he accepts an invitation to work under the mysterious Doctor Voss at[image: Image] Blackthorn Hall, his fate is sealed. This is no ordinary research facility. Here, the scalpel is used not to save - but to sculpt.

	Stripped of his identity, sedated with affection and obedience, Trevor becomes Thalia: a delicate masterpiece moulded with silk, pain, and the doctor's twisted desire for perfection. With every corset tightened, every reflection altered, his past fades - and her creation is born.

	But what happens when a creation dares to question her maker?

	Dark, seductive, and beautifully tragic, The Feminized Creation is a gothic tale of identity, power, and forced femininity that will haunt your desires.[image: Image]



	



	Chapter 1: Blackthorn Hall

	The carriage creaked over the cobblestone road, jolting Trevor Mercer against the worn leather seat. Outside, the Hollow's End fog clung to the trees like skeletal fingers. The medical student rubbed his eyes, trying to dispel the fatigue of days of travel.

	"There aren't usually visitors at this time of year," muttered Gregory, the cartwright, without taking his eyes off the road, "except to see that woman."

	Trevor squeezed the crumpled advertisement in his pocket:

	"Wanted: assistant for scientific research. Excellent remuneration. Temporary residency required. Apply at Blackthorn Hall."[image: Image]

	"Is Dr. Voss that bad?" he asked, trying to sound nonchalant.

	Gregory let out a harsh laugh.

	"Not bad. Just... particular." The horses whinnied as they passed the village inn. "No one comes back from that castle the same."[image: Image]

	Trevor didn't respond. He needed the money.

	The mansion rose before him like a stone spectre: pointed towers, tarnished stained glass windows, and gargoyles staring back at him with crooked smiles. Before he could touch the knocker, the door opened with a wail.

	"Punctual. I like that," a voice like poisoned velvet enveloped him.

	Dr. Claire Voss stood framed in the doorway, dressed in eternal mourning. A black satin corset cinched her impossibly narrow waist, while her lace sleeves revealed just the tips of her leather gloves. Her hair, lustrous ebony, was pulled back in a perfect bun, pierced by a silver pin shaped like a spider. But most hypnotic were her eyes: cold as steel, yet with a glint of [image: Image]anticipated triumph.

	"Come in, Mr. Mercer," she said, stepping aside with a fluid motion, "We have much to discuss... and little time." [image: Image]The aroma of bergamot and opium enveloped him as he crossed the threshold.

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]The dining room was lit by candles that cast dancing shadows. Portraits of pale women watched from the walls.

	"My ancestors," the doctor murmured, pouring red wine into a cut crystal glass. "Women of true elegance."

	Trevor noticed that her fingernails were painted a dark red, almost black.

	The dining room was a chamber of macabre wonders: side tables displayed glass jars with organs floating in amber liquid, a perfectly articulated female skeleton next to a male one - their differences marked with red silk threads - and display cases filled with surgical instruments polished to sparkle like jewels.[image: Image]

	"So you study medicine," she said, pouring a soup thick with pale chunks of something Trevor didn't recognize. "What do you know about anatomical transformation?"

	"I've assisted in dissections, but..." Trevor took a spoonful. The taste was metallic, like iron and bitter almonds.

	"Ah, inert corpses!" she interrupted, laughing as she slid a too-white roll onto her plate. "l work with living material. Flesh is clay, Mercer. And pain... the best chisel."

	He swallowed, noting how the candles illuminated the portraits of women of similar features but different eras.

	"Your work sounds... revolutionary."

	"Redemptive," she corrected, leaning in until her perfume of bergamot and opium made him dizzy. "Imagine a world where imperfection is not a condemnation. Where we can correct nature."[image: Image]

	Trevor felt sweat on the back of his neck.

	"l only have a basic knowledge, but.„"

	"Oh, honey!" The doctor squeezed his hand with tenacious force. "That's exactly why I chose you. Doctors are terribly predictable. But a hungry autodidact..." Her eyes sparkled. "You still have no academic vices."

	"What exactly is the job?" he asked, taking a sip. The wine had a sweet aftertaste... too sweet.

	"Perfection," she replied, leaning forward. The neckline of her dress was discreet but calculated, showing just the shadow of her collarbones. "You see, men are... coarse. But with the right tools, even coal can be turned into diamond."[image: Image]

	Trevor wanted to respond, but suddenly the candles seemed to multiply. His head weighed like lead.

	The red wine - too thick, too sweet - left his tongue numb.

	"Wh-what...?" he stammered, watching the shadows of the gargoyles in the stained-glass window squirm.

	The doctor stood up, sliding a scalpel from her sleeve.

	"Shhh... This hurts less if you don't fight," she whispered as she wrapped a lock of his hair around her gloved fingers.

	With a serpentine grace, she trailed an icy hand down his cheek.

	"Welcome to Blackthorn Hall, Thalia," she murmured, lips curling like a scalpel's edge. "Your real name."

	Before he could scream, everything went black.

	A cold that bit into his skin, that crept into his bones. That was Trevor's first thought as he tore the veil of unconsciousness. [image: Image]Cold and naked. Exposed like a specimen under the dim light of the gas lamps, whose irregular flickering drew spectres on the walls.

	He lay face up on a marble table, pale as a corpse under the moon, his wrists and ankles imprisoned by leather straps blackened by use. As he tried to move, the metal of the shackles brushed his skin, leaving a sting that smelled of fear and sweat.

	[image: Image]"Don't be afraid."

	The doctor's voice emerged from the shadows, smooth as a knife sheathed in silk.

	"Pain is fleeting. Beauty is eternal."

	Her footsteps echoed on the tiles, each one marking the beat of an invisible countdown. She appeared beside him, the surgical apron stained crimson at the edges, as if the fabric itself had drunk from old wounds. On a silver tray, tools glittered in the light like beast's teeth: scalpels sharpened to a cruel edge, needles promising poison or salvation, vials of cloudy liquids like repressed thoughts.

	"P-Please„."

	Trevor's voice cracked, strange in his own ears, as if it no longer belonged to him.

	"Shhh."

	The doctor stroked his hair with a gloved hand, the cool leather against his feverish forehead.

	"Soon you will understand. They all do."

	 


Chapter 2: The Dream; Operating Room

	The first cut was not a knife, but a needle. Trevor felt a liquid burning snaking through his veins, as if his very blood was rebelling. Dr. Voss was bent over him, injecting a thick, amber fluid into the crook of his elbow. Her smile was as sharp as the steel penetrating his skin.

	"This will tenderize the flesh," she whispered, withdrawing the syringe in an expert motion. "Just like Vesper in her first [image: Image]week, isn't it, dear?"

	A shadow slipped by the red lacquer screen. Vesper, tall and spectral like a newly materialized spectre, nodded slowly. Her lips, pale and almost translucent, barely opened: "Yes... it hurts less... afterwards."

	The doctor caressed Trevor's face with a black leather glove, leaving a trail of bergamot perfume and something deeper, more chemical. "Vesper was my first big success. She still has trouble talking, though," she gestured to the pale silhouette. "Lenore, bring me the silk bandages."

	Lenore appeared as a swirl of rice powder and pink lace, her steps so light they barely grazed the floor. She paused to touch up her own lips, swollen and glossy like fruit in syrup, before handing over the roll of cloth with an exaggerated bow. "The finest, doctor!" Her voice was an artificial warble, as if she had learned to speak by listening to canaries. "Like the ones I used in my transformation."

	Trevor tried to protest, but only a high-pitched, almost feminine moan escaped his throat.

	"Oh, yes," the doctor smiled, satisfied. "The vocal cords are always the first to change. Iris, remember your little... problem [image: Image]with that?"

	From the darkest corner, Iris looked up. Her skeletal fingers fiddled with a rusty pocket watch, as if searching its gears for a lost memory. "I... I don't remember what it sounded like," she muttered. The clock fell to the floor with a metallic clink, like [image: Image]a heart stopping.

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]He was blindfolded with black satin ribbon, but he couldn't help but smell the scents that now surrounded him: lavender, rose oil, and the sweet scent of ether.

	"My ladies will help you," the doctor's voice was a whisper in his ear. "Each one passed different tests. Vesper endured ten surgeries without screaming" - cold hands measured her hips, pressing down as if they were already assessing the future curvature - "Lenore mastered the art of makeup before speech" - gentle fingers smeared lotion on her skin, whitening it like [image: Image]a canvas ready to be painted - "Iris..." - a pitiful sigh - "she fought so hard that we broke her mind before her body" - someone closed a pearl necklace around her neck, tightening it barely, as a reminder of what could happen.

	And then came the corset.[image: Image]

	Steel ribs bit into his torso, reducing his breath to short, stifled gasps.

	"Deep breaths, Thalia," Dr. Voss adjusted the laces with an expert tug. "Lenore fainted three times on her first day, didn't you, darling?"

	"Oh, but I wear sixteen-inch corsets now!" Lenore laughed, as if it were a point of pride, dabbing at her painted blush with her fingertips.

	When the blindfold was removed, the reflection in the mirror was almost his... but not quite.

	Same nose. Same green eyes. But - 

	 - Skin pale as fresh-fired porcelain.

	 - Lips swollen, as if inflated by a venomous kiss.

	 - Eyebrows plucked into perfect arches, lending a look of perpetual surprise.[image: Image]

	"No," he choked out, but his voice was no longer his own - a fractured, feminine sound trapped in a throat he didn't recognize.

	"Shhh," the doctor murmured behind him, her gloved hands settling on his shoulders like a raptor's talons. "Vesper shattered two mirrors at first. Lenore wept over her 'too-large' nose." A laugh like shattering glass. "And Iris?" She nodded to where Iris clutched a rusted pocket watch to her chest. "Poor thing still wonders if this was ever hers."[image: Image]

	The dress was handed to him like both a prize and a sentence.

	Wine-coloured silk slithered over his shaved skin, so thin it felt weightless - a second layer of shame. Every rustle of fabric taunted him as he moved.

	"Walk," the doctor ordered from her black velvet chair, calm as an executioner honing his blade.

	Trevor took a step. The dagger-heels betrayed him, sinking into the carpet. He stumbled, knees hitting the floor with a humiliating thud.

	"Again." Her ebony cane struck the parquet, a metronome for his torment.

	On the third attempt, Lenore glided forward, her pink skirts fluttering like surrender flags. In her hands: a vial of iridescent powder and a hand mirror.

	"Stand like this," she instructed, placing one chilled hand on his silk-clad hip while arching the other delicately - "as if holding a teacup." Her smile was saccharine. "Men lumber. We... float."

	Trevor stared at the doctor. She watched him, lips parted in a smile that never touched her eyes - as if she already knew that, sooner or later, he too would learn to float.

	After his forced "training," they locked him in a room that reeked of wilted lavender and stale opium.[image: Image]

	The bed was gilded with golden bars like an adult crib, its lace sheets prickling his skin like insect legs. The walls, papered with roses and vines, hid twisted figures among the stems - stare too long, and the petals contorted into women's faces, [image: Image]mouths gaping in silent screams. The dressing table's mirror lay veiled in black chiffon, as if whatever stared back no longer deserved to be seen.

	Vesper materialized soundlessly, as though the shadows had spat her into the room. On her tray: a bowl of bone broth and a goblet of wine, thick and red as clotted blood.

	"Drink," she rasped, pressing the cup to his lips. Her voice was a ruin of reworked vocal cords, a damaged instrument. "It hurts less."

	Trevor longed to ask how many nights she'd endured here. How often she'd traced those floral screams with her fingers. But before he could speak, Vesper dissolved back into the hallway, her steps a ghost's shuffle - someone who'd forgotten how to walk among the living.

	Outside, the wind snarled through the castle's cracks. Somewhere in the labyrinth of corridors, a muffled sob echoed -  choked, as if stifled by a gloved hand or the merciless grip of a corset.

	 


Chapter 3: The Dawn Lie

	Thalia's first real day began with poached eggs and lies.

	The breakfast table glistened under morning light like a festooned trap - handleless porcelain that forced delicate grips, cutlery sharpened to scalpels' edges to taunt the calluses once marking those hands. The Ladies assumed their places with the choreography of oiled puppets, every motion a confession of their domestication.

	Vesper poured tea with surgical precision, her scars strangled beneath high lace collars. Each bend betrayed the metallic whisper of her orthopaedic corset - an exoskeleton keeping her spine rigid as if nailed to a ruler.

	Lenore, the vainest of the doctor's creations, crumbled a muffin into geometric quarters while flirting with her warped reflection in the butter knife. "Three millimetres here," she murmured to the blade, "five degrees of slant there," as though her features might dissolve between breaths.

	At the far end, Iris stared at her empty plate, awaiting a meal she'd never be permitted. Her fingers waltzed beneath the table, twisting coded messages only shadows could decipher. The napkin on her lap crumpled and uncrumpled in sync with her pulse - a tiny rebellion the doctor chose to ignore.

	Bergamot and fear, masquerading as discipline, hung in the air. Sunlight pierced stained glass, casting venomous floral patterns across starched linens. Every sip of tea, every measured bite, was another stitch in Thalia's transformation. "Eat, Thalia." Dr. Voss touched no food but monitored each morsel the others swallowed. "Hormones thrive on protein."

	Trevor - no, Thalia, or not yet - swallowed. His throat burned from last night's vocal adjustments and the amber serum [image: Image]injected to "sweeten the tone."

	"How long...?" His voice frayed like torn silk.

	"Oh, darling." Lenore smiled, spreading jam as if painting a canvas. "l asked the same. The doctor always says, 'Until the mirror tells the truth.'"

	Outside, wind battered the stained glass. Like something trying to break in... or out.

	Blackthorn Hall operated with the precision of a cathedral clock, each gear turning under Dr. Voss's iron hand. Mornings began with scrubbing the operating theatres, where the Ladies - moving as synchronized shadows - polished instruments until steel mirrored their hollow stares. By noon, they gathered in the west lounge: some darning dresses with machine perfect stitches, others transcribing the doctor's notes in violet ink that reeked of lavender and something coppery.[image: Image]

	[image: Image]But it was in the evenings that the real ritual occurred. The sickly golden light of the sunset filtered through the windows of the east room, bathing the scene in an almost sacred glow. There, Dr. Voss examined her creations one by one, humming that old lullaby - "Dormite, my infanta" - while her gloved hands performed minute adjustments: tightening corsets to crackling whalebone, measuring hips with silk tape measures that left ghost marks on the skin, or injecting the mysterious amber liquid - extracted from the twisted roots of the greenhouse - into muscles that still needed "smoothing."

	The process was as methodical as it was dehumanizing. One lady read aloud passages from "The Book of Feminine Virtues" while the others embroidered - their needles pricking the fabric in unison, as if they were sewing their own mouths shut. Every stitch, every word, every adjustment was another step in the perpetual transformation, in that macabre dance where perfection was measured in inches of waist and tons of obedience.

	And so, amid whispers of silk and the tinkling of hypodermic needles, the hours flowed into dusk, as Blackthorn Hall exhaled and began to prepare for another identical day. Another perfect day. Another day where Trevor Mercer faded a little more in everyone's memory, especially in the memory of the one who had once been him.

	"Vesper, dear, your left collarbone is still unruly," she murmured, tracing lines on her skin with a silver pencil. "Tomorrow we'll correct it."

	Trevor, forced to watch from a corner, noticed that the ladies closed their eyes during these rituals, as if the doctor's melody transported them away from their own bodies.

	"Why do you sing for them?" he dared to ask once, when he had already been calling himself Thalia for weeks out of obligation.

	The doctor smiled, wiping a syringe with a linen cloth.

	"Because pain is just a misunderstanding of the body, Thalia. The music… persuades it to cooperate."

	Lenore, at that moment, sobbed as the needle penetrated her shin to "fine-tune" her calves. But the doctor just stroked her hair and kept singing.

	Trevor was assigned to fold bandages with Iris.

	"Sometimes," Iris suddenly murmured, "the carter comes on Thursdays.  Gregory. He knows."

	"Knows what?" Trevor squeezed the fabric between his fingers.

	Iris opened her mouth, but then Vesper brushed past them in her mourning dress:

	"The doctor is waiting in the greenhouse," she said.

	The greenhouse was the only place where Dr. Voss seemed vulnerable. Amidst carnivorous orchids and black roses, her hands - always gloved - were soiled with dirt without qualms.

	"Do you know why I chose Blackthorn Hall?" she asked one afternoon, pruning a bush with silver shears. "Because here, even thorns can be beautiful with the right care."

	Trevor noticed the jars lined up on a shelf: amber liquid in varying degrees of fermentation, labelled with dates and names ("Lenore, lot WI - hip").

	"My little alchemies," said the doctor, following his gaze. "The mother plant grows only here, in the crypt under the greenhouse. I call it 'Artemis lachrymosa'... its tears are miraculous."[image: Image]

	[image: Image]She made him kneel among pots. Her gloves smelled of damp earth as she took his chin:

	"Today we will work on... your hands," she smiled at the sight of his bitten nails. "Gentlemen are so careless."

	The needles contained the milky liquid. "To soften calluses," she said. But when she stuck them between his cuticles, Trevor screamed. The pain was electric, as if his bones were melting and reforming at someone else's will.

	"Vesper," the doctor sighed, as if his reaction was an inconvenience. "Tell him how they removed your prominent knuckles."

	From the doorway, Vesper extended her long, pale fingers:

	"They were... scissors. But don't worry," she added, with a smile that didn't reach her eyes. "After a while, even memories soften."

	And then, as if it were part of the routine, the doctor began to sing again.

	In the evening, the dining room smelled of meat in wine sauce and something else - a sweetish aroma that made Trevor's [image: Image]temples throb. The newly hung portrait watched him from the wall: a woman with sunken cheeks and glassy eyes wearing his same nose, his same broad forehead, but transformed into something delicate, fragile.

	"That's... me?" Trevor's voice sounded strange in his own ears, higher-pitched than usual.

	[image: Image]Dr. Voss poured the red wine into a glass carved with figures of dancing women.

	"It's what you'll be," she corrected, running a gloved finger along the edge of the glass. "Like Lenore was that blonde in the hallway, or Iris that brunette by the clock. None of them were born, dear... they were all made."

	Lenore, sitting to his right, was cutting her steak into perfect cubes of exactly one centimetre.

	"The people think we are governesses," she said with a broken bell-like laugh. "Martha Blythe even begged us to take in her nephew!"  - her fork jabbed into a chunk of bleeding flesh. "Poor idiot."

	Trevor put down his fork when he noticed the taste of the main course: a greasy texture, an aftertaste of bitter almonds.

	“What?!”

	"Pig liver," Vesper interjected from across the table. "Soaked in oestrogen."

	The doctor smiled, pouring him more wine (or was it the same glass, never emptied?).

	"Every bite brings you closer to Thalia. Every sip... pushes Trevor away."[image: Image]

	And then, as if obeying a hypnotic command, he went back to eating.

	The bathroom was lit by black candles that did not flicker. The copper bathtub, filled to the brim with a whitish liquid, gave off fumes of lavender and something metallic, like old copper or diluted blood.

	"Get undressed," Lenore said, holding up a loofah sponge. "No shame. We ladies are not afraid of our bodies."

	Trevor's hands (were they still his hands?) trembled as he unbuttoned the dress. His skin, now hairless thanks to the earlier lotions, glowed in the candlelight. Too smooth. Too pale.

	"Come in," Iris pushed, her fingers still clutching the pocket watch.

	The liquid was too hot, burning like an aggressive caress. Lenore waited for him to get used to it; she began rubbing his shoulders with the sponge, pulling away invisible layers of Trevor with each pass.

	"It is tradition," she murmured, as the water turned pink around them. "Purify before the final change."

	Trevor looked down. His skin was no longer his own: porcelain white, satin smooth. His nipples, sensitive and pink, stood out in the milky water. When had his chest become two nascent breasts?

	"Soon," whispered Iris, pouring rose oil over his head, "you will no longer ask for your name."

	In the hallway, the doctor was humming that same lullaby:

	"Go to sleep, beautiful child, may you sleep sweetly..."

	And then, as if the water was pulling him, Trevor closed his eyes.

	Dr. Voss was waiting for him in the doorway, a black silk gown open over a body that never quite showed.

	"You are special, Thalia," she said, cupping his face in her hands. "The others were rehearsals... you will be my masterpiece."

	Her breath smelled of wine and something deeper, like freshly turned earth.[image: Image] "Now I know: the process can be perfected. You will be the first to achieve it."[image: Image]

	Trevor (Thalia?) wanted to protest. He wanted to scream.

	But when he opened his mouth, only a sigh came out.

	Female.

	Docile.

	Perfect.

	Chapter 4: Lullaby For A Masterpiece

	The operating room smelled of ether and copper, of seared flesh and rotting lavender. Thalia lay on the marble table, her body already unrecognizable under the ointment-soaked silk bandages.

	Dr. Voss' voice meandered among the surgical instruments:

	"Go to sleep, beautiful child, may you sleep sweetly..."

	The ceiling mirror reflected a grotesquely beautiful truth: her skin, once rough and marked by masculine hair, had been transformed into living porcelain of an almost supernatural softness, as if the very air hesitated to brush it too hard; her shoulders, once broad and angular, now rounded into delicate curves like dunes sculpted by liquid silicone implants, while her breasts - God, her breasts! - rose generous and heavy, a voluptuous burden that strained her back into a feminine curve she had never known before, reminding her with every movement of her new biology; even her stature had diminished, her lower vertebrae rearranged to create that delicate, brittle slope that made Victorian ladies look like flowers about to buckle under their own weight.

	"I've perfected every step," the doctor ran the scalpel along her jaw, sharpening cheekbones that were no longer

	Trevor's. "Vesper was my first work, but I didn't have the knowledge I have now - her aesthetics leave something to be desired. Lenore is beautiful, but her mind is... frivolous. Iris..."  - she sighed -  "never got over her longing."

	Her black gloves closed around Thalia's throat, not to strangle, but to mould.

	"But you... you will be my masterpiece."

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]The corset awaiting on the velvet table was a masterpiece of perverse elegance, an architectural structure designed to [image: Image]completely redefine Thalia's silhouette. Before it was placed, it lay like a sleeping creature - its steel whalebones engraved with verses from Blake's "The Garden of Love" glowed in the candlelight, each letter a promise to be embedded in flesh; the copper wires entwined beneath the black satin moved like restless serpents, connected to a crystal battery where an amber liquid bubbled slowly; in the centre of the back, the silver mechanism with its pierced heart-shaped crank waited patiently to begin its work.

	As the doctor lifted it, the corset seemed to come to life, its curves perfectly anticipating Thalia's new female form -  every seam, every clasp, every thread of silk designed to accentuate the narrowing of her waist, enhance the roundness of her newly sculpted hips, and force her shoulders back to display the prominent bust she now carried. The deep black of the satin contrasted cruelly with the porcelain pallor of her skin, while the red silk ribbons hung like freshly slit veins, ready to be knotted in a ritual that would mark her final transformation.

	"This corset," the doctor adjusted the straps with precise tugs, "will not only give you shape... it will teach you elegance." The first electroshock came without warning.

	A lash of pain arched her back, burning like a demon's kiss. Her new breasts shuddered, erect nipples brushing against the inner lace.

	"Posture!" The doctor turned the crank. Another shock.

	Thalia groaned, but obeyed: shoulders back, chin high, hips swinging like pendulums.

	"So..." Lenore clapped her hands from her corner, fiddling with her own corset. "It took me three weeks to stop peeing when I was being electrocuted!"

	The marks of the corset still burned on Thalia's skin as she was dragged into the library - that sanctuary of rotting paper and amber dust where her next ordeal now unfolded. Every step reminded her of the cruel perfection of her new torso:[image: Image] those steel whalebones etched with Blake verses that bit into her ribs, the copper wires hidden beneath the black satin that transmitted electric punishments, the silver pierced heart in her back that the doctor spun to correct her posture.

	"You are like the wind that kisses my cheek..."  - Thalia's voice trembled as she recited the verses, her gloved fingers clutching the book as if it were a life preserver.

	The rap of the ivory ruler on her knuckles was instantaneous.

	"With feeling," the doctor demanded. And it was then that the tears sprang up without permission, rolling down her freshly waxed cheeks like liquid pearls - pearls that she caught with alacrity using a mother-of-pearl spoon.

	The ritual that followed was macabrely delicate: the doctor poured the tears into a gold-rimmed porcelain cup, adding bergamot and a spoonful of honey so thick it looked like clotted blood.[image: Image]

	"Your tears are the essence of your femininity," she whispered as she stirred the mixture with a silver spoon in the shape of a snake's tongue, the liquid turning opalescent. "Drink."

	The first sip was a painful revelation: salty like the fear she felt at the first sight of her feminine reflection, sweet like the submissive acceptance she now displayed, and deeply bitter like the irreversible knowledge that Trevor was dead. The

	Ladies watched in silence, their eyes shining with complicit understanding, as Thalia drained the cup to the last drop.

	As she had been taught.

	As she could no longer avoid doing.

	After that lesson, she was taken to another room. The hallway stretched out before Thalia like a courtroom, its burnished marble floor reflecting her trembling figure like a distorting mirror. The stiletto-heeled shoes - veritable weapons of torture clad in black satin - bit into her feet, already sore from hours of practice.

	At the end of the luminous tunnel, the motionless silhouette of Dr. Voss waited with a pocket chronometer that glowed like a cyclops eye.

	"Walk," she commanded, an unspoken threat in her voice. "Or Vesper will help you find your balance."

	Vesper pursed her lips at the sound of her name. Her eyes, for an instant, showed something akin to sorrow as she watched Thalia take those hesitant steps.

	The first step was a stab in the ankles. The second, a confession of pain drowned out by the corset that forbade gasps. At the third, the marble rose to strike her in the knees.

	"Ten seconds of current!" The doctor's shout resounded like a gunshot.

	The electric punishment arched her back in an obscene curve, an ecstasy of pain that left her writhing on the floor like a helpless puppet. Lenore approached with measured steps, her doll-like smile hiding an envy that oozed from every word:

	"Poor little thing," she whispered as she touched up Thalia's blush with a poisoned brush of flattery. "But look what a lovely picture you make in pain. The doctor never let me cry during my lessons... lucky you, you're her favourite."[image: Image]

	[image: Image]After an eternity of torture - her body marked by the contradictions of her new existence - Thalia reached her room with hesitant steps. The rubbing of her breasts against the corset brought her almost shameful pleasure, each movement sending waves of heat that embarrassed and excited her in equal measure. Her feet, however, were a different martyrdom - the dagger-heeled shoes had left her skin raw, every step a stinging reminder of her forced transformation.

	She tiptoed forward like an exhausted ballerina, avoiding the blisters that throbbed like tiny, raging hearts. The contrast disturbed her: while her body responded with involuntary desire to the corset's pressure, her legs trembled, begging for rest. She collapsed onto the bed's edge, stifling a moan, and wondered if this agony was what it meant to be a lady... or just another slavery draped in silk.

	The full moon pierced the velvet curtains as Iris appeared like a ghost in Thalia's room. Her skeletal fingers trembled while sliding the pocket watch under the pillow.

	"Gregory comes at dawn," her voice was barely a whisper. "The gate here... he always leaves it open." Thalia's attempt to ask more was silenced by that icy hand - reeking of lavender and fear.

	Down the hall, Lenore's heels clicked like chattering teeth, her singsong voice a dagger wrapped in silk:

	"Doctor! Shall I bring your valerian tea? To dream without nightmares?"

	The reply echoed from the castle's depths:

	"Yes, darling. And check the locks... we know how forgetful Iris is."

	Iris melted into the shadows just as Vesper emerged, her elongated silhouette casting a crucifix on the wall.

	"Time... to sleep," Vesper murmured, and in her tired eyes, Thalia read a terrible truth: she knew everything, but she no [image: Image]longer cared.

	When the door closed with a funereal click, Thalia unearthed the watch. The pigskin map showed the path to freedom -  but it was the note, scrawled in what she prayed was ink, that chilled her blood:

	"He waits for you... but for whom?"

	In a burst of lucidity, Thalia grabbed Iris's wrist before she could vanish:[image: Image]

	"Come with me," she begged.

	Iris broke free with surprising ease, her glazed eyes reflecting decades of defeat:

	"It's too late for me. I don't remember my name, or my home... I only know to serve tea at 4:15."

	Her laughter sounded like keys turning in a rusted lock.

	"The doctor needs me... and I need her. It's easier that way."

	Outside, the wind howled - a grotesque echo of Blackthorn Hall's laughter, mocking their hopes. Tomorrow would bring an escape... or another grave in the secret garden.[image: Image]

	 


Chapter 5: Betrayal In The Rain

	The wind howled through the gargoyles, hurling dead leaves that clung to the stone walls like patches of decayed skin.

	Iris had waited until Dr. Voss's singing - that old lullaby about "little girls who wouldn't wake up" - faded behind the lab door.

	"Now," she whispered, sliding the rusty key into the service lock. "The east gate... Gregory promised..."

	Her voice cracked as thunder rumbled. Thalia could barely make out her face in the darkness, but she saw how her fingers clutched the pocket watch like a talisman.

	"Go," Iris pushed her toward the exit. "Run. Don't look back."

	The storm unleashed its fury with intimate violence. Rain didn't fall - it slashed in silvery curtains, lashing the walls like [image: Image]celestial whips. Thalia's heart hammered against her ribs as violently as the rain against the stained glass. Her satin shoes  - those fragile prisons of silk and leather - became her first betrayers.[image: Image]

	The right heel snapped first, plunging into mud like a shackle. The left followed, abandoning her bare feet to the frozen earth. Every step was agony: sharp stones bit into her delicate soles; puddles seared her burst blisters. The wind clawed through her soaked dress, clinging like a second skin that exposed every curve carved through suffering.

	A shudder racked her as water seeped beneath her corset, icy fingers sliding between lace and flesh. Her breasts - hypersensitive from the doctor's last "adjustments" - hardened against the drenched fabric, a cruel reminder that this body was no longer hers.

	Iris had shoved her toward freedom with trembling hands. But now, alone in the storm, Thalia understood: the true trial had just begun.

	The stable wasn't shelter. It was a stage.

	Thalia knew the moment the stench hit her - not just rotting hay, but the cloying medicinal sweetness of the doctor's lab.

	The horse lay butchered, its belly split with a gash too precise for any hand but hers.

	Yet it was the carriage that confirmed her dread. The wheels weren't broken - they were dissected, each splinter placed with surgical intent. The harnesses, scalpel-sliced, dangled like metal-and-leather viscera.

	On the wall, lightning seared the engraved message into visibility:

	"She Never Forgives A Debt."

	And then, Thalia understood. The doctor hadn't discovered her escape plan.

	[image: Image]She had orchestrated it.

	Gregory was never her saviour. Every detail - Iris's pocket watch, the "found" key - had been part of the performance.

	Tonight wasn't freedom. It was the final lesson: even her dreams belonged to Blackthorn Hall.

	The rustling straw behind her wasn't the wind.

	Something breathed in the dark.

	The sound became a guttural growl, freezing Thalia's blood before she turned. There, in the stable's deepest shadow, the [image: Image]creature lurched forward - a grotesque assemblage of the doctor's madness:

	A wolf's torso, ribs protruding like prison bars, grafted onto the dead horse's hind legs. The horse's eyes, now sewn into the canine skull, glowing with calculated hunger. Chains screeched against wood as the abomination strained toward her, its drool-slick jaws parting to taste her terror.

	Thalia ran.

	Rain blinded her. Lightning etched the creature's silhouette into the night - fangs bared, chains splintering. She didn't think, didn't breathe. Only moved. The forest? The town? Anywhere but here, where the doctor's laughter seemed to chase her in the thunder.

	Hollow's End rose from the fog like a drowned corpse, its streets glistening like wet bone. Boarded windows turned away as if ashamed. Only the church of St. Dismas offered a sickly glow, its shattered stained glass bleeding light onto the steps.

	Thalia collapsed at the threshold, knees striking stone. She crawled inside, leaving scraps of her dress - and perhaps her last courage - on the cobblestones.

	Reverend Elias Crowe found her convulsing at the altar. He reeked of sacramental wine and despair, his cassock frayed as his faith.

	"Another fallen angel from the castle," he murmured, knuckles brushing a grimy rosary. "What name did the doctor carve [image: Image]into you, boy? Or have you forgotten even that?"

	Thalia choked on blood and rain. The reverend wiped her face with an incense-filthy cloth, his gaze dissecting her features  - searching for Trevor in the ruins of Thalia.

	"Thalia..." she gasped.

	A painful grimace crossed the priest's face.

	"Oh, right. The tenth... or maybe the eleventh already. I lost count after the blacksmith disappeared." He leaned closer, his breath laden with secrets: "The doctor bought the town's silence with gold and fear. Those who protested„. well, their daughters were the first to receive 'work' at the castle."

	Outside, a flash of lightning illuminated the religious figures in the temple. The reverend held out a rosary carved from the bone of some unknown animal.

	"Flee, creature. Before you..."

	A shadow emerged from the gale like an apparition, its silhouette outlined against the doorframe of the church like a picture of dubious mercy. Tall and broad-shouldered, the figure wore a black traveling cloak that dripped onto the sacred tiles, forming dark puddles that seemed to stretch toward Thalia. His face, illuminated by the quivering candles, showed a broad smile and teeth too white, like polished pearls to hide his predatory nature.

	"Poor withered flower!" he exclaimed in a deep voice that echoed through the vaults of the church, opening his arms like a redeemer. "The storm is no place for a lady of your... refinement. My name is Alden."

	Thalia instinctively shrank back, but Alden was already lifting her into his arms with a strength that contrasted with his apparent elegance. His scent - a mixture of strong tobacco, wet leather, and something deeper, like machine oil - invaded her nostrils. For a fleeting instant, that scent brought back a hazy memory: the blacksmith shop where Trevor had worked one summer? Or just another fragment of memory the doctor had left behind?

	"My carriage is near," he whispered against her ear, his warm breath contrasting with the chill of the night. "l will take you away from this cursed place. Forever."

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]Reverend Crowe made an almost imperceptible movement forward, his bony fingers clutching at the bone rosary until the [image: Image]knuckles whitened. His quivering lips parted as if to protest, but when Alden turned toward him with an arched eyebrow, the priest backed away. With hands that trembled more from fear than age, he traced the sign of the cross in the air, his glazed eyes avoiding looking at Thalia directly.

	"May... God be with you, daughter," he murmured, although his tone sounded more like a funeral farewell than a blessing.

	Thalia, dazed with pain and exhaustion, let herself drift off into the night, her head resting against Alden's chest where the heartbeat sounded strangely... familiar. For the first time in months, a spark of hope lit up inside her. The nightmare was ending.

	She didn't see Alden wink at the reverend as they crossed the threshold. She didn't notice how the supposed carriage [image: Image]waited just in front of the church, its curtains too thick to be casual. And most of all, she did not notice the golden gleam of a coin changing hands in the shadows of the porch, where a mute servant from Blackthorn Hall waited to bring news to his mistress.

	The storm roared, but now it sounded like mocking laughter. Thalia sighed, believing herself saved, as the wheels began to turn toward their true destination.

	The carriage turned out to be a converted goods wagon, its dark interior permeated with the putrid sweetness of forgotten [image: Image]apples and the rancid smell of male sweat. Alden deposited her on rough sacks that scratched her already sensitive skin, [image: Image]his voice feigning a tenderness that the bindings on her wrists belied.

	"Rest, beauty," he murmured as the rough linen bandage blinded her sight. "The journey will be long."

	And Thalia, in her exhaustion and despair, wanted to believe. She allowed the rocking of the vehicle to lull her like a sick child, her thoughts turning hazy. Dreams came in fragments: visions of a wood shop that smelled of fresh shavings

	(Trevor's memories?), mixed with images of brightly lit salons where a woman wearing her face drank tea with gloved hands (Thalia's fantasies?). The line between the two blurred like ink on wet paper, each male memory dissolving to make way for her new identity.

	The sudden cessation of movement brought her abruptly out of her reverie. Heels on gravel sounded like gunshots, followed by that voice she would now recognize among a thousand storms:

	"Alden, Alden," Dr. Voss crooned with venomous sweetness, "my little butterfly hunter."

	The blindfold fell to reveal the nightmare: Blackthorn Hall loomed before her, each window illuminated like the eyes of a nocturnal predator. Alden, the traitor, received his payment with an obscene bow, his lips kissing the coins before he vanished into the darkness, leaving Thalia before the tribunal of her executioners.

	Vesper waited with an embroidered silk gag (to silence screams or to prevent bites?), while Lenore held a bridal gown whose barbed-wire ruffles glistened under the moon. Iris, poor Iris, sobbed silently, Thalia's pocket watch now crushed under the doctor's heel as a final metaphor.

	"Do you know why I prefer steel to silk, Thalia?" The doctor caressed her cheek with a glove stained with other people's blood. "Because pain writes lessons that love could never inscribe."

	And then, like puppets following their macabre script, the Ladies pounced. Their hands, as gentle for daily care as they were brutal for punishment, dragged her down the stone steps. The castle doors opened like jaws, swallowing the prisoner who for a few hours had dreamed of freedom. The last sound Thalia heard before the heavy oak doors closed was the distant creaking of bones beneath the wheel of a carriage already being driven to its next target.

	 


Chapter 6: The Mirror Room

	The music room vibrated with a symphony of everyday cruelties: the clink of crystal goblets that were never brought to human lips, the rustle of silk gowns brushing against waxed floors like snake tongues. The Ladies were lined up with anatomical precision, their heads bowed at identical angles of submission, their hands - gloved in black silk - clasped over laps that no longer recalled muscular male thighs.

	Dr. Voss strode through the formation with her ebony cane, the tip trailing across the gowns like an accusing finger. The light from the chandeliers turned her silhouette into an elongated shadow cast on the walls, multiplying her presence until she looked like a pack of executioners instead of a single woman.

	"Vesper," she paused in front of the eldest, her voice a whisper of poisoned velvet. "You knew. And yet your lips remained sewn together."

	Vesper did not look up. When she spoke, her words came out slow, painful, as if each syllable had to work its way through internal scars:

	"I'm... sorry, Mistress."

	The cane rose and fell with a crack that echoed in the empty hall. Vesper did not scream. She only flinched, as if the sound had come from far away, from somewhere before her transformation, when she was still capable of real pain.

	"Lenore," the doctor continued her walk, the cane now drawing circles in the air in front of the blonde. "You were too busy admiring your reflection to notice what was going on under your own nose."

	Lenore, normally docile, struggled against her own instinct to obey:

	"But I warned you! I told you that Iris - "

	The cane descended on her knuckles with the precision of a surgeon. The crack of bone fracturing was as clean as that of a dry twig. But instead of crying, Lenore laughed - a high-pitched, broken laugh that ended in an almost pleasurable sigh, as she brought her injured fingers to her mouth to lick the gushing blood.

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]"Iris," the doctor finally stopped in front of the most fragile of her creations, whose trembling silhouette seemed about to disintegrate like wet paper. "Poor, sweet Iris. You at least tried, didn't you?"

	Iris did not answer. She only pressed against her chest the remains of the pocket watch, its shattered mechanism ticking like a dying heart.

	A sigh ran through the room, laden with maternal disappointment.

	"It doesn't matter," the doctor straightened up, adjusting her gloves. "None of you will fail me again."

	And with that sentence, she left the Ladies plunged into a silence broken only by choked sobs, as she took Thalia by the arm - as gently as a lover - to lead her to the place where they had all, without exception, broken for the first time: the Mirror Room, where the last vestiges of Trevor Mercer awaited his final execution.

	The doctor dragged Thalia down a corridor she had never walked before, her heels echoing on stone slabs worn by the passage of countless previous ladies. The walls, lined with dark wallpaper patterned with faded roses, seemed to narrow as they advanced, as if the castle itself was leaning in to witness their march. Turning sharply toward a black iron door,

	Thalia stumbled against the frame, and looking up, found a room that chilled her blood: formaldehyde vials lined up like soldiers on ebony shelves, each illuminated by flickering candles that cast dancing shadows over their grotesque contents. There, suspended in amber liquid, floated male organs - testicles like shrivelled fruit, penises devoid of identity, tongues cut with surgical precision - alongside tools of torture filed to a shine: spindles for stretching skin, curved knives for carving flesh, and what appeared to be corset moulds made of metal spikes.

	The air smelled of alcohol and preserved meat, so thick that Thalia had to restrain her gagging as her gaze fell on a central jar, where a male heart - still with traces of chest hair attached - beat weakly in its glass prison, connected to a system of tubes that kept it artificially alive. The doctor, noting her horror, caressed the vial with macabre tenderness before continuing, dragging a paralyzed Thalia toward a door hidden behind a Chinese screen.

	"Fear not, precious one," she whispered as she pushed open the door, "you will soon understand that all this was necessary...to make you the perfect work of art you were always meant to be." The creak of the door opening revealed the threshold of the Mirror Room, where infinite reflections of Thalia awaited them.

	The circular chamber emerged from the gloom like a bubble of distorted reality. It had no discernible doors, no windows, not even seams in the curved walls that would reveal how it had been entered - or how it might be exited. Only mirrors.

	Hundreds, perhaps thousands, arranged in a hypnotic pattern that turned the space into an infinite maze of reflections.[image: Image]

	Some were valuable antiques, their silver frames embossed with rose and thorn motifs now blackened by time, the crystals tarnished like eyes veiled by death. Others were modern surfaces of flawless mercury, so clear they revealed every pore of her skin, every strand of hair, every imperfection the doctor had not yet corrected. The most disturbing were the ones that seemed to live - stained mirrors where images moved independently of their source, distorting into impossible shapes.

	"This is where my ladies are born," Dr. Voss' voice echoed from all directions as she guided Thalia to the exact centre of the [image: Image]circle. "Where men drown in their own reflections... and women emerge to take their place."

	A mechanical click activated some hidden gear in the walls. With a creak of ancient metal, the mirrors began to spin -  first with ceremonial slowness, then with increasing speed, until the world became a whirlwind of fractured images. Thalia spun in on herself, caught up in the vertigo, unable to distinguish anymore which reflections were hers and which were mere illusions.

	Until two stopped her in her tracks.

	To her left, Trevor - her original, unaltered face - pounded on the glass with bloody hands, his mouth open in a silent [image: Image]scream that made the mirror vibrate. To her right, Thalia - the perfect version, the finished work - smiled indulgently, adjusting an impeccable glove as she watched her male counterpart with disdain.

	"Look," the doctor took her chin with a firm hand, forcing her to see both reflections simultaneously. "Look at what you were... and what you always should have been."

	A dry crack split the air. Trevor's mirror fractured from the centre outward, the cracks expanding like crystalline spiderwebs until, with a pitiful sigh, the entire image crumbled into a thousand shards that fell to the floor like solid tears.

	When the last piece stopped vibrating on the black tiles, only one reflection remained in all the mirrors:

	Thalia.

	Perfect.

	Inevitable.

	Unique.

	The doctor smiled as she watched the eyes of her creation - now truly hers - roam over her new image without a trace of doubt or resistance. Trevor's last gasp had died in the crystal rubble, and what was left...

	What was left was simply gorgeous.

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]Time had disintegrated like sugar in hot tea. Thalia no longer knew how many sunrises had passed since she entered the Mirror Room. Days? Weeks? Hours? Memories of her former life - her father's carpentry shop, her days as a medical student, even the sound of her own untrained voice - had become mere extraneous anecdotes, like stories read in a forgotten book.

	When Dr. Voss finally opened the door (had she been there all along?), Thalia no longer startled. She merely blinked, submissively, accepting the gloved hand that guided her into the lab. Her body, once tense with resistance, now moved with the docile grace of one who no longer has anything to lose.[image: Image]

	The lab smelled of lavender and disinfectant. The doctor installed her in the red velvet chair - the throne of her masterpieces - and began the final ritual.

	"You are my muse," she whispered as the silver scissors cut the last masculine ends of Thalia's hair, leaving a perfect bob that framed her now-delicate face. "My most sublime creation."[image: Image]

	The feminizing creams burned on her skin like caricatures, erasing the last traces of hair, smoothing her pores to porcelain. The needle of the serum sank into her forearm without Thalia blinking, the pink liquid flowing into her veins to finish what the hormones had started.

	"This will make you complete," the doctor promised, bandaging the wounds of Thalia's failed escape with silk ribbons. "You will be more Thalia than Trevor ever dreamed of being a man."

	And as the serum took effect - as her hips rounded slightly more and her skin emitted an almost ethereal glow - Thalia looked in the mirror and smiled. The woman who looked back at her was elegant, docile, perfect.

	There was no trace of conflict.

	There was no shadow of doubt.

	Only Thalia, as if she had always been there.

	The doctor rested her hands on her shoulders, satisfied.

	"Now," she whispered, "you're ready."

	Dr. Voss led Thalia to a private suite, a sanctuary of silks and cushions where the evening light filtered through lace curtains. There, she tended to her with an almost maternal devotion: she served her bone broth in a porcelain cup painted with lilies, each spoonful infused with supplements that would hasten her final transformation. As Thalia ate with delicate movements - fingers curved in a grace she would never have had before - the doctor recited verses in a low voice, stroking her freshly cut hair. The words flowed like another spell, reinforcing the femininity that now inhabited every cell of her body.

	The doctor smiled, satisfied, as she noticed how Thalia closed her eyes to the praise, like a pampered cat. There was no trace of resistance left, not even a sigh from Trevor in her gaze. Only gratitude, submission, and a serenity that betrayed her absolute acceptance.

	The other Ladies visited Thalia in turn, like devotees before an altar. Vesper, the eldest, adjusted her blankets with trembling hands, as if fearful of tarnishing her perfection. Lenore, once mocking, now offered her candied fruits on silver trays, [image: Image]her eyes shining with reverent envy. Even Iris, always the frailest, knelt by the bedside to hold up hand mirrors, as if to remind her how beautiful she had become.

	[image: Image]Thalia responded with placid smiles and studied gestures - caressing her newly pierced earlobe or crossing her ankles with pinpoint accuracy. In her conversations, she no longer hesitated in her choice of words, nor did she startle at the sound of her own voice, soft and melodious.

	That night, when the doctor came to read to her before bedtime, she found Thalia reciting the verses alongside Iris, as if she had known them forever. The doctor held back a tear - not of guilt, but of triumph.

	Her creation was complete.

	Trevor was no more.

	Only Thalia remained - as natural as if she had been born to be her.

	 


Chapter 7: Trevor's Funeral

	Dr. Voss's boudoir was an altar to feminine perfection, where the scent of melted candles and orange blossom mingled with the rose oil that permeated every brush, every tortoiseshell comb. Thalia contemplated her reflection in the tripartite mirror without the slightest hint of unease. Her face, now polished like marble under the expert hands of the Ladies, no longer stirred the disquiet of those first days. It was like looking at a fascinating stranger - or better yet, like finally recognizing the woman who had always been there, waiting beneath the skin of her old life.

	Vesper worked behind her, nimble fingers braiding strands of dark hair with pearls, each tug calculated to remind Thalia of the pleasure hidden behind the pain. To her left, Lenore ground pigments in a porcelain mortar, the tip of her tongue peeking between her teeth with childlike concentration. The colors she created - deep crimsons like blood, pale pinks like virginal nipples - glowed in the candlelight. Iris, the frailest of the Ladies, waited silently with frosted steel needles [image: Image]clutched in trembling fingers, as if their coldness whispered what awaited them all if they failed.

	"This will consecrate your beauty," Dr. Voss whispered, leaning over Thalia's shoulder, black-gloved hands caressing her earlobes with a tenderness that made her creation's eyes glisten. "True ladies don't deny pain... they transform it into elegance."

	The needles pierced her flesh with an icy click that echoed in her bones. Thalia didn't flinch. The droplet of blood that welled up - perfectly round, the same ruby hue that would soon stain her lips - was blotted by Lenore with a lace handkerchief, then reverently tucked into a silver locket.

	"Perfect!" Lenore exclaimed, painting Thalia's Cupid's bow with surgical precision. "This pigment is my masterpiece. It won't fade with tears..."  - her smile turned conspiratorial as her eyes met Thalia's in the mirror -  "...not even with the most passionate kisses. Not even if your lover bites you until you bleed."[image: Image]

	The doctor laughed softly as Thalia, far from horrified, dabbed her tongue to the pigment, already savouring its future uses.

	"Kiss as much as you wish, my perfect work," the doctor murmured, securing the last diamond earring. "Nothing will mar this beauty we've crafted. Not even time."

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]And it was true. In the mirror, Thalia saw no trace of masculinity, no shadow of resistance. Only herself: immaculate, eternal, unquestionably feminine.

	Iris helped her into the funeral attire, trembling fingers fastening the jet buttons of the mourning gown.

	"It's lighter than I imagined," Thalia murmured, smoothing the black silk that clung to her curves without protest.

	Iris, tears glistening on her lashes, adjusted the lace veil. "Because you no longer carry him inside you," she whispered, words meant for Thalia alone.

	Before the standing mirror, Thalia found no remnant of masculinity in her sculpted silhouette: the curve of her hips, the delicacy of her wrists, even the newfound lift of her eyelids - all were foreign yet inevitable, as if she'd been born to wear [image: Image]this skin.[image: Image]

	The ballroom had been transmuted into a funerary chapel. Black candles, their wax dripping like tar-tears, cast trembling light over an open oak coffin at the room's heart, garlanded with wilted flowers that exhaled a perfume of damp earth and saltpetre. Inside lay Trevor's suit - empty, spectral, its sleeves folded over the chest in posthumous resignation. Above the hollow where his face should have rested, a faded photograph showed Thalia with cropped hair and bare eyes, an image now as alien as a relic from beyond the grave.

	"Here lies Trevor Mercer," Dr. Voss declared, resting a gloved hand on the coffin like a judge pronouncing sentence. "Dead by his own vulgarity, drowned in the mediocrity of his gender."

	The Ladies, arranged like a Greek chorus, chanted in unison:

	"May he rest in peace."

	Their voices wove into a ghostly harmony that shuddered through the rafters.

	Thalia studied her gloved hands - Had they ever been larger? Calloused? More... masculine? The memory slipped through her fingers like water.

	"Thalia." The doctor extended a bouquet of black roses, their stems swathed in white silk - mourning and purity en[image: Image]twined. "Cast them into the grave. It is your final duty."

	The flowers tumbled onto the photograph with a whisper of dried petals. For a fleeting instant, in the candlelight's flicker,

	Thalia swore Trevor's eyes moved behind the paper, glaring at her with reproach and envy. But then - 

	Lenore pressed a mother-of-pearl fan into her grip.

	Vesper tugged her corset strings, correcting her posture.

	The moment - like all traces of her past - dissolved into candle smoke.

	The fan snapped open with finality, burying Trevor Mercer forever.

	Dinner unfolded as a macabre sacrament under guttering candlelight. The cold soup shimmered like a silver lake, its floating petals pale as shed skin. Thalia - had she always been Thalia? - lifted the spoon with effortless grace, though a phantom voice hissed that her hands had once been rougher, broader.

	Dr. Voss presided with a catlike smile as the Ladies carved pink meat into translucent slices, thin as mummified tongues.

	"Eat, my dear," she murmured, leaning to add another portion to Thalia's plate. "You need strength."

	The wine, thick as syrup, stained Thalia's lips black-red. A hue that would linger - like everything else now etched into her flesh.

	"A toast." The doctor raised her glass, gloves gleaming. "To Thalia - the most perfect of my creations."

	The Ladies lifted their glasses in unison, smiles polished as porcelain.

	Lenore winked.

	Vesper nodded approval.

	Even Iris, ever-distant, offered a flicker of complicity.

	Thalia smiled too.

	What else could she do?

	The air smelled of sweet spices and something else, something hidden beneath the scent of wine and wilted flowers that adorned the table. A smell that made him think of iron and alcohol, of long nights and white rooms. But those memories vanished every time he tried to catch them, like fog between his fingers.

	At some point, when the conversation drowned in laughter and the clinking of silverware, Iris leaned toward her. Her words were barely a breath, so light that Thalia wasn't sure she'd really heard them:

	"Sometimes I dream that the clock is ticking."

	But when she blinked, Iris was already laughing with the others, her eyes bright and empty, as if she'd never uttered those words.

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]And Thalia, with the wine weighing on her tongue and the doctor's voice lulling her like a lullaby, decided that maybe she had imagined it all.

	After all, at Blackthorn Hall, what was real and what was just another dream?

	Dr. Voss dismissed them with a wave of her hand, like a priestess blessing her devotees before their repose. The Ladies [image: Image]retired in silence, their footsteps muffled by the thick tapestries of the corridor. Thalia entered her room and closed the door behind her with a sigh that she didn't know was relief or resignation.

	The room was a whimsy of silk and shadows: maroon velvet curtains, a canopied bed whose turned columns looked like vines frozen in wood, and a gilt-framed mirror that returned reflections like a calm lake. On the dresser, bottles of perfume stood lined like soldiers - bergamot, orange blossom, and something deeper, a scent that made her think of winters past she may never have lived through.

	With fingers that no longer hesitated, Thalia slipped out of her dress, letting the garment drip like black ink to her feet. The hooks of the corset gave way one by one, releasing her breath in a silent moan. Tighten, shape, perfect, she remembered the doctor's voice as the garment fell. She wrapped herself in a pink chiffon nightgown, so sheer it barely veiled the curves that now defined her silhouette, and slipped off her shoes, leaving only the silk stockings with their back seam - a thin scar-like line running up her calves.

	In the mirror, the creature looking back at her was at once familiar and alien. Her lips, even without lipstick, retained that dark red that seemed part of her skin. Her eyelashes, eternally arched like the wings of a nocturnal butterfly. The blush on her cheeks, a perpetual pink that needed no brushes.

	"Gifts," the doctor had called these details. "So you never have to hide from your own beauty."

	Her hands roamed the landscape of her body: the softness of her thighs, the curve of her hips, the breasts that, of course, had always been there - round and firm under the gauze. Only one detail lingered, incongruous: that trace of manhood between her legs, which the doctor refused to erase.

	"An elegant reminder," she'd say, tracing lines with her scalpels. "They're all ladies, but they carry a secret wrapped in silk."

	The others had it too. Lenore hid hers under embroidered petticoats; Vesper made it part of her mystery. And Thalia? She [image: Image]didn't know if it bothered her or offered a strange comfort.

	In the mirror, her eyes flickered. Something inside her screamed, but the sound drowned in the carpeted silence of the room. Outside, the wind swayed the blackthorn branches against the stained-glass windows. Knock, knock, knock. Like fingernails scratching at a coffin.

	She brought her fingers to her lips, expecting - what? Blood? A forbidden word? - but found only the flawless smoothness of her skin.

	Thalia sank onto the feather mattress, where the sheets - cool as a winter whisper - wrapped around her body, caressing each freshly carved curve. Yet something restless pulsed beneath her skin, an echo of sensations she couldn't name.

	The corset that afternoon had been particularly cruel. The wires, strategically intertwined, not only moulded her waist but grazed her nipples with every breath, turning movement into electrifying torture. Now, freed from her satin-and-whalebone cage, her skin still burned with the memory of contact.

	A dark curiosity, born in the shadows of her slumbering mind, guided her hands. Her fingers - delicate, painted pale red -  descended from the arch of her hips, mapping the topography of her new body. When her fingertips brushed her nipples, already swollen from the corset's friction, a moan escaped her lips, involuntary as a heartbeat. The sound vanished into the room, swallowed by the rustling sheets.

	[image: Image]She explored further. She kneaded the flesh of her breasts, noting how they arched into her touch, how pleasure coiled low in her belly. But when her hand drifted downward, seeking that vestige of her past, she found only a useless appendage, soft and cold as forgotten clay. Not even a shudder. As if it no longer belonged to her.

	Frustration - and something else, anger or relief - drove her to seek other paths. Her fingers slid back, finding the firm [image: Image]swell of her buttocks, hardened under the doctor's watchful gaze. "Posture, ladies. Elegance is born of effort."[image: Image]

	Then, pressing deeper, she discovered it: an alternate route to pleasure. Her breath hitched; her muscles tensed. When the wave crested, it came as a silent spasm, a surrender that left the sheets faintly stained.

	The penis, flaccid and indifferent, barely dripped its irrelevance.[image: Image]

	Exhausted, Thalia curled into the linens, lulled by the lavender-and-opium scent of the bedding. Outside, the wind swayed [image: Image]the trees, singing a lullaby her mind had forgotten but her body still knew.

	Before sleep took her, a final image floated behind her eyelids: Dr. Voss smiling from the threshold, as if she'd always known her Ladies would inevitably explore the limits of their own perfection.

	Then - darkness.

	Tomorrow, breakfast with the ladies. Tomorrow, the doctor's humming as she adjusted another anatomical detail. Tomorrow, perfection reclaimed.


Afterword:

	Trevor's transformation into Thalia is only the beginning. In the next instalment, we delve deeper into the labyrinth of her new existence within Blackthorn Hall - where gilt mirrors reflect lies as readily as truth, and every whispered compliment carries the weight of a command.

	[image: Image][image: Image]The gilded cage has its rules: silk gloves hide scars, and submission masquerades as grace. But Thalia is learning. Behind the doctor's scalpels and the Ladies' performative smiles, a darker game unfolds. Will she cling to the fragile identity she's been granted, or carve out a sliver of defiance beneath the corset's constraints?

	The journey ahead twists into darker, more intimate terrain. Autonomy is a currency here - paid in blood, ink, and the secrets coiled between her thighs.
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