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Chapter 1: The Pitch

The eviction notice had been on the counter for eleven days. I knew because I’d been using it as a coaster, setting my coffee on the bolded “FINAL NOTICE” every morning like some kind of ritual humiliation I’d designed for myself. The ring stain had blurred the dollar amount, but the number was burned into my skull anyway: $3,200 in back rent, stacked on top of the $80,000 in student loans that Sallie Mae’s automated system reminded me about every Tuesday at 8 a.m. like a digital creditor with no concept of mercy.

I was twenty years old and I owed more money than my mother had earned in the last three years of her life.

The laptop screen glowed in the dark of my studio apartment. The apartment was 340 square feet of what the listing had optimistically called “cozy efficiency living,” which in practice meant a room that contained a bed (now a mattress), a kitchen (a counter with a hot plate and a mini-fridge that hummed like a dying insect), a bathroom (a shower stall and a toilet separated from the main room by a door that didn’t fully close), and a window that faced the brick wall of the adjacent building, providing a view that could generously be described as “masonry.” The radiator clanked. The walls were thin enough to hear the couple upstairs arguing about dishes. The ceiling had a water stain shaped like a running dog.

I’d been scrolling job listings for two hours, the same listings I’d scrolled yesterday and the day before, each one requiring either a clean driving record (DUI, three months ago, the gift that kept giving) or a degree I’d abandoned after one semester at a school I couldn’t afford. Delivery driver: clean driving record required. Administrative assistant: bachelor’s degree required. Barista: no, wait, that one was open. Minimum wage, twelve hours a week, not enough to cover the interest on the loans, let alone the rent I wasn’t paying. The irony of owing $80,000 for a semester and a half of art history and figure drawing had stopped being funny around month two of unemployment.

My phone buzzed. I almost ignored it. The only people who texted me anymore were collection agencies that had figured out my cell number (Sallie Mae’s third-party debt collector, a company with the aggressively cheerful name of “Horizon Solutions,” which was neither a horizon nor a solution); a utility company that had started every text with “URGENT” three weeks ago and had recently graduated to “FINAL”; and my father, once, at Christmas, to tell me he’d moved to Arizona and could I please stop listing his address on forms. The Christmas text had been the last thing he’d sent. Four words and a period. No “how are you.” No “do you need anything.” No acknowledgment that his twenty-year-old son was drowning in debt and living on $14 a week. Just: “Moved to Arizona. New address TBD.” The TBD was still TBD. Merry Christmas to you too, Dad.

But it wasn’t a collector. It wasn’t Horizon Solutions with their exclamation-pointed urgency. It was Casey Whitmore.

Hey! Long time. You still in the city? I might have a job opportunity for you. Come by my place tonight?

Casey. We’d shared an art history lecture sophomore year, before I dropped out. She was one of those people who existed in the comfortable middle of every social circle: friendly enough to remember your name, strategic enough to always have a reason for texting. I hadn’t heard from her in over a year. The fact that she was texting now, with a “job opportunity” attached, meant either she’d found Jesus and was running a pyramid scheme, or she wanted something.

I looked at the eviction notice under my coffee cup. I looked at the job listings requiring driving records I didn’t have. I looked at my phone.

Sure. What time?

8 works! I’ll text you the address. Bring nothing, I have wine :)

The smiley face was suspicious. Nobody offers free wine to a broke ex-classmate without an angle. But the angle was the point; I needed an angle. I needed any angle. The geometry of my current situation was a straight line toward homelessness.

I showed up at Casey’s apartment at 8:15 because showing up exactly on time felt desperate and fifteen minutes late felt like I still had options. I’d changed shirts twice, which was absurd because I owned three shirts and none of them were impressive, but the act of choosing between a gray t-shirt with a hole in the hem and a gray t-shirt without a hole in the hem felt like a decision that mattered. I went with the holeless one. Dressed for success. My mother would have been proud, or she would have been sad, or she would have been the complicated thing that lived between pride and sadness that mothers are when their sons are drowning and making jokes about it.

Her building was nicer than mine, one of those mid-rise complexes with a lobby that had actual furniture in it instead of a fire extinguisher bolted to a stained wall. The lobby had a rug. A real rug, not a mat. There was a table with a vase on it. The vase had flowers. Fresh flowers in a building lobby; in the geography of my life, that was a marker of a different civilization. She buzzed me in without asking who it was.

“Nathan!” She opened the door in a fitted dress and heels, which seemed like a lot of effort for a Tuesday night wine session with a guy she hadn’t spoken to in fourteen months. Her apartment was small but decorated with intent: throw pillows, a candle that smelled like something expensive, framed prints on the walls. She’d been a brunette last time I saw her; still was, shoulder-length, unremarkable in a way that seemed studied. She looked like a woman who was performing “casual” very carefully.

She poured me a glass of red without asking what I wanted. The wine was better than anything I could afford, which at this point meant anything that wasn’t boxed.

“So,” she said, settling into the opposite end of her couch with her legs folded under her, the pitch posture. “How’ve you been?”

“Thriving.” I took a sip. “Just got back from my yacht. Had to fire the second butler; he kept folding the napkins wrong.”

She laughed, which was generous. “I heard about the DUI. That sucks.”

“It does suck. Thank you for the sympathy and the wine, in that order.”

“And you dropped out of art school.”

“I was asked to leave by my bank account. Artistic differences.”

She nodded like I’d said something profound instead of something I’d rehearsed. Then she leaned forward, and the casual evaporated. “Okay, so. I want to show you something. No pressure, no commitment, just: look at this with an open mind.”

She pulled out her phone and opened a photo gallery. She’d arranged this. The gallery was curated, the images curated like a real estate listing: best angles, best lighting, nothing that might prompt a question she wasn’t ready to answer.

The first image was a brownstone, four stories, in an upscale neighborhood I recognized but had never walked through because my sneakers would’ve lowered the property values. Dark brick, wrought-iron railings, a glossy black door with a brass nameplate. Tasteful, discreet, too classy to advertise its own doorman. Window boxes with actual flowers. Not the dead, dried-out kind my neighbors had. Alive flowers. The flowers of the permanently solvent.

“This is where I work,” Casey said. “Devereaux and Associates. It’s a companion placement service. High-end.”

She swiped. Interior shots: a reception area with leather chairs and fresh flowers, a lobby that smelled expensive even in photograph form. A salon bathed in warm, flattering light, light that didn’t exist in nature but existed in places where looking good was a professional requirement. A dining room with a chandelier. Then the people: women in cocktail dresses, poised, elegant, existing in a tax bracket I couldn’t spell. They stood in the brownstone’s hallways and reception area and what appeared to be a garden courtyard, each one beautiful in the way that required investment, not just genetics. Hair done. Makeup done. The posture of women who had been taught to stand in heels until standing in heels was how they stood.

“They place companions for events, dinners, galas. Private engagements. Charity functions. The income is real. Like, really real.” She paused and watched my face, reading the reaction before I’d finished having it. “$800 to $5,000 per booking. Debt consolidation included in the contract. Most companions clear $60,000 to $80,000 in under a year.”

The number landed in my stomach like a rock. $80,000. My exact debt. In under a year. The math was so clean it felt like a trap.

“What’s the catch?” I said, because there’s always a catch, and the bigger the number the sharper the hook.

“It’s not a catch exactly.” Casey sipped her wine. “It’s more of a… specification.” She swiped to another photo. A woman in a black dress, stunning, tall, poised, standing in a hallway with sconces throwing warm light on dark wallpaper. Then another: a woman in a red cocktail dress, shorter, curvier, holding a champagne glass with the ease of someone who held champagne glasses professionally. Then another: a group shot, three women in evening wear, laughing, their poses natural and unforced, a photograph that belonged in lifestyle magazines under headlines about “the art of entertaining.” All beautiful. All polished. All standing in the brownstone’s reception area or its salon or its hallways, occupying the spaces with the proprietary comfort of people who belonged there.

“Some of the companions used to be guys.”

She said it like a footnote. Casual. Informational. Gauging. The sentence hung in the air of her apartment between the throw pillows and the expensive candle, and the sentence was either the most important thing anyone had ever said to me or the most insane, and the gap between those two assessments was where the wine and the dollar amounts and the eviction notice on my counter were doing their work.

I stared at the photos. The women were women. I couldn’t have picked the “used to be guys” from the others if my rent depended on it. Which, in a roundabout way, it did.

“You’re joking,” I said.

“I’m not.”

“You’re telling me that these women,” I pointed at her phone, “are men.”

“Were. Some of them. The agency has a transformation program. Hormones, cosmetic work, presentation training. The whole package. And the income is the same. Same bookings, same clients, same $800 to $5,000 range.” She set her phone down and looked at me with an expression I couldn’t decode. Somewhere between pity and fascination. “I’m a recruiter there. I get a commission for referrals. So yes, I have a financial interest. I’m being transparent about that. But I also think you’d be… a good fit.”

“A good fit,” I repeated. “For becoming a woman.”

“For the program.” She didn’t flinch at the way I’d phrased it. She’d anticipated the phrasing, I realized; this was a pitch she’d delivered before, and the “becoming a woman” objection was part of the script she’d rehearsed. “You don’t have to commit tonight. I’m just showing you it exists.” She pulled a card from her purse and set it on the coffee table between us. Cream-colored, heavy stock, paper that had weight and texture and cost more per unit than the paper my eviction notice was printed on. Devereaux & Associates in embossed lettering, with an address and a name: Madame Margaux Devereaux.

“Sleep on it,” Casey said. “If you’re interested, go to the address tomorrow morning. Ask for Margaux. She’ll explain everything better than I can.”

We talked for another forty minutes, but I don’t remember most of it. She refilled my wine twice. She told me the agency handled debt consolidation on contract signing, meaning my student loans would be restructured the day I put pen to paper. She told me the timeline was eight months at average pace. She told me the brownstone had staff quarters, which meant housing was included. No rent. No utilities. No ramen budgeting. She told me the training was professional, supervised by people who’d done it for years. She told me the companions, the ones who used to be guys, were indistinguishable from the ones who hadn’t been. She told me one of them had cleared $90,000 in seven months and was now living in a different city, debt-free, with a new identity and a fresh start.

She told me a lot of things, and the dollar amounts kept pulling me back every time my brain tried to bolt. The brain would run: they want you to become a woman, Nathan, they want to put you in a dress and heels and send you to dinner parties as someone else. And then the math would catch up: $80,000 in eight months. Your apartment in eleven days. Your driving record in the system. Your father in Arizona. Your mother dead. Your options: this, or the street. The math always won. The math was the only thing in my life that reliably won.

I left at ten. The card was in my pocket. The wine was warm in my chest. The night air was cold and the city was loud and my studio apartment was twelve blocks south, through the neighborhood where the property values dropped like a cliff edge, and every step brought me closer to the eviction notice on the counter that I’d been using as a coaster because looking at it directly was something I hadn’t been able to do in eleven days.

I walked home. I didn’t take the bus because the bus cost $2.75 and I had $14 in my checking account and the math of poverty is that every number matters. Every number is a decision. $2.75 for the bus meant $2.75 less for the bodega breakfast I allowed myself twice a week: coffee and an egg sandwich, $3.50, the one meal that didn’t come from a packet. The decision tree of having no money is exhausting in a way that people with money don’t understand, because the decisions never stop and the stakes of each one are always too high. Skip the bus, save the fare, walk twelve blocks in sneakers with peeling soles, think about the card in my pocket. Every step was a calculation. Every step was a number.

The neighborhood changed as I walked south. The townhouses with their window boxes gave way to mid-rises with fire escapes. The fire escapes gave way to buildings with no fire escapes because the fire code didn’t apply to structures that old or that neglected. The streetlights were brighter and harsher, and the people on the sidewalks were different: not the couple in matching scarves heading to a wine bar, but the man at the bus stop who’d been waiting long enough to sit on the ground, and the woman carrying groceries in plastic bags that strained at the handles, and the delivery driver on a bicycle who’d still have a job in the morning because his driving record was clean.

My apartment was dark. I didn’t turn on the lights because the electricity bill was past due and I was rationing. I sat on the edge of the bed, which was a mattress on the floor because I’d sold the bed frame two months ago for $40 that had lasted three days, and I took the card out of my pocket.

Devereaux & Associates.

I opened my laptop. Googled the address. A website loaded, minimal and tasteful: “discreet companion placement services.” No photos of the companions. No mention of the transformation program. A contact form. An address. A sense that whatever happened behind those doors was none of the internet’s business.

I closed the laptop. The card was still on the counter. So was the eviction notice, the coffee-ring smeared across “FINAL NOTICE.” My eyes kept drifting back to the card.

$80,000 in eight months. My debt, erased. Housing included. All I had to do was walk through a door I’d never imagined existed and agree to become someone I’d never imagined being.

I put the card on the nightstand. The nightstand was a milk crate turned on its side, because the real nightstand had been sold along with the bed frame and the desk lamp and the only chair. The apartment’s remaining inventory was: a mattress on the floor, a milk-crate nightstand, a phone charger, a box of my mother’s watercolors under the mattress (sealed, untouched, the cardboard soft from humidity), and approximately seven ramen packets in the cabinet above the sink. The inventory of a life that had been liquidated one piece at a time, each sale a small surrender, each empty space on the floor a former location of something I’d owned and no longer did.

I didn’t sleep. Not because I was thinking about the card. I was thinking about everything else: the DUI, the sound of the judge’s voice reading the sentence, the way the lawyer I couldn’t afford had looked at me with a thousand lost cases behind his resigned compassion, mine just the newest. The loans, the automated Tuesday calls, the interest accruing like a glacier that moved slowly enough to ignore and large enough to destroy everything it touched. My father’s forwarding address in Arizona. My mother’s watercolors under the mattress, the landscapes she’d painted in the backyard during the years when painting was the only thing she could still do, the years when the treatments had failed and the prognosis had become a timetable and she’d spent the time she had left making something beautiful because making something beautiful was the only answer she’d found to the question of what to do with time that was running out. I was thinking about how twenty years old was too young to have this many things in the past tense.

At 3 a.m. I picked up the card again. Held it in the dark. The embossed letters were raised under my thumb.

The numbers were inarguable. Nothing else in my life added up to $80,000 in eight months. Nothing else added up to $80,000 in eight years. The delivery job had been $400 a week before the DUI killed it, and $400 a week times fifty-two weeks was $20,800 before taxes, which meant four years of grinding to break even and that assumed zero rent, zero food, zero existence.

I put the card in my wallet. The wallet went back in my pocket. I lay down and stared at the ceiling and listened to the radiator clank and thought about nothing for as long as I could manage, which was about seven seconds before the number came back.

$80,000.

Eight months.

The brownstone was fourteen blocks north. I’d pass it on the way. If I left at 8 a.m. I’d arrive before nine. Early enough to seem serious. Late enough to pretend I’d considered other options.

I set my alarm for 7:30. I closed my eyes. I didn’t sleep, but I stopped fighting it.

The card sat in my wallet like a lit match in a pocket full of kindling. I could feel it even with my eyes closed. Even with the lights off. Even with the eviction notice on the counter and the loans in the system and the DUI on my record and the art school degree I’d never finish hanging over everything like a punchline nobody laughed at.

The math didn’t lie.


Chapter 2: The Contract

The brownstone looked like money that had gone to finishing school. Four stories of dark brick and wrought-iron railings, a set of stone steps leading to a glossy black door with a brass nameplate that caught the morning sun. Devereaux & Associates. The lettering was understated, font that said “if you have to ask, you can’t afford it.” The street was lined with townhouses in the same tax bracket, each one sporting window boxes and doormen and the quiet confidence of real estate that had never known a “FINAL NOTICE.”

I stood on the sidewalk for four minutes. I counted. Four minutes of staring at a door while my brain ran the same loop it had been running since 3 a.m.: this is insane, the money is real, this is insane, the money is real, you’re about to walk into a building and discuss becoming a woman, the money is real.

The money was real. I went up the steps.

Inside, the reception area smelled like sandalwood and something else I couldn’t name. Leather, maybe. Or the scent of wealth so old it had developed its own ecosystem. Leather chairs with brass studs. Fresh flowers on a side table, the kind that are replaced daily because they’re never allowed to wilt. Soft ambient lighting. A reception desk with a young woman behind it who smiled at me, the warmth calibrated, professional, designed to make desperate people feel welcome.

“Good morning,” she said. “Do you have an appointment?”

“I, uh. Casey Whitmore referred me. I’m here to see Margaux. Madame Devereaux.” I caught myself fumbling the name and hated that I fumbled it.

“Of course.” Her smile didn’t flicker. “Please have a seat. I’ll let her know you’re here.”

I sat in one of the leather chairs and tried not to look like I’d slept four hours on a mattress on the floor. The chair was comfortable in the way only expensive furniture is: it didn’t squeak, it didn’t shift, it received my weight as if my weight were welcome. The magazine on the side table was an architecture quarterly. The flowers on the credenza were peonies, which I recognized because my mother had grown them. The fact that a sissy escort agency had the same flowers my dead mother grew in our backyard was a coincidence I decided not to examine.

The receptionist was beautiful in the way everyone in this building seemed to be: polished, composed, wearing a silk blouse and a pencil skirt that fit like it had been sewn onto her body. Her voice was soft and feminine, pitched exactly right. Her hands were slender, her nails manicured in a neutral shade, and when she typed something into her computer, the keyboard barely made a sound. Everything about her was calibrated for a specific impression: competent, pleasant, unremarkable. She was a woman sitting at a desk doing a job, and the job was making people like me feel that whatever was about to happen was normal and professional and had been happening in this building for a long time. Later, much later, I would learn that she was a fully feminized former client of the agency. But that morning, sitting in the lobby with my secondhand sneakers on a carpet that cost more than my car, she was just a pretty woman who made me feel like I’d wandered into the wrong neighborhood.

“Madame Devereaux will see you now,” the receptionist said. She stood, which I hadn’t expected; she led me herself, which I also hadn’t expected. She walked with unhurried grace, heels so habitual they’d stopped being heels long ago, and I followed her down a hallway: hardwood floors, framed photographs of women in evening wear, sconces instead of overhead lights. The photographs were black-and-white and color, some clearly professional, some that had the intimate quality of portraits taken by someone who knew the subject. The women in the photographs were beautiful. They were also various: different heights, different builds, different hair colors, different expressions. Some were smiling. Some were serious. All of them looked like they belonged exactly where they were.

Everything whispered. Nothing in this building raised its voice.

The office at the end of the hallway was medium-sized and immaculate. A mahogany desk with nothing on it except a leather blotter, a single pen, and a folder. Bookshelves with titles I couldn’t read from the door. A window behind the desk with curtains half-drawn, sunlight slicing the room in two. And behind the desk, standing to greet me, was Margaux.

I’d spent the walk over trying to prepare myself for whatever a “Madame” who ran a sissy escort agency would look like. I’d imagined leather, whips, something cartoonish. I was wrong about everything.

Margaux was tall. Five-ten, maybe, in flats, and she wasn’t wearing flats. Black pointed-toe stilettos added another three inches, putting her close to six-one. She wore a tailored black blazer over a silk blouse the color of smoke, buttoned to the throat. A pencil skirt that traced the lines of her hips and waist with the accuracy of an architectural drawing. Her hair was dark brown, almost black, with dramatic silver streaks swept back from her face and pinned in a way that looked effortless and probably took twenty minutes. Reading glasses hung on a thin chain around her neck.

She was, and I need to be honest about this because it mattered from the first second and would matter more with every week that followed, one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen. Not in the magazine-cover way, not in the Instagram-filter way. A cathedral’s beauty: deliberate, constructed, and fully aware of the effect. Her face was ageless in the way expensive skincare and good bone structure collaborate to produce: dark eyes over high cheekbones, a mouth that looked like it had never said an unnecessary word. The olive skin was flawless, a complexion that suggested French heritage and a skincare routine that cost more monthly than my rent. When she looked at me, I felt like a file being read. Not a person. A file. A set of data points being assessed for viability: age, bone structure, frame, height, the potential hidden in the raw material of a scared boy in a secondhand t-shirt standing in an office that smelled like money and restraint.

“Mr. Grant.” Her voice was low, French-accented, unhurried. The accent was slight, the kind that twenty years in the United States had worn smooth but hadn’t erased, the French living beneath the English like a foundation beneath a building. Not a question. A label. She gestured to the chair across from her desk. “Please.”

I sat. The chair was leather, comfortable, the kind that made you sit up straight because slouching in it would be an insult to the upholstery. Margaux settled behind her desk without adjusting, without fidgeting, as if the furniture had arranged itself around her.

“Casey speaks well of you.” She opened the folder on her desk. Inside, I could see a printed page with my name at the top. “Nathan Grant. Twenty. Art school, one semester. Student loans: eighty thousand. DUI, August. No current employment.”

Hearing my failures read aloud in her calm, accented voice was a particular kind of humiliation I hadn’t prepared for. Like having your medical chart recited at a dinner party.

“That’s all accurate,” I said. “Except I lasted a semester and a half. The second semester was the one I couldn’t pay for.”

The corner of her mouth moved. Not a smile. The ghost of a smile’s ghost. “The distinction is noted.” She closed the folder and placed her reading glasses on her nose, then looked at me over them. The glasses changed her: from beautiful and distant to beautiful and assessing. Like a jeweler examining a stone.

“Devereaux and Associates is a companion placement service,” she said. “Our companions attend events, dinners, galas, and private engagements with high-net-worth clients. The work requires a specific presentation. Our companions present as women. All of them. Some were assigned female at birth. Most were not.”

She paused. Not for dramatic effect. Just to let the sentence land.

“The program involves a physical and behavioral transformation. Hormone therapy. Cosmetic refinement. Presentation training: deportment, voice, makeup, wardrobe. A working name. And client bookings, which begin once the transformation reaches a sufficient standard.”

I opened my mouth to say something. Nothing came out. Margaux waited. She was very good at waiting.

“The income structure,” she continued, lifting a sheet from the folder. “$800 to $5,000 per booking, depending on the tier and the client. Your student loans would be consolidated by the agency on contract signing. At average booking pace, our models clear their debt in approximately eight months. Some faster.” She set the sheet down. “Room and board are included. You would live here, in the fourth-floor staff quarters. Salon services, wardrobe, and medical oversight are provided at no additional cost.”

“Medical oversight,” I repeated.

“Hormone therapy. Administered by our in-house cosmetologist. Routine, supervised, reversible in the early stages.” She removed her glasses and held them by one arm, which I would later learn was a tell: glasses off meant she was shifting from information to assessment. “The transformation is progressive. It doesn’t happen in a day. It doesn’t happen against your will. But it does happen.”

Neither of us spoke. My brain was doing math it hadn’t been asked to do: $80,000 divided by eight months, divided by four weeks, divided by some number of bookings at some rate per booking. The numbers kept rearranging themselves into the same answer: this was the only equation in my life that solved for zero.

“What does the contract look like?” I asked, and my voice sounded like someone else’s.

Margaux reached into her desk drawer and produced a document. Three pages, clean typography, printed on the same heavy cream stock as Casey’s business card. She slid it across the desk.

“Take your time.”

I read. The contract was precise in the way that legal documents are precise: every clause was a door, and every door opened onto a room you couldn’t preview. A twelve-month agreement with the agency. Debt consolidation upon signing, meaning the $80,000 in student loans would be restructured under the agency’s financial umbrella, the monthly payments suspended, the interest paused, the collection calls silenced. Income structure per tier: Tier 0 through Tier 5, each with escalating services and escalating rates, the tiers described in language that was clinical enough to be legal and specific enough to make my mouth dry. Tier 0: House Trainee, no client contact, no income. Tier 1: Companion, non-sexual bookings, $200-$400. Tier 2: In-Call Escort, sexual bookings on-premises, $500-$800. The numbers climbed from there. Tier 5 was described as “Permanent Arrangement” and the rate was listed as “negotiable.” I didn’t know what that meant. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

Housing provided. Wardrobe provided. Training and cosmetic services provided. The agency covered everything: the hormones, the cosmetic work, the salon sessions, the wardrobe, the housing, the food. The obligations were equally precise: compliance with the agency’s transformation program, adherence to presentation standards, availability for client bookings as assigned, residence at the brownstone during the contract period. The word “compliance” appeared seven times. The word “voluntary” appeared once, in the opening paragraph, in a sentence that read: “The signee enters this agreement voluntarily and acknowledges the nature of the services described herein.”

There was no penalty clause for early termination, but the debt consolidation would reverse, leaving me with the original loans plus accrued interest and processing fees. I calculated the processing fees in my head: they were significant enough that leaving after six months would put me in a deeper hole than the one I was currently standing in. The contract was a one-way door with the word “voluntary” written above it.

I read it twice. My hands were shaking. Not dramatically, not cinematically. Just a low tremor in my fingers that made the paper vibrate against the desk like a moth against a window.

Margaux watched. She didn’t rush me. She didn’t sell. She didn’t lean forward, didn’t soften her expression, didn’t offer encouragement or reassurance. She sat behind her desk with her hands laced in front of her and the reading glasses on and the silver streaks in her hair catching the light from the window, and she let the contract do what contracts do: present a reality and wait for someone to enter it.

“Questions,” she said. Not “do you have questions.” Just: questions. An invitation shaped like a command.

“What happens if I can’t do it? If I can’t… pass.” The word felt medical and strange. It sat in my mouth like a foreign object, a word from a world I didn’t belong to, being used in a conversation about becoming someone who did belong to it.

“Then we train you until you can. Our success rate is very high.” Her dark eyes held mine. The dark eyes did not waver. They did not soften. They did not offer comfort or reassurance. They offered fact. “You have good material to work with. Your bone structure is androgynous. Your frame is slim. Your shoulders are narrow. Your facial hair is minimal. With appropriate intervention, you will pass. That is not a concern.”

She said “appropriate intervention” with the flat efficiency a mechanic reserves for “standard maintenance.” The phrase contained hormones, cosmetic procedures, voice training, wardrobe, a new name. The phrase contained the systematic disassembly and reassembly of the person sitting across from her. And she said it without drama, without weight, because the drama and the weight were mine to carry and she was simply presenting the itinerary.

I didn’t know how to process a compliment that was also a diagnosis. She’d looked at my face and seen raw material for a woman, a sculptor’s eye on uncut marble. My mother had been a watercolorist. She’d looked at blank paper and seen landscapes. Margaux looked at me and saw a woman who hadn’t been painted yet.

“And the cage,” I said, because Casey hadn’t mentioned it but the contract’s transformation protocol section referenced a “chastity device” alongside hormone therapy and cosmetic procedures. “That’s mandatory.”

“It is part of the program. Yes.” No apology. No explanation. Just fact.

“For how long?”

“For the duration of the contract.” She tilted her head slightly. The silver streaks in her hair caught the window light. “It serves a purpose beyond what you’re imagining. You’ll understand in time.”

I looked at the contract. The pen lay next to it, heavy and silver, a desk pen that signed things that mattered. I picked it up. My thumb ran along the barrel.

The alternatives lined up behind my eyes: the eviction in eleven days (now twelve, but who was counting). The loans. The DUI on my record like a brand. The job listings I’d memorized that all required a clean record and a degree. My father in Arizona, unreachable by choice. My mother’s watercolors under the mattress. The $14 in my checking account.

“You’ll find the terms fair,” Margaux said, quietly. “You’ll like it more than you think.”

I signed.

The pen was smooth. The signature looked like mine, the same signature I’d put on student loan documents and lease agreements and the police report after the DUI. Nathan Grant, in the slightly cramped handwriting of someone who’d never been taught penmanship and had improvised a version that was legible but not beautiful. The signature sat on the cream-colored paper, and the paper absorbed the ink the way good paper does: completely, irreversibly, the fibers drinking the ink down so that even if I wanted to, even if I changed my mind in the next five seconds and tried to wipe it away, the signature would remain, a ghost in the paper, indelible. The permanence was the point. The permanence was the contract’s final clause, written in chemistry rather than language.

Margaux took the contract, reviewed my signature with a glance that was more verification than interest (she had seen a thousand signatures on this line; mine was the newest, not the most remarkable), and placed it in the folder. She stood. The meeting was over. The speed of the transition, from contract to folder to standing, was Margaux’s way of saying: the decision is made, the door is open, and we don’t linger in doorways.

“Welcome to Devereaux and Associates.” She extended her hand. I shook it. Her grip was firm, dry, and brief, a handshake from a woman who touched people only when the gesture served a purpose and never a moment longer. “Candy will show you to the salon.”

She picked up her phone and said a name into it. Then she looked at me one more time, reading glasses in her hand, dark eyes steady.

“Your old address. Is there anything you need from it?”

“A phone charger,” I said. “And a book.”

“We’ll have someone collect them.” She nodded once. The nod closed doors. “Fourth floor for your quarters. Second floor for the salon. You’ll meet Candy momentarily.”

I stood. My legs felt like they belonged to someone else. I walked to the door and stopped with my hand on the frame.

“Madame Devereaux.”

“Margaux.”

“Why did Casey think I’d be a good fit?”

She put her reading glasses back on. The assessment was already done; I could see it in the way her attention had already shifted to whatever came next. Margaux didn’t dwell. Margaux decided, executed, and moved on.

“Because you’re broke, you’re intelligent, and your face has the bone structure I look for. Casey has an eye for potential. It’s why I employ her.”

The compliment was so impersonal it barely registered as one. My face had bone structure she “looked for.” A jeweler checking clarity. A breeder assessing conformation. I was raw material, and raw material was assessed on potential, not on preference. She hadn’t said I was handsome or attractive or interesting. She’d said my bones were right. The bones were the canvas. Everything else would be painted.

I nodded and walked out of the office, down the hallway where the sconces threw warm light on the framed photographs of beautiful women (I looked at them differently now; some of those faces had sat in that chair, had read that contract, had signed with a hand that shook as mine had shaken), past the reception desk where the receptionist smiled at me again with her professional warmth, and through a door marked “SALON” that led to a staircase going up to the second floor.

My name was on a contract in a folder on Margaux’s desk. My debt was being consolidated by a woman in stilettos who ran a sissy escort agency from a brownstone that smelled like sandalwood. My rent was paid, starting now, in a building where every woman might have once been a man.

I climbed the stairs. Somewhere above me, a voice, high-pitched and breathy, was singing along to a pop song.

I’d signed for the money. That was the truth. The whole truth. Nothing but the truth.

The pen hadn’t even hesitated.


Chapter 3: Incineration

The singing got louder as I climbed the stairs. By the time I reached the second-floor landing, it had resolved into a woman’s voice, high and breathy and completely unselfconscious, belting out a Top 40 hit about three octaves above where the original artist had put it. The door to the salon was open, leaking pink light and the chemical sweetness of hair products into the hallway.

I stepped through and into a world that ran on a different color palette than the rest of the brownstone. Where Margaux’s office was all dark wood and restraint, the salon was pink. Aggressively, unapologetically, invasively pink. Pink walls. Pink salon chairs. Pink cabinets filled with bottles and brushes and tools I couldn’t name. A mirrored wall reflecting the pink back on itself in an infinite regression of bubblegum. The lighting was warm and flattering, the kind that made skin look soft and flaws disappear. In the center of it all, arranging bottles on a rolling tray while singing, was Candy.

I wasn’t prepared for Candy.

She was short, maybe five-six, but she occupied space like someone twice her size. Platinum blonde hair extensions cascaded to her waist in styled waves. Her eyes were vivid blue, framed by lash extensions so heavy they looked structural. Her lips were a permanent pout: filler so generous that her resting expression was a duck-face that somehow projected genuine warmth. She wore pink scrubs that were cut lower than any medical scrubs should be, stretched over a corset that cinched her waist to an impossible circumference. Above the corset, straining against the pink fabric, were breasts that defied several laws of physics: huge, round, gravity-resistant, breasts that existed as both a statement and an engineering marvel. They bounced when she turned to look at me. They bounced when she breathed. They were impossible to not look at, and she was completely unselfconscious about them.

“Hi babes!” She clapped her hands together, which drew attention to the nails: glittery, pink, acrylic, so long they curved. “Oh my god, you’re gonna be so cute. Let me see your face.” She crossed the room in platform heels, each step a controlled wobble, and took my chin in her hand. Turned my face left, right, up toward the light. Her fingers were warm and soft and smelled like vanilla lotion. “Turn, turn. Yep. Amazing bone structure. Margaux has the best eye, like, seriously. Those cheekbones? And your lashes? Oh, we’re going to have so much fun.”

I was still holding the doorframe.

“I’m Candy,” she said, as if this weren’t already evident from everything about her. “I do all the cosmetic work here. Makeup, hair, skin, hormones, maintenance, the whole package. You’re Nathan, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Adorable. Okay, babes, first things first.” She snapped on a pair of pink latex gloves with surgical focus and a Victoria’s Secret aesthetic. “Strip to your underwear.”

I stared at her.

“Just down to your undies! I need to see what we’re working with. Body assessment. Totally standard, every new girl goes through it.” She beamed at me. I had the distinct impression that resisting Candy was like resisting the tide: technically possible but ultimately pointless and very wet.

I took off my clothes. The hoodie first, then the t-shirt, then my jeans, then my socks. Shoes were already off at the salon door; there was a rack for them. I stood in my boxers in the pink light of Candy’s kingdom while she circled me, humming, assessing.

“Good skin,” she murmured, professional now, the valley-girl cadence replaced by something focused. Then it snapped back: “Like, really good skin, babes. And your hip structure is nice. Narrow shoulders, which is great for us. Oh, you’re a grower not a shower.” She was looking at my crotch with professional interest, a woman who’d seen a thousand and had opinions about the taxonomy. “That’s actually easier for the cage fit.”

“The cage,” I said.

“Tomorrow! Today is just intake and wardrobe.” She picked up a bag from behind her chair: large, canvas, open. “Okay. Everything goes in here.”

“Everything?”

“All your boy clothes. Jeans, shirt, hoodie, socks, shoes, boxers, all of it. You’re done with them, babes.”

I looked at the bag. I looked at my clothes in a pile on the floor: the jeans I’d bought at Goodwill, the hoodie that had been my uniform for two years, the sneakers with the peeling sole. They weren’t much. They were everything I’d walked in with.

Candy must have seen something in my face because she softened, just slightly. “I know. It’s a lot. But trust me, the new stuff is so much better. And you literally cannot go back to those.” She picked up my hoodie and held it at arm’s length like it was evidence of a crime. “Babes. This has a hole in the armpit. We’re doing you a favor.”

She was right about the hole. I’d been ignoring it for months.

I put everything in the bag. She tied it shut. Then she carried it to a small metal furnace built into the corner of the salon: industrial, vented, clearly installed for exactly this purpose. She opened the door. Heat billowed out.

“Bye-bye, ugly boy clothes!” She fed the bag into the furnace with the cheerfulness of someone tossing a bouquet. “Hi, pretty new wardrobe!”

I watched the fire eat my clothes. The hoodie went first, the polyester blend catching quickly, the flames turning it from a garment into a shape into nothing. Then the jeans, which resisted longer, the denim blackening before combusting, the belt loops curling. Then the boxers, which went instantly, a flash of cotton that existed for one second and then didn’t. Then the sneakers, which smoked and stank before the flames took them, the rubber soles melting and dripping, the canvas uppers turning brown then black then gone. My entire wardrobe, which wasn’t much but was mine, reduced to heat and ash in under two minutes. The furnace door was hot. The room smelled like burnt cotton and melted rubber and the end of something I hadn’t known I was holding onto until I watched it burn.

The furnace was the real border. I’d signed the contract in Margaux’s office, but paper and ink could theoretically be voided. Fire couldn’t. My clothes were gone. The person who’d worn them was on the other side of a door that only opened one way, and the door was made of fire, and I was on the side without pockets.

Candy closed the furnace door and turned to me with the bright, undamaged expression of someone for whom the burning of a man’s wardrobe was step one of a process she found delightful. “Okay! Wardrobe time!”

She led me to a long closet along the salon’s back wall, and when she opened it, I understood that “wardrobe” was not a casual word here. The closet was organized by type and color: silk panties in every shade from black to baby pink to deep blue. Lace panties, cotton panties, thongs. Training bras, camisoles in silk and satin. Pencil skirts, A-line skirts, pleated skirts. Blouses, dresses, cocktail gowns sealed in garment bags. Stockings: sheer, opaque, patterned, thigh-high. Heels: kitten heels, pumps, stilettos, strappy things with buckles. Everything smelled new.

“Pick what feels cute, babes. You’ll figure out your style. For now, I’d start with the basics.” She pulled items and held them against me: a silk camisole in pale pink, a pair of black silk panties, a pencil skirt in charcoal. “You’re about a size four in women’s. Small frame. Lucky.”

I put on the panties. The silk settled against my cock like a whisper, cool and smooth, and my body did something I immediately pretended didn’t happen: a twitch, low and involuntary, the first signal of a response I didn’t consent to. I pulled the camisole over my head. The fabric was thin and soft against my chest. The pencil skirt zipped up the back with Candy’s help. She stood behind me and guided my arms through a cardigan, then stepped back.

“Oh. My. God.” She put both hands over her mouth, acrylic nails pressing into her cheeks. “Babes. Babes. Margaux was so right. You’re going to be gorgeous.” Her eyes were shining. Genuine delight, I realized. Not performance. She was actually thrilled.

I caught my reflection in the mirrored wall and looked away immediately.

Candy showed me to the fourth floor. Staff quarters: a hallway of doors, each one a small bedroom. Shared bathrooms at each end. A communal kitchen with a table and chairs, a fridge covered in sticky notes and magnets. The hallway was quiet, mid-morning, most of the sissies either at bookings or in training. Two of them weren’t.

A door opened as we passed and a woman stepped out. Tall, platinum blonde, ice-blue eyes, wearing a designer dress that fit like it had been printed onto her body. She looked at me with the patient, unhurried certainty of a predator that already knows how this ends.

“Fresh meat,” she said. Her voice was honey poured over a blade. “Cute.”

“Aria, be nice,” Candy sing-songed without stopping.

“I’m always nice, Candy.” Aria’s smile was a weapon. She looked me up and down, pausing at the skirt, at the camisole, at my face with its un-made-up features and shaggy hair. “Welcome to the program, sweetie. You’re going to need a lot of work.”

She closed her door. The hallway was quiet again.

At the other end of the floor, a woman with auburn hair and freckles passed us carrying a book and a cup of tea. She was small-breasted, naturally elegant, wearing a silk blouse and pencil skirt in muted navy. She looked like a young professional coming home from a bookshop. She gave me a neutral nod, neither warm nor cold, and continued to her room without stopping. That was Piper. I didn’t know her name yet. I didn’t know she’d be the first person in this building to make me feel like a human being instead of a project.

My room was at the end of the hallway: small, clean, bare. A single bed with white sheets. An empty closet that Candy was already filling with hangers from a rolling rack she’d wheeled up. A nightstand with a lamp. That was it. My phone charger and the paperback I’d asked Margaux to collect from my apartment would arrive later. For now, the room contained nothing of mine.

“Home sweet home, babes!” Candy patted the bed. “Sheets are fresh. Bathroom’s down the hall. Kitchen’s communal. Morning meeting is 8 a.m. sharp on the ground floor, every day, don’t be late. Margaux reads the balances.”

“Balances?”

“Your debt balance. She reads them out loud. Everyone’s. It’s like, motivational? And also a little scary, but in a hot way?” She giggled. Then she was gone, platform heels clicking down the hallway, the scent of vanilla and hair product trailing behind her like a pink comet.

I sat on the bed. The room was quiet. The skirt rode up when I sat, and I pulled it down without thinking, a gesture I’d never made before in my life. The camisole was soft against my chest. The panties were doing things I didn’t want to think about.

The room was small enough that I could touch the closet door and the nightstand from the bed without standing. The walls were off-white, the ceiling fixture a simple globe. Through the window, a slice of the brownstone’s back courtyard was visible: a stone planter, a single tree, the back wall of the adjacent building. The view was nothing. The room was nothing. But it was clean, and warm, and mine by the simple fact of my being in it.

The phone charger and the paperback hadn’t arrived yet. Margaux had said someone would collect them from my old apartment. My old apartment. The thought was already acquiring the past tense: not “my apartment” but “the apartment I had before,” the studio with the mattress on the floor and the eviction notice and the ramen packets. That apartment was fourteen blocks south and one lifetime ago. The distance was twelve hours. It felt like a geological era.

I was wearing women’s clothes. All my men’s clothes were ash. I was living in a building where the woman across the hall wanted to destroy me and the woman at the end of the hall couldn’t be bothered to introduce herself. My debt was $80,000, and in the morning, a woman who smelled like sandalwood and spoke like a general would read that number out loud to a room full of people whose stories started exactly like mine.

I lay back on the bed. The ceiling was white. Ordinary. The ceiling didn’t care what I was wearing.



The morning meeting happened at 8 a.m. on the ground floor, in a room off the main reception that I hadn’t noticed yesterday. A long table. Six chairs, most filled. Coffee on a sideboard. Margaux at the head, reading glasses on, a leather portfolio open in front of her.

I arrived in the pencil skirt and camisole, the only outfit I could assemble without Candy’s help. My hair was shaggy and un-styled. My face was bare. I looked like what I was: a scared boy in women’s clothes who’d been awake most of the night. The other sissies were already seated, each of them so thoroughly assembled that my presence at the table felt like a rough draft pinned to a gallery wall. Aria was in a fitted cream dress, hair perfect, makeup flawless, the posture of someone who’d been sitting in chairs like this for two years and had turned sitting into an art form. Piper was in her standard navy and cream, the silk blouse buttoned to the second button, the freckles catching the overhead light, the paperback closed and placed on the table in front of her with the deliberate neatness of someone who respected morning meetings enough to give them her full attention. Two other sissies I didn’t recognize sat further down the table, both of them feminine enough to be invisible, both of them looking at me with the mild curiosity of established residents assessing a new arrival.

“Good morning.” Margaux’s voice filled the room without effort. She didn’t look up from the portfolio. The reading glasses were on, the silver frames catching the light, the pen in her hand poised above the page. “Nathan, your balance is eighty thousand dollars. You are Tier Zero. Your duties today include maid service on the third floor and salon time with Candy.”

The number was enormous in the room. $80,000. The other sissies’ numbers, which Margaux read next, were smaller: Aria’s was in the mid-teens, nearly cleared, the number delivered with the same flat tone but landing like a victory lap. Piper’s was in the single thousands, close to zero, close to the threshold where the debt vanished and the choice to stay or go arrived. Each number was read with the same flat, professional tone. No judgment, no sympathy. Just the data. The morning meeting was an accounting exercise, and the accounts were our bodies and our bookings, and the balance sheet was read aloud because public accountability was part of the agency’s architecture.

Aria glanced at me when my number was read, her expression carrying the mild amusement of someone watching a puppy that didn’t know it was in an enclosure.

The meeting lasted twelve minutes. Duty assignments distributed with military efficiency: Aria had an Out-Call dinner that evening (she received the details with a slight nod, as if the booking were beneath her interest but not beneath her time). Piper had a repeat client requesting the opera suite. Two other sissies I hadn’t been introduced to yet received their assignments with murmured acknowledgments. Schedule notes followed: salon hours adjusted for a supply delivery, a reminder that the third-floor suites needed deep cleaning before the weekend, two reminders about dress code (“lace cap must be pinned, not resting; stockings must be straight, not twisted”). Each instruction was delivered in Margaux’s measured, accented voice, a voice that had said these things a thousand times and would say them a thousand more, expecting compliance not as a demand but as an atmosphere she breathed and created.

Margaux closed the portfolio, removed her reading glasses, and looked at the room. The glasses-removal was, I was beginning to understand, a gesture that fell like a gavel. Glasses on: professional, administrative, processing. Glasses off: present, human, the woman behind the desk rather than the machine that ran it.

“That’s all. Dismissed.”

The chairs pushed back. Bodies rose. The room emptied with the orderly efficiency of people who knew their schedules and their places and the cost of deviating from either.

I went upstairs. The day was starting. My first full day inside the machine.



That night, alone, I lay in bed and couldn’t sleep.

The pajama pants were borrowed from a drawer in the shared bathroom: cotton, generic, hospital-grade anonymous, identical to a hundred pairs in a hundred institutional drawers. They bunched over the panties I was still wearing because I’d been given nothing else. The silk shifted against my cock every time I turned over, every time I breathed too deeply, every time my leg brushed the sheet at the wrong angle. The fabric was warm from my skin. My skin was sensitive in ways it hadn’t been this morning.

I told myself to sleep. I thought about debt numbers and ceiling tiles and the radiator in my old apartment and anything, anything that wasn’t the way the silk moved when I moved.

It didn’t work.

The silk was the problem. Every micro-movement sent a whisper of friction against the head of my cock, a featherlight slide that was nothing like cotton, nothing like the boxers I’d worn for twenty years. Cotton stayed still. Silk moved. Silk breathed with me, and the breathing was a language my cock was learning faster than I wanted it to. I rolled onto my side. The silk shifted. The head of my cock caught against the fabric’s grain, and the sensation: a tiny pull, the faintest drag of woven thread across the slit, sent a throb traveling from the tip to the base, settling in my balls.

My hand drifted down. Not a decision. A gravity. My cock was already half-hard, pressed against the panties, and when my fingers closed around it through the fabric the sensation hit like a static shock: silk over skin, smooth friction, the awareness that I was touching myself through women’s underwear and the awareness that I was hard because of it, not despite it.

I pushed the pajama pants down. Just the pants. The panties stayed. My cock strained against the silk, the outline obscenely visible in the dim light from the hallway seeping under my door. The shape of it, the ridge of the head and the thick line of the shaft, pressed against the black silk like a secret being told through fabric. I stroked through the material. Once. Twice. The silk was warm and slick with pre-cum now, a dark wet circle spreading at the tip where my cock wept against the material, the fabric going translucent where the fluid soaked it, clinging to the head, outlining every contour.

My hips rocked into my hand. The motion was involuntary, the body’s oldest program overriding everything the mind was trying not to think. I cupped my cock through the silk and squeezed, and the squeeze pushed pre-cum through the weave, slicking my palm, and the wet heat of it against the fabric against the skin was a layered sensation that built on itself, silk and fluid and warmth compounding with each stroke.

I pulled the panties aside and gripped myself. Bare hand, familiar territory, the one thing I still knew how to do. The first real stroke sent a shiver from my balls to my teeth. I was hard, painfully hard, harder than I’d been in months, the shaft swollen thick in my fist, the head flushed and leaking a steady drool of pre-cum that ran down my knuckles and pooled in the crease of my thigh. I stroked from base to tip, twisting at the head the way I always did, the technique of a thousand lonely nights in my studio apartment, except this time the silk was bunched beside my wrist and my other hand was resting on my own thigh and the thigh was smooth under the camisole’s hem and the smoothness registered as someone else’s skin before my brain caught up and corrected it.

The image in my head wasn’t porn, wasn’t a woman, wasn’t anything I could identify. It was the mirror. The moment in Candy’s salon when I’d caught my reflection and looked away. The person in the mirror wearing a camisole and a skirt, someone I didn’t recognize, someone who wasn’t terrible-looking, someone who.

I came in thirty seconds. Fast, hard, shamefully fast. The orgasm hit like a fist clenching in my pelvis, my balls drawing tight, my cock pulsing in my grip as cum spurted across the silk panties in thick, ropy arcs. The first shot landed on the waistband, the second across the center panel, the third on my stomach, warm and heavy, and my body jerked with each pulse, three convulsions that emptied me with a completeness I hadn’t felt in months. The cum soaked into the silk immediately, the fabric drinking it, the black material going darker where the semen pooled, and the visual, my cum on women’s panties, the stain spreading in the dim light, was something I tried not to look at and couldn’t look away from.

I lay still for a minute. Two. The cum cooled on my stomach. The panties were ruined: the silk heavy with semen, the crotch panel saturated, the waistband streaked. The scent of it filled the small room, salt and musk and the warmth of a body that had just done something it was already trying to forget.

Then I peeled the panties off and padded to the shared bathroom in the dark. The hallway was empty. I ran the faucet to lukewarm and hand-washed the panties in the sink, working the cum out of the silk with my fingers, kneading the fabric under the water, watching the water run milky then clear. The silk was slippery in my hands, warm from the faucet, and the act of cleaning cum out of women’s underwear at 2 a.m. occupied a category of experience I had no framework for, that my brain simply refused to file it.

The mirror above the sink caught me. A young man, twenty, shaggy-haired, standing in a shared bathroom at 2 a.m. hand-washing women’s underwear. My cock twitched. Not half-heartedly. A full, visible jump, the shaft lifting from where it hung against my thigh, pointing at the mirror like an accusation. I watched it twitch. I watched myself watching it twitch. The mirror held both of us: the young man and the cock that was getting hard again because the young man was standing naked in a bathroom with wet silk in his hands and the silk smelled like cum and the bathroom was in a building where every woman might have once been a man.

I buried the information somewhere I couldn’t reach it. Filed it under “don’t.” Wrung out the panties and carried them back to my room.

In the drawer Candy had stocked, there were seven more pairs. I put on a fresh one, black, plain. The silk found my skin, pressed against the cock that was still half-hard, and the fabric’s first touch was cool and then warm and then the warmth was a sentence the body was writing that the mind refused to read. I lay down. I didn’t touch myself again. I didn’t sleep either.

This was the last easy orgasm of my life.


Chapter 4: The Cage

Candy’s salon smelled like coconut and antiseptic, which was a combination that shouldn’t have worked but did, the same way everything about Candy shouldn’t have worked but did. She was humming when I walked in the next morning, setting up a tray of instruments I didn’t want to look at: measuring tape, a small bottle of lubricant, a package in clear plastic that contained pink polycarbonate, and a tiny padlock with a key so small it looked like it belonged to a diary.

“Morning, babes!” She snapped on pink latex gloves with a quick, habitual flick. “Big day! Intake procedures. Come on, hop up.”

The treatment table was padded and covered in a fresh paper sheet. I sat on the edge. The paper crinkled under my weight.

“Okay, full assessment first, then we do the cage, then your first hormone shot. Sound good?” She was already pulling my camisole over my head without waiting for an answer. “Arms up. Good.”

She examined me with systematic focus, hands moving with muscle memory: pressing her fingers along my collarbones, my ribs, down my sides. She squeezed my upper arms and hummed. Measured my waist with the tape, my hips, my shoulders. Each number was noted on a clipboard she balanced on the cabinet.

“Good skin, babes. Nice hip structure. Already said that, but it’s true. Narrow shoulders, minimal body hair on the chest, which saves us a full wax on the upper body for now.” She was in assessment mode: voice flat, focused, efficient. Then the valley girl snapped back. “Oh my gosh, and your lashes are like, naturally long? That’s not fair. I had to get extensions and yours are just like that?”

She moved to my legs. “Some hair here, nothing crazy. We’ll do a full body wax in a few days. For now, stand up. Pants off.”

I slid the pencil skirt down. The black silk panties were new, the pair from last night’s replacement. Candy didn’t blink. She tugged the waistband down to my thighs with the detachment of someone unwrapping a sandwich.

My cock was soft. Small-looking in the fluorescent lighting, which was a gift because what came next required it to be small. Candy picked up the measuring tape and held it along the length, then around the base. She noted numbers without commenting.

“Okay, so you’re a grower, which I already clocked. That’s actually great for the device. We use a CB-6000 model, pink, custom fit based on your measurements.” She opened the clear plastic package. Inside was the cage: pink polycarbonate, a ring for the base, a tubular enclosure with ventilation slots, and the padlock. It looked medical. It looked final.

“The fit needs to be snug when you’re soft,” Candy explained, her procedural voice engaged. “Base ring goes behind the balls, tube slides over the shaft, lock clicks shut. You’ll feel it all the time, which is the point. When you’re hard, the bars prevent full erection. You can get partially hard, but you can’t maintain it and you can’t reach orgasm through the traditional route. Pre-cum will leak through the gaps, which is normal, and you’ll need to clean it daily. I’ll show you how.”

She held up the base ring. “This part first. Spread your legs a little.”

Her gloved hands were warm. She worked the ring over my balls with efficient, steady hands, seating it behind the scrotum, adjusting until it sat flush against my body. The latex was smooth and her fingers were professional: firm, steady, experienced. She handled my genitals with the detachment of a mechanic inspecting an engine component. There was nothing sexual about her approach.

My body disagreed.

The blood started moving before I could stop it. The combination of warm fingers, the intimate handling, the clinical vulnerability of standing half-naked in a pink salon while a woman with an impossible chest and filler-plump lips manipulated my cock. Her gloved thumb was resting against the underside of my shaft, holding it steady while she worked the base ring into position, and the latex was smooth and warm and the pressure of her thumb against the sensitive strip of skin below the head was the most intimate contact I’d had with another person in over a year. I felt the swell begin, the familiar thickening, the blood diverting south with an urgency that overrode every rational thought in my head. My cock stiffened in her fingers, the shaft filling, the head flushing from pale to dark, and I watched in horror as it rose in Candy’s gloved hand, going from soft and manageable to rigid and straining in the span of a few heartbeats.

“Ohhh, there it goes,” Candy said, entirely unsurprised. She let go and stepped back, hands raised, and my cock stood fully erect in the salon’s warm light, twitching with my pulse, a bead of pre-cum already forming at the slit. “Totally normal, babes. Happens every time. Think about baseball or whatever. Tax returns. Dead puppies? I don’t know, whatever works for you. I’ll wait.”

She leaned against the counter and scrolled her phone while I stood there, half-naked, erection pointing at the ceiling, face burning. The pre-cum swelled at the tip, broke, and tracked slowly down the underside of my shaft in a warm line that reached my balls before I could wipe it. Her chest pressed into the counter’s edge as she leaned, the scrubs pulling taut across curves that defied both gravity and the garment’s intended fit, the weight of her breasts resting on the counter’s surface, nipples visible through the thin pink fabric, but she was paying zero attention to me. She was watching a TikTok. I could hear the audio, tinny and absurd.

I thought about my debt balance. $80,000. That usually killed any erection. I thought about Margaux reading the number in the morning meeting. I thought about the eviction notice. I thought about the furnace eating my clothes.

It took four minutes. My cock softened, deflated, returned to its resting state like a flag lowered at sunset. There was a finality to the softening that I felt in my chest.

“Ready?” Candy set her phone down. “Okay. Here we go.”

She slid the tube over my cock. The polycarbonate was smooth and cool, a tight fit that pressed from every angle. She aligned the tube with the base ring, threaded the hinge pin through both, and then picked up the padlock.

“Last step, babes.”

The lock clicked shut.

The sound was small. Metal on metal, a mechanical action that took less than a second. But the sound traveled through my body like a depth charge. My chest contracted. A tightening behind the ribs that had nothing to do with humiliation and nothing to do with the physical sensation of cold plastic encasing my cock. It was underneath all of that, in a place I refused to look at directly, the same way you refuse to look at a wound before you’re ready to clean it.

“There!” Candy held up the tiny key between two glittery pink nails. “This goes to Margaux. Every sissy’s key lives on her chain.” She dropped the key into a small envelope, sealed it, and wrote my name on the front. “She wears them on a thigh chain. You’ll see it someday, maybe. She’s very discreet about it.”

I looked down. The pink cage encased my cock completely. The bars ran the length of the tube, close enough together that I could see skin through them but couldn’t reach it with enough friction to matter. The tip of my cock sat behind a narrow opening, barely visible. The base ring circled behind my balls, snug, a steady gentle pressure that said you are wearing this with every heartbeat.

“How does it feel?” Candy asked. She was leaning against the counter, arms crossed, the pink gloves peeled off and discarded, her expression genuinely curious, because she’d asked a hundred times and still found each answer different, each answer a data point in the long, detailed study of how cages changed people.

“Like wearing a prison on my dick.”

She giggled. The giggle was warm, unmalicious, the laugh of someone who found the simile both accurate and endearing. “Give it a day, babes. You won’t even think about it.” She paused, her overfilled lips pressing into something thoughtful. “Well, you’ll think about it. You’ll think about it a lot, actually. But in a different way. Right now it’s a prison. In a week it’s a fact. In a month it’s a body part. Trust me on this. I’ve fitted more cages than I can count, and every single girl says ‘prison’ on day one and ‘mine’ by day thirty.”

The hormone injection followed. Candy swapped gloves for a fresh pair (the cage-fitting pair had been compromised by lubricant) and prepped the syringe with the same clinical focus: a small vial from the refrigerated cabinet, a needle that she attached with a deft twist, the liquid drawn up with a technique that was precise enough to make me trust her, which mattered when the syringe contained something that would change my body. Alcohol swab on the glute, the cotton cool against my skin, tap the air out of the syringe, steady hand. “Intramuscular, gluteal site, aspirating before injection,” she murmured, the clinical voice fully engaged, the valley-girl gone, replaced by someone who could have been presenting at a medical conference if the medical conference accepted presenters in pink scrubs with F-cup breasts and acrylic nails. Then, louder: “Just a little prick. Oopsie, that’s what she said!”

The needle bit. A deep, spreading warmth in my ass that was different from the pain of a flu shot; this was slower, more intentional, the liquid entering the muscle with a heat that radiated outward from the injection site. She held the injection site for ten seconds, pressed a cotton ball against it, taped it with a small bandage that she smoothed with her thumb.

“Standard feminization protocol. Estradiol and spironolactone combo. The estradiol is the main event: skin softening first, usually within a couple weeks. Some fat redistribution over time; your body will start moving fat from the belly and waist to the hips and butt and chest. Breast tissue development is gradual; don’t expect anything dramatic right away, but most girls notice tenderness by week three or four. The spiro is the anti-androgen; it suppresses the testosterone that’s currently running the show. Your sex drive will change. Your body hair will thin. Your skin will get softer. And your, um.” She glanced at the cage. “Your situation down there will change too. Less spontaneous activity. Which, given the cage, is honestly a kindness.”

She paused, seeming to consider whether to say more. Then she said it. “Some girls get emotional on the protocol. Crying at commercials, that kind of thing. If that happens, it’s the estradiol, not you. Well, it is you, but it’s chemical you. Hormonal you. Like PMS but for the first time. It’ll level out.”

She peeled off her gloves with a snap. Professional Candy retreated; bubbly Candy returned instantly, the tonal whiplash as sudden as a light switch.

“Oh! Also, before I forget.” She lowered her voice conspiratorially, though no one else was in the room. The conspiratorial voice was the same volume as her regular voice, because Candy had one volume, but the posture was different: she leaned in, eyes bright, the way a friend leans in to share a secret at a party. “So there’s this optional thing? Like, a step further than the standard program? I call it the bimbo path. It’s sort of my specialty? Extra cosmetic work, lip filler, some breast enhancement beyond what the hormones do, and then there are these supplements that make the whole experience, like, way more enjoyable. Mood stuff. Focus stuff. Makes everything feel better and makes the training easier. Like, significantly easier. A lot of the girls do it. Some of the best earners are on the path.” She gestured vaguely at herself, at her exaggerated proportions, at the pink empire she inhabited. “I’m on it. Obviously. Have been for twelve years. Best decision I ever made. But it’s totally optional. Zero pressure. Just so you know it exists.”

“No,” I said.

“Totally fine! One hundred percent fine. Door’s always open. Whenever. Or never! There’s no wrong answer, babes.” She squeezed my arm, her pink nails warm against my skin. “You’re doing great. Seriously. The cage fit is perfect, the hormones are going to love you, and tomorrow we start the real work. Go get dressed. Tomorrow morning is your first full day of duties.”

I went back to my room. The cage moved with every step. Not painfully, not exactly, but with a persistent awareness: a slight shifting between my legs, the bars adjusting against my cock, the base ring pressing against places that had never been pressed before. I was conscious of it like a new watch on my wrist, except the watch was locked onto my cock and the key was being carried to a woman who wore it against her inner thigh.

The stairs were an education. Each step created a different interaction between the cage and my body: going up, the cage swung forward with each stair, the base ring pulling against my perineum; going down, the cage settled back, the weight of it tugging gently southward. By the time I reached the fourth floor, I’d catalogued six distinct sensations the cage generated during vertical movement alone, and none of them were neutral. They ranged from “aware” to “very aware” to “cannot think about anything else,” and the range shifted depending on whether my cock was soft (the cage sat as a dead weight, like a pendant) or stirring (the cage became a pressure system, every bar a data point, every shift a reminder).

The hallway was empty. I walked to my room with the cage marking each step, a tiny metronome of metal and flesh, and the sound of my kitten heels on the hardwood was the only sound, and the combination of the clicking heels and the shifting cage was, for three seconds, so absurd and so specific that I almost laughed. I was a twenty-year-old art school dropout walking down a hallway in women’s clothes with a cage on my cock. The situation defied every narrative I’d ever constructed about my life, and the narratives had not been ambitious.

I sat on the bed. The cage pressed against the mattress. I pulled the skirt down over it, but I could see the outline through the fabric: a subtle bulge, pink through black. I pressed my palm against it. Nothing. Or rather, everything, but through a barrier that transformed “everything” into “almost nothing.” The bars were there. The lock was there. The sensation was there but the completion was gone, like hearing music through a wall. I pressed harder. The bars transmitted pressure, but the pressure was diffused, spread across multiple points of contact instead of the single, focused friction of a hand on a cock. The physics of denial: the same force, distributed over a larger area, yielding a fraction of the effect.



That night, I learned what the cage did.

The hours between installation and bedtime were their own kind of education. The salon session ended at noon. The rest of the day was maid duties, which I performed in the French maid uniform with the cage as a new variable: every bend, every reach, every step on the hardwood introduced the cage’s presence into movements I’d started to learn. Going down stairs set off a gentle pendulum swing. Sitting at the reception desk required a shift in position that I hadn’t needed before: the cage occupied space, and the chair’s leather cushion pressed against it, and the pressure was a constant, low-grade reminder that my cock was not free. Carrying the cleaning caddy up the stairs to the third floor, the cage bumped against my inner thigh with each step, a rhythmic, maddening tapping that was too mild to be pain and too persistent to be ignored.

By evening, I’d developed a vocabulary for the cage’s sensations: the resting weight (tolerable), the seated pressure (manageable), the walking shift (constant), the stair pendulum (disorienting), and the sudden, sharp press when I bent forward too quickly (educational). The cage was a language I was learning against my will.

I was lying in bed, wearing the silk camisole and a fresh pair of panties, when my cock decided it was time for an erection. It had done this every night since I’d started sleeping in silk, but this was the first night the cage was there to receive it.

The swelling hit the bars. The bars didn’t move. My cock pushed, thickened, tried to fill the tube, and found that the tube was exactly the wrong size for a full erection: large enough to let the blood in, small enough to prevent it from producing anything useful. I was half-hard, jammed against pink polycarbonate, and the pressure was everywhere at once: the tip bulging against the cage’s end cap, the shaft pressing against the bars from every angle, the skin bulging through the narrow gaps in tiny pillows of trapped flesh, and the base ring tight behind my balls where the blood pooled with nowhere to go. The cage transmitted the pressure of each heartbeat directly to my cock, each pulse a reminder that the blood was arriving and the erection was trying and the cage was winning.

I tried to stroke through the bars. My fingers fit between them, barely, the tips pressing against the skin of my shaft through the narrow gaps. I could touch skin, slide a fingertip along the trapped length, but the cage prevented any sustained grip. The bars intercepted every stroke, breaking the contact into fragments, converting what should have been a continuous glide into a series of broken touches that teased without delivering. It was like trying to scratch an itch through a chain-link fence. I could feel the itch. I could almost reach it. The almost was worse than not reaching it at all.

I tried wrapping my fingers around the cage itself, squeezing, hoping the pressure would translate through the polycarbonate to the cock inside. It did, but diffused, the force distributed across the cage’s entire surface instead of concentrated where I needed it: on the head, on the frenulum, on the underside of the shaft where the nerves clustered. The cage converted directed pleasure into distributed pressure, and the distributed pressure was enough to maintain the erection and not enough to do anything about it.

I rolled onto my stomach. Hips pressed into the mattress. The cage ground against the sheets, and the pressure shifted, the base ring driving into my perineum, and the perineum compressed something deeper, and the something sent a spike through my groin that wasn’t pain and wasn’t pleasure but was approximately in the same zip code as both. I humped the mattress. Once. Twice. The movement was instinctive, desperate, the body trying to solve a problem the mind had already identified as unsolvable. My hips thrust into the mattress and the cage ground against the sheet with each thrust, the bars creating a friction pattern through the silk panties that was maddening in its insufficiency: enough sensation to keep the arousal climbing, not enough to push it over.

Pre-cum seeped through the bars. I could feel it, warm and slick, weeping from the cage with each thrust, soaking into the silk panties. The wetness spread against my inner thigh, the panties going damp and then wet, the silk clinging to the cage’s bars. I kept grinding, chasing the sensation, chasing something, anything, my hips moving in a rhythm that was getting faster, more frantic. The pressure in my balls built. My prostate ached with a dull, unfamiliar throb, a deep internal pressure that the mattress-humping was stimulating through the perineum. Something was gathering, somewhere deeper than my cock, somewhere behind the cage, and the gathering felt like it might become an orgasm if I could just press harder, grind deeper, find the angle.

It dissipated. Like a wave pulling back from shore. The pressure peaked and then fell apart, the sustained contact I needed denied by the bars, by the angle, by the cage doing exactly what it was designed to do. The almost-orgasm collapsed, the building wave breaking before it crested, and I collapsed face-down, panting, cock throbbing against the cage, sheets wet with pre-cum, panties ruined, my hips still twitching with the phantom rhythm of the grinding.

Nowhere near enough stimulation to finish.

I lay there for thirty minutes. The erection persisted for twenty of those minutes, stubborn and aching, the cock swollen against the bars in a state of sustained, useless arousal that the cage maintained and the cage denied. The pre-cum continued to seep, slower now, the cage weeping a thin, clear fluid that cooled on my thighs. By the time the blood finally retreated and my cock softened back into the cage, the shaft tender and sore from pressing against the bars, the panties were soaked. The sheets had a wet spot. The pre-cum had dried sticky on my inner thighs.

Last night, I had come in thirty seconds. Silk panties, bare hand, the easiest orgasm of my adult life. That was yesterday. That was the last one.

The cage hung between my legs like a closed fist. My cock was inside it, soft again, pressed against the bars, and the only thing I could feel was the weight: unrelenting, inescapable, the physical fact of a door that had been locked by a woman who hadn’t apologized for locking it.

I pulled the camisole down over my stomach. The silk was warm from my skin. The panties were cold and damp. I thought about Candy’s cheerful voice: You won’t even think about it. Well, you’ll think about it. But in a different way.

She was right about that. She was wrong about the other part. I was going to think about it constantly. I was going to think about it every time I moved, every time I sat down, every time the cage shifted against my thigh. I was going to think about it in the morning when the alarm went off and the cage was pressing against an erection I couldn’t do anything about, and I was going to think about it in the shower when the water hit the bars and the sensation traveled through them to my trapped cock like a message I couldn’t decode.

The key was on Margaux’s thigh. The cage was on my cock. The lock was between us.

I turned off the lamp and listened to my own breathing in the dark.

I thought about nothing for as long as I could manage, which was about four seconds.

The alarm was set for six-thirty. The morning meeting was at eight. Margaux would read my debt balance. I would sit in a chair in a pencil skirt with a locked cock and no way to come and a number that wouldn’t change and a key that was on someone else’s body.

Somewhere in the building, a door closed. Candy’s salon, probably. The fluorescent hum of a room being shut down for the night. The brownstone settling into its bones.


Chapter 5: Tier Zero

Candy held up the maid uniform like a mother presenting a baptismal gown. “Okay, babes. This is your Tier Zero look. Every new girl starts here. You wear it for duties. You clean in it. You serve in it. You answer the phone in it. You look adorable in it.”

The uniform was a French maid dress, and it was exactly what a French maid dress looks like in every fantasy and no reality: black satin bodice with a white apron, a skirt so short the lace trim barely grazed my mid-thigh, a white Peter Pan collar, puffed sleeves. There was a lace cap, white with a black ribbon, designed to pin into the hair. White stockings, thigh-high, sheer enough that my skin showed through. Kitten heels, black patent leather, two inches.

“I’m not wearing that,” I said.

“Babes. You signed a contract.” She held it closer, the satin catching the salon light. “Also, it’s cute? Like, objectively cute. I made some adjustments to the standard cut. The waist is nipped in, and the skirt has this little flare that does wonders for, like, everyone’s hip situation.”

“It’s a costume.”

“It’s a uniform. Uniforms have dignity.” She paused, considering her own statement. “Okay, maybe not this one specifically. But you’ll feel differently once it’s on. Trust me, every new girl says ‘I’m not wearing that’ and then two weeks later they’re, like, adjusting the cap in the mirror to get the tilt right. It’s a whole arc.”

I wore it.

The dress zipped up the back and fit tighter than anything I’d put on since arriving. The bodice pressed against my chest, which was flat but the cut of the dress disguised that, creating the suggestion of a shape that wasn’t there. The skirt was, objectively, too short. When I stood straight with my arms at my sides, the hem rested three inches above my knees. When I bent forward even slightly, the tops of the stockings would show, and below the stockings, the garter clips, and between them the panties, and through the panties the faint outline of the cage.

The cap pinned into my hair with bobby pins Candy supplied. It sat crooked until she adjusted it, her pink nails working the pins into my shaggy brown hair with deft fingers.

“There. Oh my god, stop, you’re killing me.” She clapped her hands. “Okay. Heels.”

The kitten heels were easier than the pumps Margaux had put me in during the deportment lesson, but “easier” was relative. Two inches still changed everything: my posture shifted, my center of gravity moved forward, my calves tightened, and my gait became the careful, measured walk of someone navigating a world that wasn’t designed for their shoes. The cage swung slightly between my legs with each step, and I was acutely aware that the skirt’s hem was closer to the cage than it was to my knees.

“Perfect. Oh, wait.” She pulled a small spray bottle from behind the counter and misted it toward me. The scent was light, clean, vaguely floral. “Linen-fresh. You’re cleaning suites that cost clients four figures an hour. You can’t smell like breakfast and anxiety.”

“I don’t smell like anxiety.”

“Babes, everyone smells like anxiety on their first day of duties. Aria smelled like anxiety and Gucci Guilty for a week straight.” She tucked the spray bottle into the apron’s pocket. “Cleaning supplies are in the third-floor closet. The suites need to be done by noon. There’s a client booking in the Velvet Room at one.” She handed me a laminated checklist. “Beds stripped and remade, surfaces dusted, bathroom spotless, amenities restocked. The list tells you where everything is. And, like, don’t use the blue cleaner on the marble. I made that mistake once and Margaux looked at me like I’d committed a war crime. The marble gets the clear spray only.”

“Got it.”

“Oh! And bend at the knees, not the waist, when you’re reaching low stuff. The skirt doesn’t forgive, babes. I have learned this the hard way. Multiple hard ways.”

I went.

The third floor existed in a different register from the staff quarters above it and the salon below. Where the fourth floor was institutional and the second floor was pink, the third floor was seduction made architectural. The hallway was dim, lit by sconces that cast pools of amber light on dark wallpaper. Four doors, each labeled with discreet brass plates: The Velvet Room, The Mirror Suite, The Penthouse, The Dungeon. The carpet was thick enough to swallow the sound of my heels.

The Velvet Room came first. I unlocked it with the master key Candy had clipped to my apron and stepped inside.

The suite was beautiful and inviting and meant to ensnare: red velvet chaise lounge, silk sheets on a king bed, indirect lighting that made everything glow warm. A marble-topped nightstand with a crystal decanter and two glasses. The scent was heavy, layered: sandalwood, leather, something else. Something animal. The room smelled like sex had happened here recently and had been too important to fully clean away.

I stripped the sheets. The silk was heavy, expensive, and underneath the top sheet I found it: a used condom in the wastebasket beside the bed. It was thick with cum, the latex stretched and cloudy, tied off but still warm, and the sight of it stopped me like a hand to the chest. The condom was heavy when I picked it up to dispose of it, the weight of it in the trash bag, the warmth of someone else’s cum pressing against the plastic through the latex, tangible and real.

Someone had fucked in this bed. An hour ago, maybe two. One of the other sissies, maybe Aria, maybe Piper, had been in this room with a client, on these sheets, and the condom was the proof. The room still held the proof in its air: the animal scent beneath the sandalwood, the musk, the salt-warm smell of sex that had happened recently enough that the ventilation hadn’t erased it. I could smell it. I could smell what had happened in this bed, on these sheets, and the scent traveled from my nostrils to my brain to my cock with a directness that bypassed every rational circuit.

My cage strained.

The arousal wasn’t mechanical this time. It wasn’t the cage’s morning pressure or the incidental friction of fabric. This started somewhere behind my sternum and dropped straight down, a heat that bypassed every rational circuit and arrived at the cage fully formed. Someone had fucked in this bed. One of the sissies. Maybe Aria. Maybe Piper. And the condom was the residue, the physical proof of a thing I would eventually do in a room like this on sheets like these, and the arousal was about that future, about the inevitability of it, about the proximity to evidence of a life I was being trained toward. I dropped the condom into the bag and stepped back, breathing through my nose, but the breathing didn’t help because the problem wasn’t physical; it was the understanding blooming in my chest that I was aroused by the aftermath of another sissy’s booking, and no amount of rationalization could repackage that into something the denial could hold.

I stood there for a full minute. The cage pressed against the maid uniform’s skirt, and I looked down and could see the faint tent at the front, the outline of the device against the black satin, the pink of the polycarbonate showing through the thin fabric. Pre-cum was already leaking, a warm trickle I could feel running down the base ring toward my inner thigh. If anyone walked in right now, they’d see a maid with an erection. A sissy maid, in heels and stockings and a lace cap, standing in a room that smelled like sex, hard in a cage she couldn’t unlock, with pre-cum soaking through her panties.

I finished cleaning the Velvet Room in a state of unbroken arousal. The uniform worked against me with every motion: bending at the knees to tuck a sheet corner pulled the bodice tight across my flat chest and made the skirt ride up in the back until I could feel the air on the garter clips. Reaching to dust a high shelf lifted both arms and pulled the apron strings taut against my waist, the starched fabric digging into my sides, and the reach made the cage swing forward like a pendulum, the weight of it shifting from resting between my thighs to hanging free for a half-second before settling back with a damp, sticky intimacy against the panties. The cap slipped every time I tilted my head to check a surface, and I found myself pinning it back with practiced fingers, the way I’d seen Candy adjust her extensions, automatic, fussy, the kind of grooming reflex that didn’t belong to the person I’d been three days ago.

The stockings were the worst. Every step on the marble bathroom floor sent the sheer fabric sliding against my shaved legs, a whisper of nylon on bare skin that registered as a continuous low-grade caress. When I knelt to scrub the bathtub, the stocking tops pulled against the garter clips with a tension I could feel in my hip flexors, and the pull drew the panties up between my cheeks, the silk fabric riding into the crease and pressing against the bare skin of my perineum. The cage wept steadily, a thin, persistent warmth dampening the panties, soaking through to the skin beneath. By the time I moved to the Mirror Suite, my inner thighs were slick, the pre-cum tracking down from the cage in slow rivulets that the stockings absorbed at the tops.

The Mirror Suite was worse. The walls were mirrors, floor to ceiling, every surface. The bed faced a mirror. The ceiling was a mirror. I could see myself from every angle: a figure in a French maid dress, heels, cap, stockings, bending and reaching and scrubbing, the skirt riding up to show garter clips and the damp outline of a cage beneath black panties. The reflection was relentless. I couldn’t escape it. Every turn showed me myself, and every version of myself was wearing a costume that was ceasing to feel like a costume. The cage throbbed. I cleaned the suite with my jaw clenched and my breathing controlled and my panties growing wetter with every minute.

The Penthouse was simpler. Minimal mirrors, heavy curtains, a suite designed for darkness and privacy. The bed was larger than the Velvet Room’s: a California king with a headboard that had subtle attachment points I chose not to think about. The nightstand held a decanter of something amber, two heavy tumblers, and a leather-bound folder that I opened out of curiosity before realizing it was a menu of services. I closed it. The suite smelled like leather and cedar, a masculine scent that was probably intentional, probably designed to make the client feel that they were in their territory, their club, their world. I cleaned it efficiently, grateful for walls that didn’t stare back.

The Dungeon I didn’t enter. The door was locked with a different key. The checklist said “NOT ASSIGNED; SPECIALIZED CLEANING ONLY.” The brass plate on the door was the same font as the others, the same discreet lettering, but the word sat differently in the hallway’s warm light: darker, heavier, a word that suggested things the other suite names only implied. I moved on.

By noon, the suites were done. My knees ached from kneeling on marble bathroom floors. My calves burned from the kitten heels. My lower back held a dull, persistent protest from three hours of bending (at the knees, per Candy’s instructions, though I’d forgotten twice and felt the skirt ride dangerously high each time). I dropped the cleaning caddy in the third-floor supply closet and stood for a moment in the dim hallway, catching my breath. The sconces cast warm light on the dark wallpaper. Behind the four closed doors, the suites were pristine: sheets crisp, surfaces gleaming, bathrooms spotless, amenities arranged with the symmetry Margaux’s checklist demanded. I’d done it. Four suites in three hours, in heels, in a maid uniform, with a cage shifting between my legs on every bend and reach.

The satisfaction of having done it well was an unwelcome emotion. I filed it next to the other unwelcome emotions.

In the bathroom, washing my hands, I noticed the skin on my forearms under the fluorescent light. Different. Not dramatically, not in the way that would make someone point, but different in the way that a photograph is different from the negative: the same information, shifted. The pores looked tighter. The skin looked softer. The hormones had been in my system for three days, which was medically too soon for visible effects, which meant this was either psychosomatic or the light or the fact that my arms were freshly shaved for the uniform. I told myself it was the light. My forearms looked back at me and said nothing.

I descended to the ground floor for reception duty.

Reception was the agency’s public face: the leather chairs, the fresh flowers, the receptionist behind the desk (she’d gone on break, which is why I was covering). Candy had briefed me: answer the phone with the agency’s standard greeting, offer water or coffee to waiting clients, direct visitors to Margaux’s office or the appropriate floor. Simple. Professional. Feminine.

The reception area was different at midday than it had been when I’d walked through it as a visitor. The morning light through the transom window had been replaced by a warmer, more deliberate illumination: the sconces were on a timer, the ambient sound system played something instrumental and low, and the flowers on the side table were fresh, changed daily, today a spray of white roses in a crystal vase that probably cost more than the roses. I sat behind the desk and straightened the appointment book and the business card holder and the crystal water carafe and the two glasses on the leather-edged tray, arranging them exactly as the outgoing receptionist had left them: meticulously, with a care that said nothing in this building happens by accident.

The phone stayed quiet for the first twenty minutes. I sat behind the desk and felt the cage pressing against the chair’s leather cushion, a constant reminder that I was sitting in a reception area in a maid’s uniform with a locked cock. The absurdity of my situation had a texture, gritty and granular, impossible to smooth over. The maid cap sat in my peripheral vision, the lace edge white against my shaggy brown hair, and the apron strings crossed behind my back, and the stockings whispered when I uncrossed and recrossed my ankles, and the whole picture, if anyone had been watching, was a young woman in a French maid’s outfit sitting behind a reception desk in a luxury brownstone, waiting for the phone to ring. The fact that the young woman had been a young man three days ago was a detail the picture didn’t disclose.

Then the door opened.

The client was a man, mid-fifties, in a tailored charcoal suit with a silk tie and cufflinks that caught the light. He moved through the reception area like a repeat customer, a man who’d been here before and had paid enough to feel comfortable. He was here for Aria; I’d seen the booking sheet on the reception desk, her name in Margaux’s handwriting next to the 1 p.m. slot. He barely glanced at me.

“Water, please,” he said, settling into one of the leather chairs.

I poured water from the crystal carafe on the side table. My hands trembled, very slightly, and I focused on the pour with the intensity of an art student drawing a live model: control the line, control the angle, don’t spill. I set the glass on a coaster beside his chair.

“Thank you, sweetheart.”

The word hit me like a bell. He hadn’t looked at me, not really. He’d said “sweetheart” with the same reflexive ease as “thank you” to a waitress or “excuse me” to a stranger on the train. Reflexive, automatic. He’d called me “sweetheart” because I was a woman serving him water and that’s what you call a woman who serves you water if you’re a man of his generation and means.

He didn’t suspect anything. He looked at me and saw a maid. A girl in a uniform doing her job.

My face burned. I retreated to the kitchen alcove behind reception and stood with my hands on the counter, breathing. The cage pulsed. Twice in one day: first the condom, now the word. My body was responding to being seen as feminine, to proximity to sex, to the casual assumption that I was a woman. Each response sent the same signal through the cage: straining, leaking, aching, the bars pressing against flesh that wanted to be free and couldn’t be.

The arousal took twenty minutes to subside. I stood in the kitchen alcove behind reception, leaning against the counter where the water carafes were stored, breathing slowly, adjusting the maid cap that had gone crooked, and waiting for the blood to recede. The kitchen alcove was small, utilitarian, a workspace for preparing client refreshments: a counter, a mini-fridge, a coffeemaker, a row of crystal glasses on a shelf. It was not designed for existential crises conducted in a French maid uniform. I stood in it anyway, breathing through my nose, counting the crystal glasses (twelve), counting the tile squares on the floor (thirty-one), counting anything that wasn’t the sensation between my legs. The panties were damp. The cage was wet. The skirt hid everything but I could feel it: the facts of what my body was doing while my mind was screaming that this was a job, this was a contract, this was temporary, this was nothing.

At 1 p.m. the phone rang. The sound was a soft, melodic chime, because even the phone at Devereaux & Associates had taste. I stared at it for two rings. The script was taped to the desk in Candy’s handwriting, pink ink, a small heart dotting the “i” in “direct”: “Good afternoon, Devereaux and Associates, how may I direct your call?”

I picked up and delivered the greeting.

“Good afternoon, Devereaux and Associates, how may I direct your call?”

My voice was too deep. I heard it the moment the words left my mouth: a man’s voice in a woman’s greeting, the crack between identities audible to anyone paying attention. The vowels were right but the resonance was wrong, the sound coming from the chest instead of the mask of the face, the pitch sitting in a register that was male-attempting-female rather than female-speaking-normally. The caller, to their credit, didn’t comment. They didn’t pause. They didn’t say “excuse me?” or “who is this?” or any of the things I’d feared in the two seconds between the greeting and their response. They asked for Margaux. I transferred the call. The line clicked, the hold music played (classical, because of course it was), and the call was done.

I sat back in the reception chair and pressed my palms against my face. The lace cap shifted with the motion. The maid uniform’s bodice pressed against my flat chest. The kitten heels clicked against the floor when I shifted my weight. The stockings whispered against my smooth legs, the legs that had been shaved for the maid uniform but weren’t yet waxed, still carrying a faint stubble that Candy would address in a few days. The cage pressed into the chair’s leather, damp and warm, a sensation I couldn’t shift away from no matter how I adjusted.



Morning meeting. 8 a.m. The next day.

The ground-floor meeting room was already occupied when I arrived at 7:55. The five-minute buffer was a lesson I’d learned from observing the others: Piper was always ten minutes early, reading. Candy was always five minutes early, arranging her hair. Aria was always exactly on time, because arriving early would suggest she’d been waiting, and Aria did not wait. I’d adopted the five-minute buffer as a compromise between Piper’s discipline and my own desire to not be the first person in the room.

Margaux sat at the head of the table, reading glasses on, leather portfolio open. She was wearing what she always wore: black blazer, silk blouse buttoned to the throat, pencil skirt. The blazer was slightly different from yesterday’s (the stitching on the lapel was narrower, the buttons smaller; I was learning to notice these things because noticing was what artists did, and I was, despite everything, still an artist). Her dark eyes moved across the room with the systematic sweep of someone taking attendance without the indignity of calling names.

“Nathan.” My name in her mouth. The consonants were exact, the French accent barely touching the vowels, and the sound of it, the male name in her female voice, was a dislocating sound, like hearing your childhood nickname in a language you don’t speak. “Punctuality. Your lace cap was askew during reception duty yesterday afternoon. The cap is pinned straight or it is not worn. This is a presentation standard, not a suggestion.”

She moved on before I could respond. The correction was three sentences. The delivery was fifteen seconds. The effect was a heat in my face that lasted forty-five minutes and a resolution to check the cap in the mirror three times before leaving my room, which I would do, every morning, from this point forward. Mild, factual, over in seconds. But that level, unhurried voice in a room where everyone watched made my face burn the same way the businessman’s “sweetheart” had. Aria sat three chairs down, expression satisfied, the look of someone who had witnessed a small defeat and found it nourishing.

Piper, beside me, glanced at me once. Her face was neutral. The freckles across her nose stood out against her fair skin. She looked back at Margaux and said nothing.

After the meeting, I climbed to my room and changed the maid cap’s pins. Twice. Three times. Until it sat perfectly centered, every bobby pin flush, the lace crisp and straight.

I looked at myself in the small mirror above my nightstand. Maid uniform. Cap. Stockings. Heels. The cage’s outline, just barely, through the skirt’s fabric if I knew where to look.

I looked away. The mirror had done what mirrors do: showed me something I wasn’t ready to see. The word that surfaced, the one that rose through the flinch before I could catch it, was:

Wrong.

But the wrong wasn’t what I expected. The wrong wasn’t disgust at the maid in the mirror. The wrong was that the maid in the mirror wasn’t a stranger anymore. She was the person I’d been for three days, waking up in silk, eating breakfast in a skirt, cleaning rooms where other sissies fucked clients, answering phones in a voice that hadn’t figured out its register yet. She was familiar. She was me. I was her. The distinction was getting harder to draw, and that was the thing that felt wrong: not the reflection, but how quickly I’d stopped flinching at it.

I turned from the mirror and went downstairs for my salon session with Candy. The cage shifted with every step. The stockings whispered against my calves. The heels clicked on hardwood.

The building was waking up around me. Somewhere on the third floor, a door was closing after a client left. Somewhere in the salon, Candy was singing, the melody traveling up through the hardwood floors. Somewhere in the office, Margaux was reading a contract with my name on it.


Chapter 6: The Walk

The second-floor hallway was forty feet of hardwood, polished to a mirror shine, with a door at one end and a chair at the other. The chair was upholstered in dark leather, positioned exactly at the hallway’s vanishing point, like a throne at the end of an aisle. Margaux was sitting in it.

She was doing the thing she did, which was occupying space as if the building had been constructed around her. Black blazer, silk blouse, pencil skirt, pointed-toe stilettos. Reading glasses on, then off, folded and held in one hand. Her legs were crossed, the pencil skirt riding just above the knee, black stockings disappearing into the stilettos. For one disorienting second I thought I saw something: a thin line, metallic, against the inside of her thigh. A chain. Then her skirt settled and the glimpse vanished, and I couldn’t be sure I’d seen anything at all.

“Nathan.” She said my name like a period at the end of a sentence. “You’re wearing the pumps today.”

Candy had left them outside my door that morning: black strappy pumps, three inches, with an ankle strap and a pointed toe. They were taller and narrower than the kitten heels I’d been shuffling around in for maid duty, and when I’d buckled them on my feet, my entire body had recalibrated. My heels were off the ground. My calves were tight. My posture had no choice but to change because the alternative was falling.

“Walk to me,” Margaux said. The two words were quiet, unhurried, issued like weather: inevitably, impersonally, without concern for whether the recipient was prepared.

I started walking.

Forty feet. In a normal hallway, in normal shoes, forty feet was nothing. In three-inch pumps on polished hardwood, forty feet was an odyssey. The hardwood was slippery under the pumps. My steps were too wide, my weight too far forward, my arms swinging at my sides like a man carrying groceries. The heels clicked with each step, an irregular staccato that advertised my incompetence to anyone within earshot. My hips didn’t move. My shoulders were hunched forward, a protective posture I’d carried since high school when I’d been five-seven and eighty pounds lighter than everyone else in gym class.

I reached the chair. Margaux looked at me with the flat assessment of an incorrect math problem. Her expression held no anger, no disappointment. Just: wrong.

“Again.”

I turned and walked back. Same gait, same arm swing, same hunched shoulders. The heels clicked wrong. Everything was wrong.

“Your hips don’t move,” Margaux said, her voice reaching me easily across the forty feet. The hallway had acoustics; it was designed for this. “Let them move. You’re not carrying lumber. You’re carrying yourself. Again.”

I walked. I tried to let my hips move. The result was something between a swagger and a lurch, neither masculine nor feminine, occupying the uncanny valley of someone trying to operate a body they’d never read the manual for.

“Again.”

I walked. The heel caught a seam in the hardwood. I stumbled, caught myself, didn’t fall. My face burned. The cage shifted between my legs, the weight of it pulling my awareness downward, and for a second I was conscious of everything simultaneously: the heels on the hardwood, the stockings sliding against my thighs, the cage pressing against the panties, Margaux’s dark eyes at the end of the hallway, watching, assessing, saying nothing.

“Again.”

The word lost its meaning after the twelfth repetition. My calves ached. The balls of my feet throbbed. The ankle straps bit into my skin. But somewhere around the fourteenth pass, my hips found a new alignment. Nothing dramatic, nothing that qualified as a breakthrough. Just a small mechanical change: my hips tilted, compensating for the heel height, and the tilt unlocked a lateral sway that was closer to what Margaux wanted. My arms stopped swinging and began to rest at my sides, fingertips brushing the hem of my skirt.

I reached the chair. Margaux was still. She’d been still the entire time, a fixed point that the hallway revolved around. The reading glasses were off, held in one hand. The other hand rested on the arm of the chair, fingers laced. Margaux could outlast anything; she had never, in her life, considered that patience was the hard part. Patience was Margaux’s weapon. It said: I have nowhere else to be, and I will be here until you get this right, and the “until” is not a threat but a promise.

She looked at me. Something moved in her expression, too small to be a smile, too definite to be imagination. Then she nodded. Once.

“Adequate. Tomorrow we work on sitting.”

“Adequate” should not have made my chest warm. It was the blandest possible acknowledgment, the equivalent of a C-minus in a class that mattered too much. But Margaux said it, and the word landed in my rib cage and sat there, radiating a warmth that had nothing to do with the exercise and everything to do with who’d spoken. I’d been walking for an hour. My feet were destroyed. And one “adequate” from a woman I’d known for four days was the best thing I’d heard since I’d arrived.

I shoved that information into the same dark corner as the panty-masturbation memory and the condom-arousal incident and the “sweetheart” that had made my cage pulse. The corner was getting crowded. I wasn’t visiting.

On the stairs to the salon, I cried. Not openly, not with sound. My eyes filled and one tear tracked down my cheek and I wiped it with the back of my hand and kept walking. The deportment session had not been emotional. The “adequate” had not been emotional. The tears were from nowhere, arrived from a source I couldn’t locate, and the suddenness of them, the absence of any proportional trigger, frightened me more than the content. I was not someone who cried on staircases. The hormones were five days old. Candy had said mood fluctuations were possible. I was having one. The tear dried on my wrist. I walked into the salon and sat in the chair and didn’t mention it.



Candy’s salon. Afternoon.

“Okay, babes, today we’re doing makeup basics. Sit.”

She had a rolling tray set up with more products than a department store counter: foundation in six shades, concealer, contour powder, blush, eyeshadow palettes, eyeliner (liquid and pencil), mascara, lip liner, lipstick, lip gloss, setting powder, setting spray, brushes of every size from thick powder brushes to liner brushes so thin they looked like single hairs.

“We’re going to start simple. Foundation, concealer, light contour, mascara, lip gloss. The everyday face. This is what you’ll wear to morning meetings, to maid duties, to salon sessions. It’s not a gala face. It’s not a photo-shoot face. It’s an ‘I woke up, I’m a woman, I have things to do’ face. You need to be able to do this in twenty minutes by yourself eventually. For bookings, Candy will step in. But for daily life, this is yours to learn.” She set a small mirror on a stand in front of me and angled the ring light so the light was even across my face. “For now, watch.”

She demonstrated on her own face first, narrating every step with the dual voices that were her signature: the clinical naming of products and techniques alternating with the bubbly commentary that made it feel like a tutorial given by your most enthusiastic friend. “Primer goes first, always. Then foundation. Dab, don’t rub. See? Light strokes. The brush is your friend. Concealer under the eyes, here and here. Contour along the jawline; this is what feminizes a face. You’re lucky, your jaw is already narrow, so we’re just enhancing what’s there. Blush on the apples. Mascara top and bottom. Lip liner, stay inside the natural line, and gloss over top.”

Her face, already dramatic, became sculptural. Every line was exacting, every shade deliberately chosen. She’d done this ten thousand times. Her hands moved like a painter who’d mastered a single subject.

“Your turn.”

She handed me a mirror and a foundation brush. The foundation was a shade match she’d mixed during yesterday’s assessment. I dabbed it onto my skin the way she’d shown me.

The result was, to use a generous term, terrible.

The foundation was uneven: thick on my cheeks, thin on my forehead, creating a two-tone mask effect that made me look like I’d been spray-painted by someone with a tremor. The concealer I smeared under my eyes in too-thick lines, giving me the appearance of a football player wearing war paint under the wrong light. The contour was invisible because I was afraid to use enough product, which meant my jawline looked exactly the same as before. The blush was worse: I’d applied it to the wrong part of my cheek, creating two circular spots that made me look like a wooden doll in a German Christmas market. The mascara was the worst: I’d applied it to my upper lashes, but the wand had also painted my eyelids, my undereye, and the bridge of my nose. I looked like I’d been punched by someone wearing mascara on their fist.

Candy watched the entire disaster unfold with an expression of pure delight. She had her phone out. I was almost certain she was recording.

“Oh babes,” she said, giggling. Not cruelly. A kitten-missing-a-jump giggle. “Oh no. Oh honey. Okay. Where do I even. The mascara is on your nose, babes. Your nose.” She was laughing so hard the F-cup was shaking, the platinum extensions trembling, the permanent pout stretched to its structural limits. “Okay. Okay, I need a moment. I need to process. You look like a raccoon that fell into a cosmetics aisle. During an earthquake.”

“Thank you for that.”

“No, no, it’s fine, it’s totally fine. Everyone’s first attempt is bad. Yours is just, like, historically bad. Like, this is going in my personal hall of fame. I’m going to tell this story at dinner. I’m going to tell this story at Christmas. Okay.” She took a breath. Her chest settled. The giggles subsided into a warm, residual glow of amusement. “Okay. Let me.”

She took a makeup wipe and erased my effort with three efficient strokes, the wipe coming away with enough product on it to stock a small counter. Then she sat beside me, tilted my face toward the salon’s ring light, and began again, this time guiding my hand.

“Lighter strokes. See the difference? Light, light, light. The brush does the work, you just guide it. There. Now blend the concealer with your ring finger. Ring finger, babes, not your index, the ring finger has less pressure. See? Better. Now contour. You need more product than you think. Don’t be scared of the shadow. We’re sculpting. Your jaw is great; we’re just telling the light where to go.”

Her hands were warm against my face, repositioning, correcting. She leaned in close enough that I could feel the warmth of her body against my shoulder, the pink scrubs pulling tight, a gold chain disappearing into the neckline. She smelled like coconut and the chemical sweetness of salon products. Her valley-girl narration was a comfort: constant, warm, grounding.

“Mascara. Okay, so, the trick is: look up, wand at the root, wiggle and pull. Don’t blink. Don’t look at me. Look up. Wiggle and pull. See? One coat. That’s all you need with your lashes, babes, honestly these are criminal. Like, I would kill for your lashes.”

When she was done, she held the mirror in front of my face. “Look.”

I looked.

The person in the mirror was not Nathan with makeup on. The person in the mirror was someone I hadn’t met yet. The foundation evened my skin into something smooth and luminous. The concealer erased the stress-acne I’d been carrying since the DUI. The contour reshaped my jaw from angular to soft, which it already was, but the shadow made the softness intentional. The mascara elongated my lashes, which were long to begin with, into something dramatic that framed my hazel-green eyes. The lip gloss was subtle, barely there, a sheen that made my lips look fuller than they actually were.

I was not beautiful. But I was not ugly. I was something in between, something that hadn’t existed thirty minutes ago, and the person in the mirror had a face that could, in the right light, with the right wig, in the right dress, walk into a room and not be questioned.

My cage stirred. Not a full arousal, just a twitch, the bars pressing against flesh that had noticed the mirror before my brain had. I looked away.

“Ooh, you’re blushing,” Candy said. “That’s natural blush. Even better.”



The rest of the afternoon was posture.

Back in the hallway, Margaux had been replaced by a training video on a tablet propped against the chair. Her absence was its own kind of presence; the chair was still warm, and the faint scent of sandalwood lingered, and the knowledge that she’d been watching from that chair for an hour and then simply left, a test to see if the work continued unsupervised, and that changed the quality of the practice. I was practicing for the video. I was also practicing for the chair. The chair’s opinion mattered more.

A woman’s voice, calm and instructional, walked through feminine sitting: knees together, ankles crossed, spine straight, hands open in the lap, never gripping. The video showed examples I tried to copy in real time: a woman sitting in a restaurant (I collapsed my knees inward; the cage shifted), a woman in a car (my spine immediately curved; I corrected), a woman on a barstool (a whole separate technique for the legs that made my prostate pulse when I crossed at the knee). The specificity was engineering-manual-level, and my body argued with every instruction.

I sat and stood and sat and stood in the hallway chair for forty-five minutes. The repetition was punishing, not physically but psychologically: each time I sat, I found a new thing I was doing wrong. My knees drifted apart. My hands gripped the armrests. My spine curved. My ankles uncrossed. The instincts of twenty years of sitting like a man were embedded in my musculature, and overwriting them required not just new instructions but the patient erasure of old ones, like reformatting a hard drive: not just writing new data but destroying what was there before.

“Now entering a room,” the video continued. “Lead with the shoulder, not the forehead. The difference is in the angle of approach. A man enters a room by walking into it. A woman enters a room by appearing in it. The shoulder turns first, the body follows, the face is the last thing the room sees.”

I practiced in the mirror at the end of the hallway. The first ten attempts were catastrophic. I walked into the doorframe once. I led with my forehead nine times out of ten, the instinct so deep it was structural. But by the end of the session, something had changed. I’d entered the hallway twice without thinking about the mechanics, and both times I’d led with my shoulder. The motion wasn’t graceful yet. It wasn’t feminine. But it was different from how I’d entered any room before in my life.

Sitting with knees together was harder than it should have been. The cage was the problem: crossing my legs at the knee pressed the base ring into my perineum, sending a pulse of pressure toward my prostate that I didn’t want to think about. Sitting with knees together and ankles crossed was manageable but required concentration. The instinct to spread was muscular, ingrained, the posture of twenty years of being a man taking up space. Now I was learning to compress, to contain, to fold myself into a shape that took up less room and drew less attention.

Standing with weight on one hip was the easiest. The heels made it natural: one foot slightly forward, the opposite hip cocked, the spine in a gentle S-curve. It looked feminine because it was feminine, and my body accepted it like water filling a channel cut into rock. The posture felt right. Not comfortable. Right. A distinction I filed without examining.



That evening, I sat on my bed and looked at the camisole on the nightstand. It had been there since Candy left it three days ago. Folded neatly. Pale pink silk. “To be comfy,” she’d said. She’d said it cheerfully, without pressure, the offer made and then released, the decision left in my hands. The camisole had been lying on the nightstand for three days, folded, waiting, pink, silent. It didn’t make demands. It didn’t argue its case. It just sat there, being silk, being pink, being the alternative to what I was currently wearing.

I was wearing the borrowed pajama pants. Cotton, generic, bulky. They bunched over the panties and caught on the cage when I moved. Every time I turned over in bed, the cotton snagged on the cage’s bars, pulling, tugging, the fabric too coarse for the hardware it was being forced to coexist with. They felt wrong. Not morally wrong, not “I should be wearing something else” wrong. Physically wrong. Like wearing a winter coat indoors. Like wearing shoes to bed. The fabric was too heavy, too rough, too much after days of silk and lace and stockings that slid like water. My body had recalibrated. The baseline had shifted. The pajama pants, which had been normal two weeks ago, were now the foreign object.

I picked up the camisole. The silk was cool in my hands, lightweight, the fabric so thin I could see my fingers through it when I held it up to the lamp. It weighed nothing. It offered nothing except itself: softness, thinness, the particular intimacy of fabric that doesn’t pretend to be anything other than what it is.

I put it back. Folded it the way it had been folded. Placed it on the nightstand exactly where it had been.

The mirror above my nightstand was small and placed at head height, so I could only see my face. I looked at my face: the makeup from the afternoon session was gone, but the eyebrows Candy had shaped during yesterday’s salon session gave my features a lifted, slightly arched quality that hadn’t been there before. My skin was clearer. The hormones, maybe. Or the skincare routine Candy had started me on. Or both.

I got into bed wearing the pajama pants. The cotton bunched against the cage. The cage pressed against the cotton. The two materials argued against each other all night, the fabric snagging, the bars catching, the whole arrangement uncomfortable in a way that felt like a metaphor I was too tired to unpack.

The salon mirror flashed behind my eyelids: the face Candy had built, the soft contour, the long lashes, the glossed lips. My face, reconstructed. My cage twitched against the panties, a single involuntary pulse, and I pressed my thighs together until it passed.

“Adequate,” Margaux had said. One word. The warmth of it was still in my chest, six hours later, persistent and confusing and impossible to dismiss.

I turned off the lamp. The cage held its low, constant pulse against my thigh. Somewhere in the building, a door opened and closed, and heels clicked on hardwood, and someone laughed, and the brownstone breathed around me like a living thing that had just swallowed something new.

The camisole stayed on the nightstand. Three feet away. Folded. Waiting.

I told myself I didn’t want it. The pajama pants were fine. The pajama pants were normal.

The camisole said otherwise. I didn’t argue with it. I didn’t pick it up either. Not tonight.


Chapter 7: A Different Register

The training room had a recording system built into the wall: a microphone, a speaker, and a screen that displayed a waveform of your voice in real time. The waveform was supposed to be a teaching tool. What it actually was, was a lie detector for your vocal cords.

“Good afternoon, Devereaux and Associates, how may I direct your call?”

The waveform spiked and cratered. Too deep in the first syllable, too forced in the rise, cracking on “direct” like a fourteen-year-old boy going through puberty in reverse. I sounded like someone doing a bad impression of a woman, which is exactly what I was, and the waveform proved it with the indifference of a machine that had no opinions about my identity crisis.

I tried again. “Good afternoon, Devereaux and Associates, how may I direct your call?”

Better on “good afternoon,” the pitch holding in a register that could pass as a woman with a low voice, but “Associates” broke it. The sibilants were wrong. The “s” sounds were too thick, too male, lacking the light quality that women’s voices produce naturally because of vocal cord length and resonance chamber size and a hundred other biological facts that were currently working against me.

An hour. That’s how long I stood in the training room repeating the same phrase in progressively higher registers, watching the waveform on the screen like a stock ticker that kept crashing. The voice tutorial (pre-recorded, professional, calm) walked through the mechanics: “Speak from the mask of the face, not the chest. Raise the larynx. Thin the resonance. Think brightness, not volume. The pitch is secondary; the resonance is everything.”

I didn’t know what “speaking from the mask of the face” meant. I tried moving my voice up and landed on a falsetto that sounded like I was being slowly stepped on. I tried thinning it and sounded nasal. I tried brightness, but brightness was not a thing voices could be unless you were already a soprano.

By the end of the hour, I had exactly one achievement: I could hold a feminine pitch for a complete sentence. One sentence. If the sentence was short. And if nobody interrupted me or asked a follow-up question. After the sentence, my voice dropped back like an anchor, and the waveform confirmed what my ears already knew: the man was still in there, underneath, waiting.

I practiced the sentence thirty more times. Then I stopped and pressed my forehead against the training room wall and breathed.

I hadn’t thought about the voice. The clothes, the cage, the makeup: those were external, applied, things that happened to the surface. You could take them off. You could wipe the foundation away and unlock the cage and step out of the heels and the person underneath was still the person who’d put them on. The voice was different. The voice was interior. The voice was who I was when I opened my mouth, the most basic unit of identity that language had to offer. My name could change (and would; I didn’t know that yet). My body could change (and was). My address, my wardrobe, my hair, my skin: all changeable, all changing. But the voice was the thing I carried into every room and every conversation and every phone call and every moment when another person heard me and decided, in the first syllable, whether the speaker was male or female. Changing it felt like rewriting code that ran the operating system, and the operating system kept defaulting to Nathan.



Morning meeting. 8 a.m. Ground floor.

Margaux read the balances. “Nathan, eighty thousand. No Companion bookings yet. Tier Zero.” The number hadn’t changed because I hadn’t earned anything. I was still in the training phase, burning through agency resources without generating income. The math of my debt was unchanged. The math of my presence was all cost, no return.

Duty assignments followed. Maid service, third floor. Salon time with Candy, afternoon. Voice training, evening. The routine was the same as yesterday and the day before and the day before that, and the repetition was starting to feel less like a schedule and more like a current. I was being carried somewhere by the simple act of showing up every day. The direction was non-negotiable.

After the meeting, I went to the staff kitchen for breakfast. The kitchen was the fourth floor’s only communal space: a long table, mismatched chairs, a coffee maker that Candy had decorated with a sparkly sticker that said “SLAY” on it, and a fridge that held more yogurt and salad than I’d ever seen outside a Whole Foods.

I poured coffee and sat at the end of the table. The coffee maker had Candy’s sparkly “SLAY” sticker on it, but the coffee itself was serious: dark roast, freshly ground, the one luxury the communal kitchen offered without reservation. Someone, probably Piper, had set up the machine before the meeting. The mug I chose was plain white, one of six identical mugs in the cabinet, but I’d started reaching for the same one each morning, the one with the small chip on the handle that my thumb fit into. The mug was not mine. I was developing a preference for it anyway.

Piper was already there, reading a paperback, her auburn hair down around her shoulders, freckles catching the overhead light. A cup of tea steamed beside her, because Piper drank tea in the mornings, not coffee, a fact I’d absorbed without trying. She didn’t look up when I sat. She didn’t need to; the silence between us had already established its own language. The book was something with a literary cover, the title obscured by her fingers. She turned a page with deliberate care, respecting the object as much as the text.

Candy bounced in wearing pink scrubs and platform heels, her platinum extensions pulled into a high ponytail that swung when she moved. “Morning, morning! Coffee is life. Does anyone else feel like their skin is, like, extra glowy today? Must be the humidity.” She poured coffee into a pink mug that said “PRETTY IS A FULL-TIME JOB” and added three sugars and a splash of something from a bottle in the fridge that was labeled only with a heart sticker. “My secret creamer,” she’d told me once. “It’s just regular creamer but the sticker makes it taste better. That’s science, babes.”

She sat across from me with a smile so bright it made the overhead lights jealous. Her breasts rested on the table’s edge, enormous and unbothered, displacing the salt shaker, and she stirred her coffee with one of her long acrylic nails because the spoons were in the wash and Candy was nothing if not resourceful.

Then Aria walked in.

She was wearing a fitted cream blouse that showed the thin gold chain around her neck and the edge of her bra, silk, expensive. Her platinum blonde hair was perfect: not a strand displaced, the waves sculpted and architectural. She poured water, no coffee, and sat at the other end of the table with the casual territorial energy of a woman marking her section of the savanna.

“Morning, everyone.” Her ice-blue eyes found me with sniper accuracy. “Oh, Nathan. I love what you did with your eyeliner this morning. That color is so brave on someone with your skin tone.”

The words were a surgical instrument: each component inert on its own, lethal in combination. “Brave” was the detonator. In Aria’s vocabulary, “brave” meant “terrible, but I’m too polite to say so.” The eyeliner I’d attempted that morning, following Candy’s tutorial, was not great. I knew it wasn’t great. Aria knew I knew. The compliment was a mirror held up to my incompetence, framed in sugar.

“Thanks,” I said, because anything else would be admitting the hit landed.

Piper looked up from her book. Her green eyes moved to Aria with a flat expression that said nothing and meant everything. Aria ignored her completely.

Candy, oblivious to the undercurrent or performing oblivious so convincingly it didn’t matter which, said “I think she looks cute!” and stirred her coffee with a pink acrylic nail that was long enough to be classified as a melee weapon.

I ate my yogurt. The eyeliner comment sat in my stomach alongside it, turning.

After breakfast, Aria left first. She walked with practiced hip sway, two years of practice hardened into reflex: long legs in heels that added four inches to her already considerable height, the cream blouse shifting with each stride, her platinum hair catching the hallway light. She was beautiful and she knew it and the knowledge was a weapon she kept sharpened.

Piper left second, book under her arm, tea in hand. She paused at the kitchen door and looked at me. “Aria does that to everyone new,” she said quietly. “It’s not personal.” A pause. “Well. It is. But it’s about her, not you.”

“Does it get better?” I asked.

Piper considered the question with her usual deliberation, weighing each word before spending it. “It gets different.”

She left. The kitchen was empty. The “SLAY” sticker glinted on the coffee maker.



Phone duty that afternoon. I sat behind the reception desk in the maid uniform (cap straight this time, checked twice in the bathroom mirror) and waited for the phone to ring. When it did, I picked up and delivered the greeting in the voice I’d been training.

“Good afternoon, Devereaux and Associates, how may I direct your call?”

My voice held. The pitch stayed in the feminine register for the entire sentence. The caller, a woman requesting a booking update, asked for Margaux without hesitation. I transferred the call.

I sat back in the chair and stared at the phone for ten seconds.

A click. Quiet, interior, the size of a tumblerpin dropping into place. Not triumph, not relief, not the warm “adequate” that Margaux had given me in the hallway. Just the sound of a mechanism engaging. The feeling of having done something I’d been told I couldn’t do, except nobody had told me I couldn’t do it. I’d told myself. And I’d been wrong.

The caller hadn’t noticed anything. She’d heard a woman’s voice and proceeded accordingly. The voice had worked. For one sentence, across one phone call, my voice had worked.

I didn’t know what to do with that information. So I put it where I put everything else that didn’t fit the story I was telling myself, and I waited for the next call.



That evening, I returned to my room after dinner. Dinner had been communal, the kitchen table occupied by whoever was between bookings: me, Piper (who’d eaten a salad with the precise, unhurried motions of someone who controlled everything she could control), and Candy, who’d made microwave popcorn and declared it “a meal” while eating it one kernel at a time with her acrylic nails, each kernel selected and consumed with the delicate precision of a surgeon operating on tiny, butter-flavored patients. The conversation was small: Candy’s skin-care recommendation for winter dryness, Piper’s opinion on the communal bathroom’s water pressure (she had one; it was negative; she expressed it in a single, devastating sentence), and the weather. Normal talk. Kitchen talk. Talk that happens in a shared space where people live together, not in a training facility or a workplace. The distinction should have been unremarkable. It wasn’t.

The routine of the day had laid itself out like a garment: maid duties, salon (ongoing eyebrow maintenance, lash care, a skin treatment that involved a mask I sat through for twenty minutes while Candy told me about a dating app she was using and the “absolute tragedy” of every man on it; “This one sent me a photo of his car, babes. Not him. The car. A 2019 Honda Civic. Like that was going to make me swipe right. Do I look like someone who dates a man with a Honda Civic? I am a Porsche-or-above situation”), voice training, dinner, free time.

During the salon session, Candy had shaped my eyebrows again, the second pass since the initial arch. She worked with threading this time, a cotton thread looped between her fingers, pulled taut against the skin with a practiced twist that caught each hair and yanked it from the follicle. The pain was sharp, precise, a line of fire drawn across the brow ridge that made my eyes water. She paused after each pass to dab the skin with a cool cotton pad.

“Almost done on this side. Turn your chin toward the light.”

I turned. The salon chair was angled toward the ring light, and I could see myself in the mirror across the counter: one brow clean, arched, the skin beneath it pink and newly exposed, the other brow still carrying the stray hairs that blurred the shape. The difference was a split screen. One side was someone I was becoming; the other was someone I’d been.

She finished the second brow and moved to lash maintenance. Candy seated herself on a rolling stool beside me, tilted my head back, and worked a spoolie brush through my lashes with small, separating strokes. “Your natural lashes are still doing most of the work, babes. We’re just adding volume at the outer corners.” She held a pair of individual lash clusters on the curved tip of her applicator, dipped in adhesive, and placed them along my lash line with a precision that belonged in a surgical theater, not in a room decorated with a neon sign that said “GLOW UP.” The adhesive was cold, the clusters feather-light, and each application required me to hold still with my eyes closed while Candy’s pink nails hovered millimeters from my cornea. The trust required to let someone with four-inch acrylic nails work that close to your eye was a trust I hadn’t expected to develop, and yet there I was, breathing steadily, feeling each cluster settle into place.

“Open.”

I opened. She held up a small hand mirror. The lashes framed my eyes differently: fuller, darker, the kind of lashes that made the eyeliner look intentional rather than accidental. The face in the mirror was still mine, still recognizably the same arrangement of features, but the features were being curated, each session refining the image a degree closer to something Candy could see and I was learning to see.

I reached for the small brush on her tray to smooth the brow shape before she handed it to me. The gesture was automatic. She noticed. She didn’t say anything. She smiled the way someone smiles when a seedling they planted breaks the surface.

My room was becoming familiar. Not comfortable. Familiar. The difference was important. Comfortable implied acceptance; familiar was just the passage of time wearing grooves. The bed with its white sheets. The nightstand with the lamp. The closet, which now held more hangers than it had a week ago: skirts, camisoles, blouses, dresses, stockings. The drawer beside the bed held panties, organized by color (I had not organized them; they had arrived organized from Candy’s wardrobe department). The bathroom was down the hall. The phone charger was plugged in, the paperback was on the nightstand (I hadn’t read it since arriving; the pages were starting to curl from the brownstone’s dry air), and a small potted plant had appeared on the windowsill that I was almost certain Candy had placed there because it was pink. A pink plant. For a windowsill. The woman was relentless.

I sat on the edge of the mattress in the maid uniform, which I should have changed out of hours ago but hadn’t because the routine of the day had carried me from duty to salon to dinner without a gap long enough to justify going upstairs.

On the nightstand, the camisole waited. The argument from last night was unresolved: I’d held the silk, set it back down, chosen the pajama pants. The pajama pants had punished the decision all night, cotton snagging on bars, bunching against silk panties, coarse where everything else in my life was becoming smooth. The camisole hadn’t moved. It didn’t need to. It was winning by attrition.

I pulled on the pajama pants anyway. Habit, not preference. The distinction between those two things was narrowing, and the narrowing was happening faster than I was comfortable acknowledging. The cage rode low against me in the dark, its heft a gravity I was learning to sleep beside.



5 a.m.

The cage woke me the way it woke me every morning: by informing my sleeping brain that an erection was underway and that the erection was going to lose.

I’d been dreaming. The dream was already dissolving, but this time the fragments clung harder than usual, clinging to consciousness like perfume on fabric: hands on my waist, guiding me down. Silk against my back. A voice, low and certain, telling me to kneel, and the voice was Margaux’s or the voice was no one’s but the tone was hers, that French-accented certainty that made compliance feel like physics rather than choice. In the dream I had knelt. In the dream the kneeling had felt correct, the way a key feels correct in a lock, and the correctness had woken my cock, which was now straining against the bars with a pressure that had been building while I slept, fed by the dream’s imagery, by the phantom silk and the phantom hands and the phantom voice saying kneel and the phantom body that had obeyed.

Pre-cum was already leaking. I could feel it: warm, thin, gathering in the cage’s gaps and seeping through to the panties beneath. The silk was damp. My inner thighs were damp. The wet was everywhere; warm, slick confirmation that my body had been responding to a dream about obedience for who knew how long.

I padded to the shared bathroom and splashed my groin with cold water, but the shock only made me gasp; the erection persisted, stubborn, because the erection wasn’t about physical stimulation. It was about the dream. It was about the fact that my sleeping brain had constructed a scenario involving kneeling for a woman and my body had responded with the same urgency it used to reserve for actual sex. Cold water couldn’t fix that. Cold water couldn’t un-dream the hands on my waist.

I rolled onto my side. Curled into a fetal position, knees drawn up, which pressed the cage against my thighs from a new angle. The base ring rode against the smooth skin where Candy had waxed, and the pressure translated inward, finding the perineum, and through the perineum something deeper, something I hadn’t known existed a week ago, responded: my prostate. A dull ache, then a throb, then a wave that started deep in my pelvis and spread outward.

I squeezed my thighs together. The dream was still in the room. The hands. The silk. The voice. Each compression rocked the cage against the perineum, and the prostate pulsed, and the pulsing called the dream back in sharper detail: the angle of the kneeling, the cool floor beneath my knees, the certainty in the voice that I would comply because compliance was what I did now, and the certainty had been arousing, not frightening, and that distinction was the thing my waking mind was trying to process while my sleeping body was trying to come.

Close. Something was building, something that didn’t feel like a normal orgasm, something deeper and wider and centered in my pelvis rather than my cock. My thighs trembled with the sustained compression. The pressure crested. My breath stopped and.

It dissipated.

The wave collapsed inward. The indirect stimulation through clenched thighs not enough to push the prostate over the edge. A ruined almost-orgasm. The body’s promise broken by the cage’s geometry.

I uncurled, panting. The sheets were wet. The panties were soaked through. My prostate ached with an unfamiliar fullness, a pressure that had nowhere to go. The alarm clock on the nightstand said 5:47 a.m., and the morning meeting was at 8 a.m., and I needed to shower and dress in a pencil skirt and blouse and heels and sit through Margaux reading my debt balance while the residue of a dream about kneeling for her dried against my thighs.

I lay there for ten minutes. The erection subsided, slowly, grudgingly, like a retreating army that fully intended to return. The pre-cum dried sticky on my thighs. The sheets would need washing. The panties were done.

I got up. I showered. I dressed: clean panties, stockings, pencil skirt, blouse. The cage rode low and damp against my body, and every step reminded me of what had almost happened and hadn’t and might not ever happen again, not the way I wanted, not through the route I’d used every time before. The cage had closed that route. The cage had redirected the map.

I looked in the nightstand mirror. My face looked tired. The eyeliner from this morning’s attempt was slightly better than yesterday’s; the line was straighter, the wing less catastrophic. My eyebrows, shaped by Candy, gave my face a permanent expression of mild surprise that was, in the right light, feminine.

I went downstairs for the morning meeting. The cage was wet. My prostate ached. Margaux would read my balance and I would sit with my knees together and my ankles crossed and the residue of a ruined orgasm drying against my inner thighs, and nobody in the room would know.

I sat in my chair at the meeting table and pressed my thighs together and felt the cage shift. Margaux said “Nathan, eighty thousand.” The day started. That evening, my hand brushed the camisole on the way to the lamp. The silk was cool against my fingertips. I left the lamp on for another minute, looking at it. Then I turned the lamp off and went to sleep in the pajama pants, and the pajama pants caught on the cage, and the cage didn’t care what I was wearing, and neither, increasingly, did I.


Chapter 8: Smooth

The treatment table was the same one I’d been on for the cage installation, but today it was covered in a fresh paper sheet and surrounded by supplies that looked like they belonged in a war room: pots of warm wax, strips of muslin, bottles of oil, aloe gel, and a pair of pink latex gloves that Candy snapped on with surgical efficiency.

“Okay, babes. Full body wax. Everything below the eyebrows.” She was in procedure mode, her valley-girl cadence flattened into the focused voice of someone about to do serious work. Then the mode flickered: “Oh my god, you’re going to feel so amazing after this. Like, so smooth. You don’t even know.”

“I have some idea,” I said.

“You have no idea. Trust me. Strip.”

I took off the blouse, the skirt, the stockings. The camisole. Stood in panties and the cage, bare under the salon’s warm light. Candy guided me onto the table, face up.

“Legs first. This is the easy part.”

She dipped a wooden spatula into the wax pot. The wax was warm, honey-colored, and when she spread it along my shin in a practiced stripe, the heat settled into my skin like a sigh. Then the muslin strip pressed down, smoothed, and.

“One, two, three, and rip!”

The pain was bright, specific, and over before I could process it. The strip came away with a soft tearing sound, and with it: a swath of hair, roots and all, leaving behind skin that was pink and shocked and, under the pink, impossibly smooth.

“Good? Good. Next strip.”

She worked up my legs with methodical speed: shin, calf, knee (that one made me hiss), thigh, inner thigh. Each strip followed the same sequence: warmth, pressure, rip, pain, smooth. She narrated between strips with the casual energy of someone doing laundry.

“So I watched this show last night? About this woman who moves to France and like, opens a bakery? Except the bakery is actually a front for, like, a detective agency? And the main guy is so hot, babes, I cannot even. He has this jaw? Like a shelf? You could set a drink on that jaw.”

I grunted through a particularly aggressive inner-thigh strip and Candy continued without pause, her hands working the wax and the muslin with an efficiency that contradicted everything about her presentation. The hands were clinical. The mouth was chaos. The combination was Candy’s signature, and after three weeks of her care, I’d stopped finding it disorienting and started finding it almost comforting: the constant narration was a mercy, because it filled the space that would otherwise be occupied by the awareness of what was happening, which was a woman with F-cup breasts and glittery pink nails systematically removing every hair from my body.

“And Piper’s hair color is so last season, like, I love her but the auburn is giving tired energy. I keep telling her to go darker. She won’t. She has this thing about her natural color? Like, sweetie, nothing about any of us is natural, that’s the point. I haven’t seen my natural hair color since the Bush administration. The first one.” She ripped another strip from my inner thigh with perfect timing. “Does your face hurt?”

“My leg hurts.”

“Good. That means the follicle is coming out clean. Pain is beauty, babes. Also science. But mostly beauty.”

My chest was next. There wasn’t much hair there, but Candy waxed it anyway. The strips across my pectorals were less painful than the legs but more intimate: the wax sat over my nipples, which were sensitive in a way they hadn’t been two weeks ago (hormones, I assumed, but I hadn’t asked), and when the strip ripped, the nerve endings fired a signal that traveled straight down to the cage.

Stomach. Minimal hair, fast strips, the flat plane of my abdomen emerging smooth and bare. My sides. My arms, inner and outer. My underarms.

“Okay. Roll over.”

Back done. Shoulders. The backs of my thighs, which hurt more than the fronts because the skin was thinner.

“Flip again. Last section.”

The bikini area.

Candy’s focused, procedural voice engaged fully. She pulled my panties down to my ankles and set them aside. The cage sat exposed between my legs, pink polycarbonate gleaming under the salon light. She handled it without preamble, lifting it gently to access the skin around the base ring, her gloved fingers steady and warm against my inner thighs.

The wax went on. Warm, close to the cage, close to the base of my cock, close to my perineum. I felt her fingers brush the skin between my balls and my asshole, and my cock responded with the instantaneous, treacherous swelling that it delivered every time Candy’s hands came near it.

The cage tightened. Pre-cum beaded at the tip, a clear droplet that caught the light. My face burned.

“Aww, that’s totally normal, babes,” Candy said without looking up. She was applying wax to my bikini line with the steady hand of someone defusing an ordinance. “Happens to every girl during this part. The nerve endings down here are, like, connected to everything. Just breathe.”

She didn’t stop. The strip pressed down. The rip came. The hair on my bikini line came away with an exactness that left the skin around the cage bare and pink and sensitive and, because the nerve endings were in fact connected to everything, sending pulses of sensation through my perineum to my prostate that I could not control.

She worked around the cage: the sides, the underside, the crease where my thighs met my groin. Each strip required her to lift the cage, move it, hold it steady while the wax set. Each touch was practiced, professional. Each touch made the cage pulse. By the time she finished the bikini area, pre-cum was running down the cage’s vents and my cock was swollen against the bars with a persistence that made my jaw ache from clenching.

“Almost done. Perineum.”

The strip between my balls and my asshole was the most sensitive wax of the session. The rip tore a sound from my throat that I didn’t consent to: a gasp, high-pitched, that cracked the air of the salon and made Candy giggle.

“There! All done, babes. Let me clean up.”

She wiped the residual wax with oil, applied aloe gel with broad, warm strokes, and then stepped back to survey her work. I lay on the table, naked, caged, and smooth.

“Stand up. Look.”

I stood. The movement was different. The paper sheet peeled off my skin with a different sound, a cleaner release, because the micro-grip of body hair was gone. My legs unfolded from the table with a different sensation: skin on skin, smooth on smooth, the insides of my thighs gliding against each other without friction for the first time in my adult life.

My body was different. Not dramatically, not surgically, but fundamentally. Every surface that had carried hair was now bare: legs, arms, chest, stomach, groin. The skin was pink from the waxing but already cooling to my natural fair tone, and the texture was, I couldn’t find another word for it, alien. My skin was impossibly smooth. The light caught it differently, reflecting off the newly exposed surface with a sheen that hadn’t been there an hour ago. The air touched it differently, registering on nerve endings that had been insulated by hair follicles and were now naked to every current, every temperature shift, every whisper of movement. Everything was different. The room’s air conditioning, which I’d barely noticed before, now sent a noticeable chill across my chest, my arms, my legs. I was a body that had been unwrapped.

“Touch your leg,” Candy said.

I ran my hand down my right thigh. The fingertips registered the skin as someone else’s body. The texture was silk. Not silk-like. Actual silk. The smoothness was total, a smoothness that made my brain stutter because it expected resistance, expected the tiny catch of hair follicles, and found none. I was touching a woman’s leg. The fact that it was attached to my body was information my brain was processing approximately three seconds behind my fingertips.

“See?” Candy’s face was radiant. She was proud. “Like, your skin is already softening from the hormones? And with the wax? Babes. You are going to die when you feel stockings on those legs.”

She handed me the stockings from my wardrobe. I sat on the edge of the treatment table and rolled them on, the way Candy had taught me: gather the nylon into a ring, slip the toes in, unroll up the shin, over the knee, up the thigh. The nylon slid up my waxed legs without catching, without snagging, without the friction that leg hair had always created. The difference was immediate and total. Before the wax, rolling on stockings had been a negotiation: the nylon caught on follicles, snagged on stubble, created a static resistance that reminded me, with every inch, that these were being applied to legs that weren’t designed for them. Now the stockings glided. The nylon slid over the skin like water over glass, and the sensation was not a physical event but a perceptual shift: the legs in the stockings were not my legs with stockings on them. They were stocking legs. Legs that lived in nylon. The stockings didn’t feel like costume. They felt like they belonged. The nylon lay against my skin like a second skin, doubling the sensation, and when I stood in the stockings and looked down at my legs, they were female. Not close to female. Not passing. Female. The legs of a young woman, long and tapered and ending in a pair of kitten heels that I hadn’t noticed Candy had put on my feet while I was processing.

My chest was tight. The tightness wasn’t emotion and wasn’t shame; it was something that lived in the gap between what I expected to feel and what I actually felt. I’d expected disgust, or at minimum, discomfort: the specific wrongness of seeing your own body altered, made unfamiliar, stripped of the markers you’d used to identify it as yours. What I actually felt was: oh. A sound that wasn’t a word. A sound that was the space before a word, the pause before the brain categorizes an experience, the moment when the data arrives and the processing hasn’t started. Oh. A syllable of recognition. Not recognition of the body in the mirror. Recognition of the feeling the body was giving me. The feeling was not disgust. The feeling was: this makes sense. My legs in stockings make sense. My bare skin makes sense. The way the fabric lies against the body makes sense. The new texture is not foreign. It is correct.

“Ooh, and your skin,” Candy said, running her own finger down my arm. “Two weeks of hormones and it’s already doing its thing. Like, the texture is changing? Softer. Your pores are tightening. This is going to be a great canvas, babes.”

I looked at my arm. She was right. The skin was softer than it had been two weeks ago, before the injections, before the cream, before whatever the hormone protocol was doing under the surface. The change was subtle enough to miss if you weren’t looking for it. I hadn’t been looking for it. Candy had been.

Before I dressed, Candy sat me in the salon chair for makeup practice. “Let’s see what you remember, babes. Foundation, concealer, eyes. Go.”

I did. The foundation was better this time: I’d learned the stippling motion from watching her, and the coverage went on more evenly than the first catastrophic attempt in the deportment chapter of my existence. The concealer was passable. The eyeliner was still wrong, the wing on the left side thicker than the right, the line wavering where my hand had trembled, but the trembling was smaller now, the line closer to intentional. Candy watched without touching, her pink nails folded in her lap, and when I finished, she leaned in, took the brush, and corrected the left wing with a single stroke that was humbling in its effortlessness.

“Better,” she said. “Way better than two weeks ago. The right side is actually cute. The left side needs practice, but you’ll get it. It’s muscle memory, babes. Like walking in heels. Your hand just needs reps.”

The face in the mirror was not good. But it was better. The improvement was measurable, incremental, the same trajectory as the heel work and the voice training: terrible, then less terrible, then approaching something that might eventually pass as competent. The eyeliner was still crooked. But the foundation was even. Progress was progress, even when it looked like a woman who’d done her own makeup in a moving vehicle.

“Happy pills,” she said casually, organizing her supplies. She was sorting wax strips into a discard pile and a reuse pile (the technology of salon wax management was, apparently, more complex than I’d imagined). “Some of the girls say it makes the whole process way easier. Like, the whole thing. The training, the bookings, the being-in-your-body part. It smooths out the rough edges. In your head, I mean. Your skin is already smooth.” She laughed at her own joke, the F-cup bouncing with the laugh. “No pressure. Whenever you’re ready.” She paused. “Or never! Totally cool.”

“Not yet,” I said.

She tilted her head. The “not yet” was different from the “no” I’d given last time. The first “no” had been a wall. The “not yet” was a door, closed but with a handle. We both heard it. The change in language was small enough to deny and large enough to matter. She smiled and said nothing. Candy was many things, but she was not stupid. Beneath the valley-girl cadence and the bubbly affect and the pink-everything aesthetic, Candy tracked changes the way a seismograph tracks tremors: patient, precise, aware that the big ones were always preceded by small ones.



That night, alone, the waxed body changed everything.

I lay in bed wearing one of the agency camisoles and fresh panties. The sheet was cool against my legs, and the sensation was electric. Not metaphorically. The nerve endings that the wax had uncovered were firing at a sensitivity I hadn’t known my body possessed. Every thread of the sheet, every whisper of the silk camisole against my chest, every shift of the panties against my bare groin registered as a distinct tactile event. I was a body made of surfaces, and every surface was awake.

My legs slid against each other under the sheet, bare and frictionless. The sensation was feminine in a way I couldn’t articulate: the frictionless glide of skin on skin, my thighs pressing together without the scratch of hair, the silk camisole resting on a chest that was bare and flat and, in certain positions, could be anyone’s.

I turned onto my stomach. The cage pressed into the mattress. The camisole rode up, exposing the small of my back, and the sheet’s texture against my bare skin there, where hair had been removed hours ago, sent a shiver through me that started at my spine and ended at the cage.

I grabbed the pillow. Pulled it down between my thighs. Pressed my groin against it, the cage grinding into the pillow’s soft resistance. The bare skin of my inner thighs squeezed against the pillowcase, slick on cotton, and the sensation was new: without hair, the skin of my thighs slid against each other and against the pillow with a frictionless intimacy that registered as someone else’s legs, someone with soft thighs who slept in silk and ground against pillows in the dark. The silk panties stretched tight over the cage, the fabric pulling taut across the bars, and the combined pressure of pillow and panties compressed the cage against my body.

The position was instinctive: legs together, hips rocking, the pillow providing a surface that compressed against the perineum and through it, a deeper geography.

I rocked. Slow at first. The motion wasn’t about the cage. The cage was there, full and heavy, but the sensation that mattered was the smoothness: waxed thighs pressing together, the frictionless glide amplifying every shift, turning the body into a single connected instrument instead of isolated parts. My legs slid against each other, silk on silk on skin, and the sliding transmitted inward.

The sensation built from inside. Not from the cock. The cock was locked and weeping its thin, steady protest through the bars. But the pleasure bypassed it entirely, originating in the spot Candy had casually referred to as “the P-spot” during the cage briefing, a deep internal warmth that bloomed through my pelvis with a slow, heavy inevitability that had nothing to do with the frantic, thirty-second orgasm I’d had on my first night.

Waxed legs against waxed legs. Silk against skin. The cage grinding the pillow. The camisole whispering against my chest with each rock, the thin fabric catching on my nipples, and the nipples were sensitive, tender from the hormones, and each catch sent a tiny spark traveling down to join the gathering pressure in my prostate. My bare chest against the silk. My bare stomach against the bunched camisole. My hairless thighs squeezing the pillow. Every surface of my body was participating in this, every newly exposed nerve ending contributing to the cumulative sensation, and the cumulative sensation was: fullness. An internal fullness building behind the cage, beneath the cock, in the deep place I hadn’t known existed.

The prostate ached, swelled, approached something.

My hips moved faster. The rocking became rhythmic, desperate, the body finding a pattern that maximized the prostate pressure: down into the pillow, compress, rock back, release, down again. The cage’s base ring ground against my perineum with each thrust, and the grinding transmitted directly to the prostate, and the prostate pulsed with each compression, each pulse larger than the last, the pleasure expanding in concentric rings. Pre-cum was flowing freely now, soaking through the panties, the wet patch on the pillow growing until I could feel it against the skin of my inner thighs, warm and slippery, making the rocking motion slicker, easier, more obscene.

I was humping a pillow in a silk camisole with a locked cock, hairless as a woman from the eyebrows down, legs clamped together, hips grinding in a rhythm that was nothing like how I’d ever gotten off before, and the orgasm was coming from inside, from behind the cage, from a place I hadn’t known could do this, a place that didn’t care about the cock or the cage or the lock or the key on Margaux’s thigh.

It hit.

Nothing like the ruined almost-orgasm from the morning, nothing like the easy thirty-second release from the first night. This was. Different.

A pathetic, dribbling cage-leak orgasm. Cum seeped through the cage bars in a thin, watery stream, not the spurting release of a normal orgasm but a leaking, draining, emptying. The fluid was thinner than normal cum, almost clear, threading between the bars and running down them in slow rivulets that soaked into the already-wet panties and bled through to the pillow. My body shook for ten seconds, maybe fifteen, a series of contractions centered in my pelvis that delivered not satisfaction but relief, the way scratching an itch provides relief without pleasure. A tablespoon of cum soaked into the pillow through the panties, the fabric going dark and heavy, clinging to the cage. My cock twitched inside the cage, softening immediately, the blood retreating as if the orgasm had been a door opened and closed in the same breath, and the cum kept seeping for several seconds after the twitching stopped, a slow drool through the bars that my body couldn’t control, the last of whatever the prostate had managed to push through the locked hardware.

I lay still. Face pressed into the mattress. The camisole was bunched under my arms. The pillow was wet between my thighs, the cotton saturated with pre-cum and the thin cum of the cage-leak, warm and musky. The cage dripped. A single drop of cum hung from the lowest bar, caught between two bars, trembling with my breathing before it fell onto the pillowcase and joined the stain.

It was the worst orgasm of my life. Watery, weak, barely qualifying as release. My body had shaken and surrendered a tablespoon of cum and the reward was a ten-second window of not-aching before the ache returned, lower now, residual, the prostate still throbbing with something the cage-leak hadn’t resolved.

I would have given anything to have it again. The thought was immediate, involuntary, arriving in the aftermath the way aftershocks follow an earthquake. The body wanted more. The body didn’t care that the orgasm had been pathetic, that the cum had been watery, that the relief had lasted ten seconds before the ache returned. The body’s calculus was simple: something had felt good, therefore more of it was required, and the fact that the something was a cage-mediated prostate orgasm achieved by humping a pillow in women’s sleepwear was a detail the body’s calculus did not include.

That was the part that made me lie face-down in the dark, breathing into the mattress, unable to reconcile the two facts: it was barely an orgasm, and it was the best thing I’d felt in weeks. The cage had been on for five days. Five days of denial, of morning anguish, of constant arousal with no outlet. And this, this pathetic tablespoon of relief through the bars of a pink cage while I humped a pillow in a silk camisole with newly smooth skin that registered every thread of the sheet like a voltage, was the body’s solution.

I rolled onto my side. The pillow was wet. The panties were ruined. The camisole had ridden up to my chest, and when I pulled it down, my fingers brushed my nipple, and the nipple was tender. Sensitive in a new way, a hormone way, and the touch sent a faint echo of the orgasm through my chest to the cage.

I lay there and thought about what had just happened. The narrative I constructed was airtight: the cage forced it. The prostate stimulation was mechanical. Smooth skin against silk produced a heightened sensory response. Anyone who’d been denied for five days would have reacted the same way. This was biology, not identity.

The narrative held. For now. The pillow between my thighs said otherwise, but I wasn’t asking the pillow.

I cleaned up. Changed panties. Rinsed the pillowcase in the bathroom sink, same as the panties on the first night. Same sink. Same mirror. Different reflection: the face looking back was softer now, eyebrows shaped, skin softer, and the body below the face was bare, waxed, stripped clean, the body of someone in transition between two things, neither of which had a name I was willing to say out loud.

I went back to bed. Clean panties, clean pillowcase, the silk camisole pulled down to my stomach. The cage pressed its lock against my perineum like a period at the end of a sentence I hadn’t finished writing.

I stared at the ceiling. My prostate still ached. The bare skin of my legs against the sheets was still electric. The orgasm was already a memory, already fading, already something I’d be chasing again tomorrow morning when the cage woke me at 5 a.m. with another erection I couldn’t satisfy.

The worst orgasm of my life. And the best thing I’d felt in weeks.

I turned off the lamp and closed my eyes. Sleep stayed out of reach. The waxed skin of my legs against the sheets kept sending signals that the cage intercepted and stored and refused to let me forget.


Chapter 9: The Training Room

Candy was wearing pink latex gloves and a smile that meant business. The training room on the second floor was smaller than the salon, more functional: a padded table like a massage therapist’s, a rolling tray of supplies, and a wall-mounted rack that held objects I was choosing not to look at directly.

“Okay, babes. Next phase of Tier Zero training.” She patted the padded table. “Think of it like learning to drive. Gotta practice before you’re on the road.”

“You keep comparing this to driving.”

“Because it’s a skill, babes. Like any skill. Technique, practice, muscle memory. Except the muscle is your…” She pointed at my ass and giggled. “Okay, two parts today. Oral technique first, then we work on the back end. Questions before we start?”

I had about forty questions, none of which I could ask without my voice cracking. I shook my head.

“Awesome. Strip from the waist down, keep the camisole on. Hop up.”

I took off the skirt and stockings but left the camisole and panties. The cage was visible through the black silk, the pink bars pressing against the fabric. Candy pulled the panties down to my thighs without comment, the way she handled every step of my body’s intake: matter-of-fact, cheerful, professional.

She reached for the wall rack and selected a silicone training aid. It was flesh-colored, realistic, six inches long, mounted on a suction-cup base. She attached it to a practice stand at the edge of the table, adjusting the height to mouth level when I was lying on my back with my head tilted slightly off the table’s edge.

“First position. On your back, head here, tilted slightly. This simulates receiving from above, which is one of the standard positions for in-call bookings. Lip contact first. No rush.”

I lay back. The silicone cock was inches from my face. It smelled like medical-grade rubber and the faint sweetness of the lubricant Candy had applied to it. It was, objectively, a fake dick mounted to a stand, and I was lying on a padded table in a pink-lit room while a woman with F-cup breasts and platinum extensions prepared to coach me through oral technique.

My cage pulsed. Once. I ignored it.

“Lips first,” Candy said. “Like you’re kissing. Soft. There.”

My lips touched the silicone. The surface was smooth, yielding slightly, warmer than I expected from the room temperature. The taste was lubricant and nothing.

“Now open. Wider. Let the head in. Just the head. Feel the weight of it on your tongue.”

I opened my mouth. The head of the training aid slid past my lips, over my tongue, and settled. It was thick enough to stretch my jaw, the silicone pressing against the roof of my mouth and the inside of my cheeks. My tongue was pinned underneath.

“Good. Now work the tongue. Swirl around the head. Taste the whole thing. Not fast. Slow. Like you’re tasting something you want to remember.”

I moved my tongue. The silicone was smooth, the texture uniform, and the motion felt absurd and intimate simultaneously. My cage twitched again. Harder this time. The bars pressed against flesh that was, without my permission, beginning to swell.

“Now take more. Relax the jaw. Let your mouth stretch. Think about breathing through your nose. In through the nose, let the shaft slide. There. Good. Deeper.”

The training aid slid further. Two inches, three. My throat contracted instinctively, the gag reflex firing before I could suppress it. I pulled back, coughing.

“Totally normal,” Candy said, her professional voice steady. “The gag reflex is trainable. Every girl goes through this. Reset. Breathe. Try again.”

I breathed. I tried again. The silicone pressed past the back of my tongue and met resistance: my throat closing, rejecting, the reflex saying no, this doesn’t go here. I held the position, breathing through my nose the way Candy had said, and the reflex subsided. Not completely. But enough.

“There. Hold it. Feel the stretch. Your jaw is going to ache. That’s fine. The ache becomes its own kind of sensation after a while.”

She was right about the ache. My jaw stretched around the shaft, and the stretch became a sensation that was not exactly pain and not exactly pleasure but occupied the same territory as both, how sore muscles after exercise sit between punishment and proof.

“Now take it deeper. Relax the throat. Let it in.”

Four inches. Five. The tip pressed against the back of my throat and the gag threatened again, but I held, breathing, jaw aching, eyes watering. Candy stood beside the table, monitoring, her gloved hand resting on my shoulder.

“Good girl.”

The words landed before I could block them. They hit my chest like a palm strike, heat spreading from the point of impact outward, and my cage, which had been steadily swelling for the past five minutes, strained hard against the bars. A warm trickle announced what my mind hadn’t authorized: arousal, pooling at the cage’s tip and tracking down the bars toward my groin.

Candy saw it. “Aww, that’s great, babes. Your body is connecting oral service with arousal. That’s exactly what we want for the client tier.” Her tone was “your sourdough is rising nicely.” Matter-of-fact. Encouraging. As if my cage leaking while I practiced deepthroat was a positive developmental milestone.

I worked the training aid for another ten minutes. Candy coached through technique: angle of the jaw, breathing patterns, the use of the tongue during depth, the recovery after gagging. By the end, I could take six inches without choking. My throat was raw. My jaw felt unhinged. My cage was dripping a steady, thin stream of pre-cum onto the table’s paper sheet.

“Part one done. Amazing job.” She peeled off the gloves and examined the wet spot on the training table’s paper sheet beneath my hips. The stain was the size of a fist, dark with pre-cum. She nodded at it with professional satisfaction. “Honestly, babes, this is really solid progress. Some girls take six sessions to stop gagging at four inches. You’re at six in, like, twenty minutes? Your throat is a natural. I’m serious. That’s a compliment. Take it.”

I didn’t know how to take a compliment about my ability to deepthroat silicone. I said nothing. The cage dripped onto the paper sheet, adding to the stain.

Candy snapped on fresh pink gloves. “Okay. Part two. Different zone, different technique, same principle: your body already knows how to do this; we’re just showing it the route.”

She removed the oral training aid and set it aside. From the tray, she selected something smaller: a plug. Silicone, tapered, maybe three inches at its widest. And a bottle of lubricant.

“Roll over. All fours, babes. Knees apart, chest down.”

I assumed the position. On my hands and knees on the padded table, the cage hanging heavy between my thighs, visible from behind, pink, leaking. My ass was exposed, the smooth waxed skin between my cheeks bare and sensitive. The salon’s warm air touched places that had never been touched by salon air before.

“We’re going to work on entry and prostate stimulation,” Candy said, coating the plug with lubricant. Her practitioner’s voice was fully engaged now, all traces of valley-girl gone. “I’ll start with a finger. One finger, lubricated, slow entry. You’ll feel pressure. If it hurts, tell me. If it doesn’t hurt, we continue. Ready?”

“No.”

“Great. Relax.”

Her gloved finger, slick with lube, pressed against my hole. The contact was warm, soft, impossibly intimate. I felt the tip of her finger find the center and press, gently, and the ring of muscle responded by clenching, tightening, rejecting.

“Breathe,” Candy said. “Push out, like you’re; yeah, exactly. There.”

The finger slid in.

The sensation was fullness. Not pain, not pleasure, just a deep, specific fullness that I’d never experienced and couldn’t compare to anything. Her finger was inside me, and I could feel every joint, every knuckle, the latex glove smooth and warm against my inner walls. She curled the finger slightly and the fullness shifted.

“Okay. Now I’m going to find the prostate. You’ll feel a change in sensation. It’s going to be different from anything you’ve felt before.”

The finger pressed upward. Against the front wall of my rectum, probing, searching. I felt pressure, then more pressure, and then.

Oh.

The sensation was unlike anything I had a framework for. A deep, internal pulse of pleasure that originated not from my cock, not from the surface of my body, but from somewhere inside, a concentrated point that the finger pressed against with the precision of someone pressing a button they’d pressed a thousand times. My prostate. The P-spot. The thing Candy had mentioned during the cage briefing, casually, as if it were a feature she was pointing out on a new phone.

“There it is,” Candy said. “Feel that?”

I couldn’t speak. The finger pressed again and the pulse repeated, stronger, spreading outward from the prostate through my pelvis, through my groin, through the cage where my cock was straining and leaking and irrelevant because the pleasure wasn’t coming from the cock. The pleasure was coming from the spot the finger was pressing, and the spot was inside me, and the spot didn’t care about the cage at all.

“Good. Okay. Plug time.”

She withdrew the finger and positioned the plug. The tapered tip pressed against my hole, and this time the muscle yielded more easily, the lubrication and the preceding finger having opened the way. The plug slid in, slow, steady, stretching, and then the widest point passed the ring and the plug seated itself with a soft, decisive fullness.

The plug pressed against my prostate.

Not like the finger. The finger had been exploratory, temporary. The plug was persistent. It sat inside me with a steady pressure against the prostate that didn’t ebb, didn’t pulse, just existed: a constant, unrelenting stimulation of the spot that had just delivered the most intense sensation of my life.

“Now,” Candy said, “roll onto your back. Slowly. The plug stays in.”

I lowered myself carefully, turning over, and settled onto my back. The plug shifted as I moved, sending a spike of pressure through my prostate that made my breath catch. Knees up, feet flat on the table, the cage pointing toward the ceiling.

I lay on the table with the plug in my ass and the cage on my cock and the camisole bunched under my arms. The sensation built. Not quickly. Not the frantic chasing of the cage-leak orgasm or the desperate humping of the morning denial. This was slow, tidal, a pressure that swelled from the prostate outward in concentric waves, each one larger than the last. My cock was straining in the cage, pre-cum flowing freely now, dripping from the cage’s tip onto my stomach, but the straining barely registered. All of that was peripheral. The real event was deeper, internal, the plug pressing on the prostate, a gathering pressure that swelled from that single point outward like a storm I could see on the horizon but couldn’t outrun.

Candy stood beside the table, monitoring. She adjusted the plug once, pressing it slightly deeper, and the adjustment sent a spike through my pelvis that made me gasp.

“Let it build, babes. Don’t fight it. Your body knows what to do.”

The building accelerated. The waves of prostate pressure merged into a continuous swell, and the swell was pulling everything into its center: my awareness, my breathing, my heartbeat, the cage, the plug, the smooth skin, the camisole on my chest. My internal monologue, the voice that had been running a constant commentary since I’d signed the contract, the sardonic narrator who noticed everything and judged everything and kept me at arm’s length from every experience, went.

Quiet.

The voice stopped.

For the first time since I’d arrived at the agency, the narrator in my head stopped talking. There was no dry observation. No self-deprecating joke. No distance between me and what was happening. There was only the sensation: deep, spreading, originating from the prostate, building beyond anything I’d felt, beyond the thirty-second orgasm in panties, beyond the pathetic cage-leak, beyond every sexual experience I’d had in twenty years of being Nathan Grant.

It hit.

My body convulsed. Not like an orgasm. Like a seizure. My back arched off the table so hard my shoulder blades lifted from the paper, my thighs clenched around empty air, my fingers gripped the table’s edges until the paper tore in long strips beneath my nails. The pleasure crashed through me from inside, from the prostate, from the plug that sat motionless inside me while every muscle in my body seized around it. The epicenter was the P-spot, the exact point where the plug pressed against the prostate, and from that point the pleasure radiated outward in a shock wave that I felt in my pelvis, in my groin, in my stomach, in my thighs, in my chest, in my face. My cock was untouched. My cock was in the cage. My cock was irrelevant. The orgasm was happening behind it, around it, above it, below it, everywhere the prostate’s nerve network reached, which was everywhere.

Cum leaked through the cage bars. Not the pathetic tablespoon of the cage-leak orgasm. This was more: cum spurting through the bars in pulses that coincided with the convulsions, each pulse a thick, milky stream that forced through the bars and arced onto my stomach, onto the camisole, onto the paper sheet. My cock hadn’t been touched. My cock was limp inside the cage, soft and bypassed, and yet cum was pouring out of it, pushed not by the cock’s own contractions but by the prostate’s deep, rhythmic pulsing, the P-spot squeezing itself empty through a cock that had nothing to do with the process. The cum was thicker than the cage-leak’s thin drool, whiter, warmer, pooling on my stomach in a spreading puddle that slid down my sides when my back arched. My body shook and kept shaking, ten seconds, fifteen, twenty, the orgasm or whatever it was sustained far longer than any orgasm I’d had before, each pulse forcing another spurt through the bars, the prostate refusing to stop, the pleasure rolling through me in waves that peaked and peaked again without the dip between them that I associated with coming, without the refractory crash that had ended every orgasm of my life, just a sustained, impossible plateau of sensation that my body rode like a ship on a wave that wouldn’t break.

My voice made a sound I didn’t recognize: a moan, low and sustained and utterly involuntary, starting somewhere deep in my chest and rising through a throat that had been practicing feminine registers for weeks, and the sound that came out was not Nathan’s voice. The moan was high, breathy, broken in the middle where my breath caught and then resumed, a sound I’d never heard myself make and couldn’t have summoned on purpose, a sound bodies make when the brain has lost jurisdiction and the nervous system is running the show alone.

It ended. Slowly. Like a tide pulling back. The convulsions slowed to tremors, the tremors to twitches, the twitches to stillness. The cum stopped spurting and started seeping, a slow drool through the bars, the last of what the prostate had expelled. I lay on the table, panting, face wet (tears, I realized; the pleasure had drawn tears, the sensation so intense it had overflowed from one system to another, the way a river overflows its banks when the volume exceeds the channel), cum cooling on my stomach in a pool that had soaked through the camisole and into the paper sheet beneath me, the plug still seated inside me, the cage still locked, the camisole pushed up to my collar and streaked with milky white.

The voice came back. The narrator returned, stumbling, grasping.

What the fuck was that.

“See?” Candy said, peeling off her gloves. She reached for a warm towel from the heated rack beside the treatment table, the terry cloth steaming slightly, and she wiped my stomach with patient, thorough motions; she’d done this hundreds of times. She chatted as she worked, the valley-girl cadence returned, as if she’d just finished a facial, not supervised the most intense physical experience of my life. “That’s a sissygasm, babes. Your body just figured out a whole new way to feel good. Pretty cool, right?”

I couldn’t speak. The narrator, my narrator, the voice that had been providing sardonic commentary on every moment since I’d walked through the agency’s front door, was still rebooting. The silence it had left during the sissygasm was fading, the voice returning in fragments, but for the first time since I’d signed the contract, the fragments were confused rather than defensive. The voice didn’t have a joke. The voice didn’t have a rationalization. The voice was standing in the wreckage of every assumption it had held about what my body could feel and how my body could feel it, and the wreckage was extensive.

She cleaned me up: towel on the stomach, towel between my thighs (warm, gentle, the intimate absurdity of wiping cum off a cage with the casual efficiency she’d bring to toweling down a countertop), fresh panties (the soaked ones went into the salon laundry, one more pair in the growing collection of proof), the camisole pulled down. She removed the plug carefully, slowly, and the moment when the widest point passed through the ring of muscle triggered an aftershock: a pulse of residual pleasure that made my hips jerk involuntarily, and the absence of the plug left a hollowness that I felt in my chest as much as in my body. She applied a soothing cream with her fingertips, the touch clinical but gentle, and patted my thigh.

“The prostate is like, the most underrated organ? Seriously. Most boys go their whole lives not knowing it’s there. Like, imagine having a button that produces that,” she gestured at the cum stains on the paper sheet, at the wet cage, at the evidence of what my body had just done, “and never pressing it. Criminal. Absolutely criminal. And it produces those. Hands-free. Cage doesn’t matter. Your body just proved that it can get off without the cock doing anything at all. Which is, like, the whole point of the program, babes. The cock is the old software. The prostate is the update. You just installed the update.”

I sat up. My legs were shaking. My vision was slightly blurred, that underwater shimmer you get after holding your breath too long. The training room’s fluorescent lights seemed brighter than they had thirty minutes ago, or maybe my pupils were still dilated, or maybe the world just looked different on the other side of something you couldn’t un-feel. The cage hung heavy between my thighs, wet, dripping the last remnants of the orgasm, and my cock inside it was soft, deflated, as if the experience had bypassed it entirely. Which it had. The orgasm had happened in my prostate, in my pelvis, in every nerve ending the plug had touched. The cock had been a bystander. A locked, forgotten bystander that had leaked cum through its bars because the body had needed somewhere for the overflow to go.

“Your first homework,” Candy said, handing me a plug identical to the one she’d used. Still in its packaging, medium size, silicone. “Self-paced practice. When you’re ready. No rush. But the prostate responds better with regular stimulation, so, like, whenever you feel like it.” She winked. “You’ll feel like it.”

I took the plug. I put it in my nightstand drawer, under a pair of folded stockings, where no one would find it.

I went back to my room. I sat on the edge of the bed. The cage was damp. My prostate ached with a residual fullness, a phantom pressure where the plug had been.

The camisole was on the nightstand. Still folded. Still where Candy had left it over a week ago. I’d picked it up once, in the dark, after the deportment lesson, and put it back. The pajama pants had been snagging on the cage every night since, the cotton catching on the bars, waking me at 3 a.m. with the grating irritation of fabric fighting hardware.

I picked up the camisole. I put it on.

The silk settled over my chest and stomach like a sigh. Cool, then warm, then body-temperature, clinging to my torso with a light adhesion that made my skin hum. The straps rested on my shoulders, thin and delicate, crossing the collarbones. The hem fell to my hips. The fabric moved when I breathed.

I told myself it was just comfortable. Just fabric. Just sleep.

The pajama pants stayed in the drawer. I didn’t reach for them.

The narrative reformed: the cage forced it. The prostate stimulation was mechanical. Candy was a professional; she knew exactly where to press and how. The orgasm was a physical response to physical stimulus. Anyone with a prostate would have reacted the same way. It was biology. It was mechanics. It was the cage creating a situation where the prostate became the only available channel, and the body, resourceful as bodies are, had found the channel and used it.

The narrative held. I pulled it around me like a blanket. The cage had forced it. The sissygasm was a mechanical event. The pleasure had been, yes, extraordinary, but it was explained by denial (five days without release) and stimulation (direct prostate massage by a trained professional). Nothing about it reflected on who I was. Nothing about it meant anything.

I told myself this in the same bed where I’d humped a pillow the night before and leaked cum through a cage. I told myself this wearing a silk camisole I’d just put on for the first time and already couldn’t imagine taking off. I told myself this with a plug in my nightstand drawer that I’d been told to practice with and that I already knew I would use.

The narrative held, but the stitches were showing. The proof was getting thicker. The cage dripped against the silk, wet and cooling, and the prostate underneath hummed with the memory of something the narrative couldn’t account for.

I got into bed. I turned off the lamp.

The cage rested against the silk, damp, cooling. The camisole pressed against my chest. The plug was in the drawer, three inches away.

I didn’t use it tonight. Tonight I lay in the dark and replayed the sissygasm from start to finish: the finger, the plug, the building wave, the silence in my head, the convulsion, the cum through the bars, the sound I’d made.

The voice had gone quiet during it. The sardonic narrator, the defense mechanism, the armor I’d worn since I was sixteen. It had stopped. During the sissygasm, there was no distance between me and what was happening. There was no joke. There was no deflection. There was just the sensation, and I was inside it, and it was inside me, and for twenty seconds I had been nothing but a body feeling something extraordinary.

That was the part the lies couldn’t touch. Not the cum. Not the cage. Not the plug. The silence. The absence of the voice. The twenty seconds when I’d been no one and felt everything.

The plug sat in the drawer. I closed my eyes.

I’d use it tomorrow. Or the day after. Or not. The decision didn’t need to be made tonight.

The lies, thin as they were, held until I fell asleep.


Chapter 10: The Lens

Candy spent two hours on me before the photo session. Two hours that I tracked by the number of brushes she used (seventeen), the number of times she said “babes” (twenty-three, approximately), the number of times she said “oh my god” (eleven, at minimum), and the number of times I caught myself looking at the mirror and not looking away (four).

“This is not a morning-meeting face,” she said, snapping on her pink gloves with the gravity of a surgeon entering an operating theater. “This is not a maid-duty face. This is not even a Companion-booking face. This is a Sienna face. Sienna’s camera sees everything. Every pore, every unevenness, every tiny little shadow where the foundation didn’t blend. We are going to build a face that makes a Leica happy, and babes, Leicas are picky.”

The process was methodical: primer (a silicone-based formula that she squeezed onto a glass palette and applied with a flat silicone sponge, pressing it into the skin with tiny dabbing motions that she narrated in her technical voice: “Fills the micro-texture, creates a base layer, gives the foundation grip”), foundation matched to my skin after three test swatches on my jawline (“The jawline tells the truth, babes; the cheek lies”), concealer that erased the last traces of stress acne I’d carried since the DUI, contour that reshaped my jaw from “narrow but male” to “narrow and ambiguous,” blush applied to the apples of my cheeks with a soft round brush that felt like a small animal napping on my face. Eyeshadow: a neutral palette, champagne on the lid, soft brown in the crease, a smudge of dark along the lash line that Candy applied with a brush thinner than a pen nib, her tongue poking out slightly as she concentrated. Mascara on the top and bottom lashes, two coats, the wand pulling the lashes longer with each stroke. Lip liner in a nude shade, lipstick slightly darker, lip gloss over both.

“Now the face is done,” Candy announced, stepping back with the expression of an artist reviewing a canvas. “Hair time.”

My natural hair was light brown, growing out from shaggy to jaw-length. Candy supplemented it with a wig: human hair, matched to my natural color with subtle honey highlights she’d added herself, falling past my shoulders in waves. She fitted it over my real hair with pins and adhesive, blending the hairline with product until the transition was invisible. She styled the waves with a curling wand, each section held and released with timing she could have managed in her sleep.

“Wardrobe. I already picked it out.”

The dress was from the agency wardrobe: a black cocktail dress with a fitted bodice and an A-line skirt that fell to just above the knee. The fabric was heavy enough to hang properly and light enough to move with the body. It had a modest neckline, cap sleeves, and a subtle shimmer in the weave that caught the light without being obvious. Candy helped me into it, zipping the back, adjusting the bodice.

“Heels.”

Three-inch pointed-toe pumps, black patent, with a thin ankle strap. I buckled them and stood. The mirror was across the room. I didn’t go to it yet.

“Last thing.” Candy clipped small pearl studs to my ears (clip-on, for now) and fastened a thin gold chain around my neck. She sprayed something in the air and walked me through the mist: perfume, light, floral. Then she stood in front of me and adjusted the neckline of the dress with her fingertips, tilted my chin up, and looked at me with the critical eye of someone assessing their own work.

“Done.” She stepped aside. “Go look.”

I walked to the full-length mirror at the back of the salon. The heels clicked on the hardwood. The dress moved with me, the skirt swaying, the bodice holding. My body in the dress was slim, defined at the waist by the dress’s construction, the legs visible below the hem in black stockings and pumps. The wig framed a face I had to look at twice.

The woman in the mirror was not beautiful. She was not stunning or dramatic or any of the words I’d use for Margaux or Aria. She was a young woman with light brown hair and soft features and an expression that sat somewhere between uncertain and present. Her makeup was good. Not theatrical. Just: good. The kind of face you’d see at a dinner party and remember vaguely as “that girl with the nice eyes.” She looked real. She looked possible. She looked like she could walk into a room and no one would question whether she belonged there.

My stomach dropped. Not shame. Something else. Vertigo, the feeling of standing at the edge of a height and looking down and realizing the height is not as far as you thought. And underneath the vertigo, a pulse in the cage, the bars pressing against flesh that had responded to the mirror before my brain gave the signal.

I turned away. The vertigo lingered. The cage pulsed once more, then settled.

“Ready for Sienna?” Candy asked.



The basement studio was a different world from the rest of the brownstone. Where the ground floor was refined and the salon was pink, the basement was industrial: exposed brick walls, concrete floor painted black, a ceiling of pipes and ductwork. Professional lighting rigs filled the space: softboxes, ring lights, reflectors on adjustable stands. A seamless paper backdrop hung from a ceiling-mounted roller, white, waiting.

Sienna was behind a desk, editing on a large monitor. She looked up when I entered and assessed me at professional speed: one pass, head to heels, taking in the dress, the shoes, the wig, the face.

“Good,” she said. The word was flat, not warm, not cold. Professional. She stood up and extended a hand. She was everything the other women in the agency were not: lean, angular, wearing a vintage Sonic Youth t-shirt and designer jeans that were the one expensive thing in her outfit. Her hair was dark, shaved on one side, chin-length on the other, a deliberate asymmetry that signaled artist more loudly than any beret could. A camera hung around her neck: black body, silver lens mount. Even I, with my one semester of art school, recognized a Leica. The camera cost more than my debt.

“I’m Sienna,” she said. “I do the photography and the premium content here. Margaux tells me you’re approaching Tier One.”

“So they tell me.”

“Good. Let’s make you look like it.” She moved to the lighting rig and began adjusting positions, tilting softboxes, checking angles with a light meter she held like a cigarette. “Stand on the mark. The X on the floor.”

I stood on the X. The lights were warm, not hot, positioned to hit my face and body from multiple angles with a softness that eliminated shadows without flattening features. Sienna looked through the viewfinder and made adjustments, then lowered the camera.

“Here’s how this works.” She checked the light meter one more time, a final calibration, and then lowered it. “I’m not going to make you look like anything. I’m going to show you what’s already there. You don’t need to pose. You don’t need to smile. You don’t need to perform. Just stand, and when I tell you to move, move. When I say ‘hold,’ don’t move. When I say nothing, keep doing what you’re doing. Don’t think about the camera. The camera is my problem. Your problem is thinking about something that makes you feel strong.”

Something that made me feel strong. I sifted through twenty years of memories and found approximately nothing. Strong was not a word my autobiography used. My autobiography used words like “endured” and “survived” and “continued despite” and “ran out of options.” Strong implied agency, volition, the active decision to stand against something. My decisions had been passive: attend art school because the scholarship existed, drop out because the money didn’t, drive delivery because the app accepted anyone, lose the delivery job because a glass of wine became a breathalyzer number became a record became a foreclosed future. Strong was not my word. Then I thought about the deportment lesson: the forty-foot hallway, the pumps, Margaux’s voice saying “again” twelve times, and the single nod at the end. “Adequate.” Something about surviving that hour, about the nod that meant I’d passed a test I didn’t want to take, felt adjacent to strong.

“Chin up,” Sienna said, and the camera clicked. “Shoulder forward. Good. Now turn your face toward the light. Not your body, just the face. There.”

Click. Click. Click.

She moved around me, shooting from angles I couldn’t predict: low, looking up, catching the line of my jaw against the backdrop. From the side, profiling the wig’s waves against the dress’s neckline. From behind, the curve of the A-line skirt, the heels, the stockings.

“Now look at me. Not the camera. Me. Right here.”

I looked at Sienna. Her face was behind the camera, but her eyes were visible above it: warm brown, observant, looking at things not to consume them but to understand them. She didn’t say “pretty” or “sexy” or any of the words I’d expected. She said: “Think about the last time someone looked at you and saw something you didn’t know was there.”

I thought about Candy saying “amazing bone structure.” I thought about Margaux saying “adequate.” I thought about the businessman in reception saying “sweetheart” without looking twice. Something in my face shifted, and the camera caught it.

“Good. Hold that.”

Click. Click. Click. Click. Click.

The session lasted forty minutes. Over a hundred frames. I was stiff for the first ten minutes, conscious of the cage under the dress, conscious of the wig, conscious of the performance of femininity I was executing under studio lights. But Sienna’s calm, direct energy had a dissolving effect. She didn’t coach me into beauty. She directed me into presence. “Turn. Hold. Look here. Think about that again. Now give me nothing. Just stand. Just be there.”

By the twentieth minute, I’d stopped thinking about the cage. By the thirtieth, I’d stopped thinking about the camera. Something happened in the space between Sienna’s directions and my body’s responses that I couldn’t name: a settling, a release of the performance, a moment when the dress and the heels and the wig stopped being a costume and started being clothes.

“Done,” Sienna said. She lowered the camera and looked at me directly for the first time since we’d started. “You photograph well. That’s not a compliment. It’s a fact about your bone structure. Margaux has good taste.”

She sat at her editing desk and began importing the frames. The monitor displayed thumbnails: tiny versions of me, multiplied a hundred times, each one a fraction of a second preserved. She clicked through them with a professional eye, deleting the bad ones (blurred, badly lit, eyes closed), flagging the keepers with a color tag.

“Come look,” she said.

I stood behind her and watched as she pulled up the best shots, full-screen, one at a time. The monitor was large, color-calibrated, the images appearing with a clarity that was almost surgical. Each photo filled the screen, and each photo was a version of me, and each version was someone I was meeting for the first time.

The first shot was a three-quarter profile, the light catching the contour along my jawline. The second was head-on, the eyes direct, the expression caught in a transition between guarded and open. The third was from a slightly low angle, looking up, and the perspective did something to my face that Candy’s contour alone couldn’t do: it made the cheekbones dominant, the jaw recessive, the neck long. The fourth was a full body: the dress, the heels, the posture, the hands at my sides with the fingers slightly curled, a pose Sienna had directed with two words: “Let go.”

The person in the photos was.

I had to take a breath. My chest was tight. Something behind the ribs, in the space where air lives, contracted.

The person in the photos was a woman. Not a man in a dress. Not a costume. Not Nathan Grant with makeup and a wig standing in front of a white backdrop. The person in the photos was a young woman with light brown hair and hazel-green eyes and an expression that was halfway between uncertain and defiant, and her face had a quiet architecture to it, and her posture carried something survived and still standing, and she was. Not unattractive. She was, if I was being honest with the part of my brain that noticed these things (the artist’s eye, the one that had survived the art school dropout and the DUI and the debt and the cage), she was someone I would have looked at twice in a coffee shop. Not beautiful. Present. A face that invited curiosity about the person behind it.

I caught myself thinking “she” about my own photo. The pronoun arrived naturally, reflexively, the default for any woman in a photograph. Then I caught it. Corrected it. “I.” That’s me. That person is me.

The correction felt clumsy. Like putting a suit back on after wearing something that fit better.

“You can have prints of these if you want,” Sienna said, still clicking through the frames. “Margaux gets the agency copies for the portfolio. These are yours.”

She pulled up one more image. Full body: standing on the mark, the black dress, the heels, the face turned slightly toward the light. The expression in this one was different from the others. Less uncertain. More: here. As if the person in the photograph had decided, for the duration of the shutter’s click, to stop apologizing for being in the frame.

“This is the one Margaux is going to use for the client portfolio,” Sienna said. “It’s good. You’re good. Don’t let Aria tell you otherwise.”

She walked me to the elevator. We passed through the hallway on the ground floor, past the framed photographs of women in evening wear that I’d noticed on my first day, and I realized, with a settling sensation in my chest, that some of those photographs were probably Sienna’s. Some of those women had probably stood on the same X on the same floor and been told “think about something that makes you feel strong.” Some of them had probably caught themselves thinking “she” about their own photos, too.

“Sienna,” I said at the elevator.

“Yeah.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Three years. Margaux hired me after a freelance gig. I stay because the subjects are more interesting than corporate headshots.” She leaned against the wall, camera resting against her chest. “And the lighting down there is mine. I designed it. You don’t leave good lighting.”

The elevator doors opened. I stepped in. The doors were polished metal, and in the metal I caught my reflection: the dress, the wig, the made-up face, the heels. Full body, blurred by the metal’s curve but recognizable.

I looked at the reflection. The reflection looked back.

I held the gaze. One second. Two. Three.

Three seconds. The longest I’d looked at myself since arriving at the agency. The mirrors in the salon, in the training room, in the Mirror Suite on the third floor, had all drawn flinches. This one brought something else: a pause. A momentary suspension of the flinch, a gap between seeing and reacting in which the image simply existed without judgment.

The elevator doors closed. The reflection disappeared. I rode to the fourth floor with my hands folded in front of me and the cage pressing gently against the dress’s lining, and the image on the monitor, the woman in the photo, stayed behind my eyes like a retinal afterimage.

She was me. I was her. The sentence formed and I dissolved it before it could settle. Too much. Too soon. The story I told myself still held. But it was thinner now, and the photo session had thinned it further, and somewhere in Sienna’s basement studio there were a hundred frames that the denial had to work harder and harder to cover.

I changed in my room. The dress went back on its hanger with a care that surprised me: I smoothed the fabric, aligned the shoulders on the hanger, and hung it in the closet by color. The closet was organized by color now. I didn’t remember organizing it, but the system was there: blacks on the left, neutrals in the center, the single deep blue camisole on the far right. The organization had happened below the level of conscious decision, the same way the silk camisole had moved from “Candy’s gift” to “default sleepwear” without a formal announcement.

I wiped off the makeup with the remover Candy had taught me to use: oil cleanser first, working it into the skin in circular motions that dissolved the foundation and the contour and the carefully constructed architecture of a face that wasn’t there anymore. Then micellar water on a cotton pad, each swipe revealing the face underneath, the face that was changing even without the cosmetics. Then moisturizer, a lightweight cream that Candy had selected from the salon’s inventory and placed on my nightstand the second week: “Your skin needs hydration, babes. Especially with the protocol. Non-negotiable.” The routine took seven minutes. Two weeks ago, I didn’t know what micellar water was. Now I used it twice a day, and the using was not a chore but a rhythm, a small ritual that bookended the day, and the ritual was mine.

The wig came off and went on its stand. The stand was a Styrofoam head on the nightstand’s corner, wearing the wig like a hat, a faceless mannequin that watched the room with blank patience. My natural hair underneath was growing: shaggy still, but past my ears now, the light brown strands starting to curl at the ends. The curling was new, a texture change that might have been the hormones or might have been the length revealing a natural wave that short hair had disguised for twenty years. Candy had mentioned she’d start styling it with product soon. “Give it another month, babes, and we can retire the wig for most things. Your natural hair is going to be gorgeous. It already wants to wave. We’re just going to let it.”

I sat on the bed in the camisole and panties. The room was quiet. The nightstand held the lamp, the phone charger, a lip balm I’d started using (the air in the brownstone was dry), and the drawer underneath held the plug Candy had given me, still in its packaging.

The photos were in Sienna’s studio. That woman was in the elevator’s polished doors. She was in the mirror I’d held for three seconds before the doors closed.

She looked like someone I might get to know. That thought arrived unbidden, and I let it sit for a moment before my internal defense system reasserted itself with the familiar litany: this is temporary, this is for the money, this is not who you are.

The litany played. The three seconds in the elevator played alongside it.

I turned off the lamp. Silk and skin, the fabric barely there against my chest, light as a second layer of warmth. The cage held its place against my body, a weight I’d stopped noticing. The room was dark and quiet and slightly more organized than it had been yesterday.

The photos existed now. Evidence. Proof of something that I didn’t have a name for and wasn’t ready to look at directly, the same way I hadn’t been ready to look at the mirror until today, when three seconds happened and the flinch, for the first time, didn’t.


Chapter 11: Honey and Venom

The morning meeting started at 8:00. I was there at 8:03.

Three minutes. Three minutes because Aria had stopped me in the fourth-floor hallway at 7:48 with a hand on my arm and a voice like warm syrup. “Oh, didn’t Margaux tell you? The meeting got pushed to 8:30. Something about a client cancellation. She sent a text to the group chat.”

There was no text. There was no group chat. There was Aria, who delivered the lie with the earnest, slightly concerned expression of someone relaying critical information, and there was me, who believed her because I was still naive enough to think sabotage required effort.

I realized the trick at 7:56, when I heard heels clicking on the staircase and voices filtering up from the ground floor. Everyone was already downstairs. I dressed in four minutes, a personal record that involved a lopsided camisole, a pencil skirt I’d grabbed without checking the size (too tight, but functional), and heels I buckled while walking. My makeup was yesterday’s, reapplied with the urgency of someone defusing a bomb. Foundation, mascara, lip gloss. No contour. No blush. The face in the hallway mirror looked like a woman who’d been woken by a fire alarm.

I arrived three minutes late. Every chair in the ground-floor meeting room was occupied. Margaux sat at the head of the table, reading glasses on, the morning’s agenda in front of her. Candy was to her left, pink scrubs bright under the overhead light. Piper sat near the window, poised, the morning sun catching the freckles across her nose. Aria was in her usual seat, legs crossed, platinum hair gleaming, D-cup chest displayed in a low-cut cream blouse. She didn’t look at me when I entered. She didn’t need to. Her expression was serene, undisturbed, a woman who had been on time.

Margaux looked up. She didn’t raise her voice. She didn’t need to do that either.

“Nathan.” The birth name. The only name she had for me in front of the agency, because the naming hadn’t happened yet, and the sound of it, the hard consonant, the male syllable, hit my chest with a weight that sat there and spread. “Punctuality is non-negotiable. Late arrivals lose the day’s booking assignments.”

She returned to the agenda. No follow-up. No lecture. The correction was a sentence, delivered in a voice that could have been reading a weather report, and the punishment was structural: I’d lost whatever Companion booking might have chipped another two hundred from the $80,000. The debt stayed where it was because I’d trusted a woman who smiled like a knife.

The meeting continued. Debt balances read aloud. “Nathan, eighty thousand.” The number hadn’t moved. It wouldn’t move today. Aria’s expression when the number was read: a faint tilt of the head, as if she’d spotted an interesting painting. Amusement, barely concealed.

Duty assignments. Maid duties for me, since I’d lost the day’s Companion slot. French maid uniform, all four third-floor suites, scrub and polish. The uniform was still in my closet from the last demotion. It fit better now, which stung in a different way.

After the meeting, I stood in the hallway while the others filtered out. Candy squeezed my arm on the way past. “Aw, babes. Happens to everyone once. You’ll get tomorrow.” She bounced away, platform heels clicking, platinum extensions swaying, her augmented chest straining against the pink scrubs like two things trying to escape a suitcase.

Piper passed with a glance that held for a moment, then moved on. She didn’t say anything. She rarely did, in group settings. The glance said enough: I saw.

Aria was last. She paused beside me, close enough that I could smell her perfume, something expensive and cold, January distilled into Chanel. She was six feet tall before the heels. In the strappy stilettos, she was six-three, and the height difference between us was a weapon she wielded as naturally as breathing.

“Sweetie.” Her voice was honey dripped over a razor blade. “You should really set an alarm. Margaux hates lateness.”

I said nothing. She smiled and walked away. The smile was the worst part, because it was genuine. Aria enjoyed this. Not as a performance, not as strategy, but as pleasure. My failure was her dopamine.

I changed into the maid uniform and cleaned four suites and didn’t speak to anyone for four hours, and the cage swung with every step, warm and indifferent to my humiliation. The cage didn’t care about Aria. The cage didn’t care about the debt or the lost booking or the three minutes that had cost me two hundred dollars. The cage cared about friction and denial and the slow, constant pressure of its bars against flesh that wanted things my mind refused to authorize.



I discovered the theft after the cleaning shift.

The deep blue silk ensemble was gone. The set: matching bra, panties, and camisole in a shade that sat exactly between navy and midnight, with lace edging so fine it felt like a whisper against skin. Candy had given it to me during a wardrobe session two weeks ago. “Ooh, this one’s special, babes. Not every color works on every girl. This one’s yours.” And it was. The blue silk was the first piece of clothing in the agency wardrobe that I’d felt something about beyond tolerance. When I wore it, the mirror was slightly less hostile. The blue made my eyes look greener and my skin look warmer and the cage, visible through the lace, looked almost deliberate, like part of the design rather than a punishment.

It was gone from the closet. The hanger was there, empty, between the black cocktail dress and a cream blouse.

I looked in the drawers. Under the bed. In the shared bathroom hamper. Gone.

The next morning, at the meeting, I found it. The blue lace was visible at Aria’s collar: the camisole, worn under a sheer white blouse, displayed as if it had always been hers. She was sitting in her chair, legs crossed, platinum hair perfect, and the deep blue silk peeking from beneath her blouse was mine.

Margaux read the agenda. Aria listened with polite attention, the blue camisole visible every time she shifted. I stared at it from across the table, and the anger arrived.

Not the anger I expected. I expected irritation, the low-grade annoyance of having something stolen. What arrived was different: a sharp, proprietary fury that surprised me with its intensity. She took something that was mine. Not the agency’s. Not the wardrobe’s. Mine. When did lingerie become something I felt proprietary about? When did a blue silk camisole become an object I would fight for?

After the meeting, Aria found me in the hallway. She was holding the ensemble, folded neatly, as if returning borrowed books to a library.

“Oh, is this yours?” The voice was sugar and arsenic. “I thought it was in the donation pile. Sorry, sweetie.” She held it out. I took it. She leaned closer. “It looks better on me anyway. But honestly, Nathan or sweetie or whatever you answer to these days, green isn’t your color either. You’re more of a pink.”

The insult was layered. Green wasn’t my color (dismissing taste I’d developed). Pink (associating me with the bimbo path I’d declined, with Candy’s world of excess and submission). The use of “sweetie” was intentional, a diminutive wrapped in silk, and the “whatever you answer to” was a jab at the identity I hadn’t finished building.

I held the blue silk in my hands and felt the anger pulse in time with the cage. The cage had been tight all morning, the post-meeting arousal pattern that I’d stopped questioning. Margaux’s voice, Margaux’s authority, Margaux reading my debt aloud in front of everyone, the correction delivered with clinical precision: these things made the cage strain. I didn’t examine why. I didn’t have the courage. But the anger and the arousal were braided together now, and Aria standing in front of me, towering, perfect, hostile, was both the catalyst and the target.

“Thanks for returning it,” I said. My voice was level. Flat. The feminine register I’d been training held, because the voice didn’t care about my emotional state; it cared about pitch and resonance and the placement of the sound in the mask of my face.

I put the blue silk back in its place in my closet. The hanger, the color system, the fabric smooth under my fingers. The anger didn’t dissipate. It sank into the cage, into the constant low hum of arousal that was my baseline now, and it stayed there, waiting.



Piper found me in the fourth-floor hallway twenty minutes later. She was in her usual understated uniform: sage silk blouse, navy pencil skirt, nude stockings, low heels. Her auburn waves fell past her shoulders, the freckles across her nose visible in the afternoon light from the corridor window. She looked like a young professional woman heading to a meeting at a firm that paid well and expected competence. The fact that she was a sissy escort who’d been doing this for three years was invisible to anyone who didn’t know.

“She did the meeting trick on you,” Piper said, leaning against the wall with her arms crossed. Her voice was soft, measured. Every word edited before it left her mouth. “The fake schedule change. She pulled the same thing on me my first week. I went back to sleep and missed the whole meeting.” A ghost of a smile. “Margaux docked me two days of bookings.”

“I only lost one,” I said.

“Consider yourself lucky.” Piper looked at me. Her green eyes were quiet, watchful, seeing everything, saying almost nothing about it. “Aria keeps a playbook. The meeting trick is chapter one. The wardrobe theft is chapter two.” She glanced at my closet, where the empty hanger still sat between the cocktail dress and the cream blouse. “You’ve already gotten both in the same day. That’s efficient, even for her.”

She pushed off the wall and walked down the hallway, her low heels barely making a sound on the hardwood. At the end of the corridor, she turned and said, over her shoulder: “The blue set is yours. Keep wearing it. It suits you.”

I stood in the hallway and felt the cage shift. Piper’s words, Piper’s quiet validation, the touch of kindness offered without agenda or expectation, found a different place inside me than Candy’s warmth or Margaux’s authority. Candy was procedural. Margaux was structural. Piper was human. And humanity, I was learning, hit harder than either.



Voice training, late morning. The waveform screen in the training room had become a familiar adversary. I ran the standard drill: the phone greeting, then a paragraph from the conversation script Margaux had written, then five minutes of sustained conversation with the recorded prompt system.

The voice held. Not for a sentence this time, not for the careful, breath-controlled single phrase I’d managed in the first session. For paragraphs. The pitch sat in the trained register and stayed there, the resonance thinned, the larynx lifted, and the woman speaking was consistent across sentences, across questions, across the shift from rehearsed greetings to unrehearsed responses. The waveform on the screen was a steady band instead of the spiking, crashing graph of three weeks ago.

Then the prompt asked about my childhood, and the voice cracked.

A single syllable: “my.” The possessive, the intimate, the word that came from somewhere deeper than technique. The pitch dropped into my chest for one beat before I caught it and hauled it back up. The waveform showed the crack as a sharp valley, a pothole in the road.

I reset. Ran the passage again. Held through “my” this time, though the effort was visible in my jaw, the muscles straining to keep the register when the content turned personal. Candy had warned me about this: “Stress drops the voice, babes. Emotion drops it harder. When a client asks you something real, your throat wants to go home. Don’t let it.” The training was working. The cracks were narrower, less frequent, contained to moments of emotional load rather than scattered across every sentence. The voice was becoming reliable everywhere except in the places where it cost something to be female.

I shut off the recording system and sat with the silence. Progress. The word was starting to apply to things I hadn’t expected it to.



The advanced oral training session was scheduled for mid-afternoon. Candy was waiting in the training room, pink latex gloves already on, the wall-mounted rack reorganized since my last visit. The suction-cup training aid from my previous session was there, but next to it was a second one: thicker, longer, flesh-colored, with veins molded into the silicone and a slight upward curve.

“Okay, babes. Last time we did basic technique. Today we do depth and angle.” She attached the larger training aid to a suction mount on the wall at kneeling height. “This is the real-client position. On your knees, working from below. Different angle than lying down. Different jaw mechanics. Different everything.”

I knelt on the padded mat. The training room floor was hard beneath the padding, and my knees found the position with a familiarity that my body had learned before my mind consented. Kneeling in the agency had become automatic: kneel for training, kneel for salon procedures, kneel to scrub the third-floor suite floors in the maid uniform. The position was submission compressed into posture, and my body had stopped resisting it the way it had stopped resisting the cage.

The silicone cock was at mouth level. It was bigger than the first one: seven inches, thick enough that my jaw would have to stretch to accommodate it, the upward curve designed to follow the natural angle of the throat.

“Open wider,” Candy said, standing beside me. She’d dropped into instructor mode, the valley-girl cadence replaced by the flat, focused voice of the procedure room. “Relax the throat. Breathe through your nose. There.” She placed a gloved hand on the back of my head, guiding gently. “Deeper. Hold it. Good girl.”

The “good girl” hit my cage like a tuning fork. The bars hummed. The cock inside them, which had been half-swollen since I’d knelt down, strained against the polycarbonate with a sudden, sharp pressure that made me shift on the mat. Between my thighs, a clear droplet formed at the cage’s tip and caught the overhead fluorescents, glistening, the body’s involuntary annotation of the phrase.

I took the silicone deeper. Five inches. The jaw stretched, the ache building in the hinges, and the stretch registered as something uncategorizable: not pain, not pleasure, the territory between them where the body stops categorizing and just experiences. The tip of the training aid pressed the back of my tongue, and I breathed through my nose, and the gag reflex threatened but didn’t fire, and the shaft slid further.

Six inches. My throat opened. The resistance that had stopped me last time, the involuntary clenching, was diminished. Not gone. Diminished. The body was learning. The reflex was being trained out of me one session at a time, and the efficiency of the training, my body adapting to stimuli it should have rejected, was the part that made the cage leak.

“There,” Candy said. “Now hold it and work the tongue. Swirl around the shaft. Suction. Think about creating a seal with your lips and then pulling. Like a vacuum, but sexier.”

I worked the technique. The tongue moved against the silicone, tracing the molded veins, creating suction against the shaft, the jaw aching in a rhythm that synchronized with my breathing. In, hold, suck, swirl, breathe. In, hold, suck, swirl, breathe. The repetition was meditative, mechanical, and underneath the mechanics, something else was happening.

The cage was leaking freely. Pre-cum ran down the bars, along the base ring, pooling in the crease between my thighs where the smooth waxed skin met the panties. I could feel the wetness spreading, soaking through the silk, creating a damp spot on the mat beneath me. My prostate throbbed with each swallow, a sympathetic pulse that connected the throat’s stretch to the deep internal pressure of arousal. The oral service was connected to the prostate. The prostate was connected to the cage. Everything was connected to everything, and the training was teaching my body that servicing a cock, even a silicone one, was wired to pleasure.

Candy coached through the remaining technique: angle adjustments for different positions (“On your back, the curve goes this way; on your knees, the curve goes that way; on your side, you compensate with your jaw”), recovery after gagging (“Breathe, swallow, reset, don’t apologize, keep going”), the use of hands in combination with mouth (“Grip the base when your jaw needs a rest; stroke while you suck the head; never stop all contact at once”).

By the end of the session, I could take seven inches without choking. My throat was raw. My jaw felt like it had been dislocated and reassembled. My lips were swollen from the sustained stretch and suction. The cage was damp, the panties soaked, and the mat beneath my knees had a wet spot the size of a tennis ball.

“Babes.” Candy peeled off her gloves and looked at the mat. Then at me. Her expression was the exact face she made when a sourdough came out of the oven: satisfied, proud, a little bit giddy. “That’s a really good sign. Your body is building the connection between service and pleasure. Like, really building it. That response is premium-tier material, babes.” She paused. “The pre-cum output alone is, like, impressive? Some girls take months to get that response during oral. You’re doing it in week three.”

I knelt on the mat and said nothing. The wet spot was beneath me, evidence of something I didn’t have language for. For thirty minutes, I’d been on my knees practicing cock-worship on silicone, and my body had responded as if the silicone were real: pre-cum flowing, prostate throbbing, cage straining, every indicator of arousal firing at maximum. The body didn’t know the cock was fake. Or, more accurately, the body didn’t care. Real or silicone, the act was what mattered: the kneeling, the opening, the taking. The object was beside the point. The submission was the trigger.

I stayed on my knees longer than the session required. Candy was tidying her supplies, humming a pop song, her blonde ponytail swaying as she moved, the pink scrubs shifting with the easy, practiced choreography of a body she’d spent twelve years customizing. I stared at the wet spot on the mat, the dark stain where my pre-cum had soaked through the panties and pooled on the padding, and I tried to reconcile what I saw with what I believed.

The evidence: I was aroused by oral servitude. My body had been conditioned, in three weeks, to produce a measurable sexual response to the act of kneeling and taking a cock in my throat. The response was involuntary, persistent, and intensifying with each session.

The denial: it was the cage. It was the denial of regular orgasm creating a hair-trigger response to any stimulation. It was the prostate, awakened by the sissygasm, now cross-wiring with every other form of arousal. It was mechanical. It was biological. It was anything but what the wet spot said it was.

I got up. Changed panties in the training room bathroom. The soaked pair went into the salon laundry basket with a familiarity that made me pause: I was doing laundry for soiled panties with automatic efficiency, a practiced routine. I hadn’t been doing it for years. I’d been doing it for three weeks. Three weeks of cage-leaks and training-arousal and morning anguish, and the laundry was as routine as brushing my teeth.



I was already in Candy’s chair when I realized I’d walked to the salon without thinking about it. No decision, no mental note; just the hallway, the stairs, the chair. The routine had absorbed me. She was mid-procedure, the skin cream already warming on my jaw, her pink-gloved fingers working in small circles along my cheekbones, when she paused.

“Your skin, though,” she said, leaning in to examine my face from two inches away. “Like, three weeks on the protocol and it’s doing its thing. The pores are tightening? And your cheekbones are popping. The foundation just sits better now. It’s not fighting your skin anymore.”

“Is that the hormones?”

“Partly. Partly the skin treatments. Partly you just have good material, babes. Margaux saw it the day you walked in. She told me, and I’m quoting, ‘that face is worth the investment.’ And like, she’s not wrong.”

Margaux had said that. About my face. The thought arrived somewhere in the cage, which tightened, and in my chest, which did something I refused to name.

“I don’t want to be gorgeous,” I said.

Candy laughed. The laugh bounced her entire body, the F-cup jiggling, the platinum extensions swaying, the duck-face resting expression stretching into something almost like a normal smile before the filler reasserted itself. “Nobody does until they are,” she said. She went back to the cream, her pink-gloved fingers working it into my jawline with a pressure that had been calibrated over a thousand faces. “And then they can’t believe they ever lived without it. Like, imagine going back to that face you walked in here with. The shaggy hair. The stress acne. The eyebrows that looked like they’d never met a woman who loved them.” She shuddered, an exaggerated full-body shudder that set every augmented curve in motion and sent the platinum swaying. “I literally cannot. That face was a rough draft, babes. We’re writing the final.”

“That was my face,” I said, and the protest sounded weaker than I intended.

“Exactly. And now it’s your better face. Same bones, better software.” She tapped my cheekbone with a gloved finger. “Margaux saw the bones. I’m just handling the software update.”

She wiped her hands and looked at me. Her blue contacts were bright, her lash extensions framing them like starbursts, and her expression was the closest thing to genuine wisdom that her bimbofied face could produce: a warm certainty that she was right, grounded in twelve years of living it rather than thinking about it.

“The blue set looks good on you, by the way,” she said. “I heard Aria borrowed it. Aria borrows everything that isn’t nailed down. But that set was picked for your coloring, not hers. Her undertone is cool. Yours is warm. The blue is yours.” She patted my cheek. “Don’t let her take what’s yours, babes.”

I left the salon with refreshed eyebrows, fuller lashes, and skin that felt different under my fingertips: softer, more responsive, the texture changing in real time from what it had been three weeks ago. The hormones were doing something I wasn’t measuring and Candy was doing something I wasn’t tracking and together they were building a face that, in certain light, from certain angles, was approaching something I didn’t have a word for.

The cage walked with me down the second-floor hallway, its weight between my legs a metronome counting steps I’d stopped counting. The panties were fresh. The lashes were longer. The anger from Aria was still there, banked, smoldering in the same space the cage occupied, because in this agency, everything lived between my legs: the arousal, the anger, the ambition, the slow accumulation of truths the story I told myself was running out of room to hide.

I went back to my room. The blue silk ensemble was hanging in the closet, returned, safe. I ran my fingers over the lace edging and thought about Piper’s words. “Keep wearing it. It suits you.”

The camisole on the nightstand was the silk one I slept in. The closet was organized by color. The makeup bag sat next to the lamp. The plug was in the drawer. The room was less bare than it had been three weeks ago, and the additions weren’t decorations. They were markers. Each one a notch in a transformation I was cataloguing without admitting I was watching it happen.

I sat on the bed. The cage pressed against the panties. The anger had condensed into something quieter now, something that shared territory with the competitiveness I’d discovered during the deportment lessons: the need to do it well, to walk better than yesterday, to take the training aid deeper than last session, to answer the phone in a voice that didn’t crack. Aria’s theft hadn’t crushed me. It had activated something. I cared about my performance at the agency. I cared about the blue silk. I cared about the Companion bookings I’d lost, not because of the money, but because being good at this meant something to me.

When did this start mattering?

The plug was in the drawer. The blue silk was safe in the closet. The anger was still there, and its new shape looked less like fury and more like fuel.


Chapter 12: Nataly

Margaux’s office smelled like sandalwood and the faint, papery scent of old money. Not literal old money. The money at Devereaux & Associates was transactional, freshly moved, constantly cycling through debt balances and booking fees. But the office smelled like money that had been aged, inherited, the kind that didn’t announce itself because it didn’t have to. The sandalwood candle on the credenza had been burning long enough to melt into an irregular shape, the wick off-center, the flame steady. The bookshelves held volumes I’d never seen her touch: French literature, art history, legal reference. The desk was mahogany, wide enough to land a small aircraft, and behind it sat Margaux.

She was reading. The reading glasses were on: thin silver frames, positioned low on the bridge of her nose so that her dark eyes, nearly black in the office’s warm light, looked over them rather than through them. Her silver-streaked dark hair was swept back, pinned at the nape with something invisible. The tailored black blazer sat on her shoulders like armor designed by someone who understood that real power was in the cut, not the color. Beneath the blazer, a silk blouse, buttoned to the throat, the C-cup shape visible as a restrained curve under the fabric. Pencil skirt, black stockings, pointed-toe stilettos positioned beneath the desk, barely visible unless you looked. I looked.

“Sit,” she said, without looking up.

I sat. The chair across from her desk was leather, high-backed, a chair designed to make the person sitting in it feel simultaneously important and subordinate. It achieved both. My skirt rode up when I sat, and I tugged it down, a gesture that had become automatic: check the hem, check the cage outline, ensure the visual read was “woman in a chair” rather than “something else in a chair.” The cage pressed against the leather through my panties. Margaux still hadn’t looked up.

She turned a page. Then another. The silence was constructed. Margaux’s silences were always constructed; they were the verbal equivalent of the reading glasses, a tool she wielded to establish that her time was more important than your anxiety. I sat in the silence and listened to the clock on the wall and the faint ambient sound of the brownstone: Candy’s salon playing pop music one floor up, the distant click of heels somewhere in the building, the low hum of the climate control system that kept the air precisely temperature-regulated.

Margaux set down the document she’d been reading. She removed her reading glasses. She held them in one hand, the earpiece resting between two fingers, and looked at me.

By now I knew what the gesture meant. The glasses came off. Everything else fell away.

“I’ve been reviewing your progress,” she said.

Her voice was low, measured, the French accent hovering beneath the English like a current beneath ice. She spoke as if time were a resource she could requisition at will and had requisitioned enough for this conversation. She didn’t need to rush. She never did.

“Deportment has improved. Your walk is passable. Your posture needs work in sitting positions, but it’s adequate for Companion presentations. Makeup skills: you can do your own face for day presentations. Evening and client work still requires Candy’s involvement, but that’s standard at this stage.”

She paused. I waited.

“Voice exercises: you can hold the trained register for full conversations without breaks. The pitch occasionally drops under stress, but the recovery time is within acceptable range. Maid duties: competent. No client complaints during Tier Zero service. The phone work is acceptable.”

She picked up a folder from the desk and opened it. Inside, I recognized Sienna’s photos: printouts, glossy, the black cocktail dress, the lighting, the expression that was halfway between uncertain and present. Margaux looked at the photos as she looked at everything: with the detached assessment of someone evaluating an investment.

“Sienna’s promo session. The results are strong. Your face photographs well. The wig works for now; your natural hair will be sufficient within a month at current growth rate.” She closed the folder. “You’re approaching the threshold for Tier One.”

The threshold. The word had a physical weight. Tier One was Companion: non-sexual bookings, public appearances, galas and dinners where I’d be the woman on someone’s arm. It was also the first tier that earned money against the debt. $200 to $400 per booking. At $80,000, the math was slow, but it was math that moved in the right direction.

“Companion-tier bookings require a working name,” Margaux said.

The sentence landed in the room like a stone dropped into water. I felt the ripples before I understood what they were.

“You’ll introduce yourself by this name to clients. You’ll be addressed by it within the agency by staff and by your peers. It will appear on your booking profiles, your promotional materials, and your internal records.”

She reached for a pen. Black, thin, expensive, a pen whose brand lived in the weight and the balance and the nib’s exactness rather than on any visible label. She opened my contract, the document I’d signed weeks ago in this same chair with shaking hands and the specific desperation of someone who couldn’t afford to say no. The contract was thick, multi-page, flagged with colored tabs. She turned to a page near the front, the page with my personal information, where “Nathan Grant” was typed in clean black font.

She drew a single line through “Nathan.” The pen moved with practiced certainty: a straight, unhesitating stroke through the letters of my name. Not a violent crossing-out. Not an angry scratch. A clean line, precise, surgical.

Above the crossed-out name, she wrote in her handwriting, in black ink, in letters that were neat and slightly angular and unmistakably French in their construction:

Nataly

She set down the pen. She looked at me over the desk. No reading glasses. No folder. No document between us. Just her eyes, dark and steady, and the contract with my new name drying in ink that was still fresh.

“That’s who you are when you walk out of this office,” she said. “That’s who clients see. That’s who Candy will call you. That’s who you answer to.”

The words were a directive, stripped of every softening gesture: no request, no suggestion, no invitation to discuss. Margaux didn’t discuss; she decided. And the decision was the name on the contract, and the name on the contract was Nataly, and Nataly was the person I was becoming whether or not the person I’d been had agreed to it.

I sat in the chair and felt the cage shift under my skirt. The leather creaked. The clock ticked. The name sat in the air between us, and I tried to hold it at arm’s length, to examine it the way I’d examine a painting I hadn’t decided to buy: with interest, with skepticism, with the option of walking away.

But the option wasn’t there. The name was written. The name was on the contract. The name was mine in the same way the cage was mine, in the same way the camisole was mine, in the same way the smooth skin and the shaped eyebrows and the voice that held a feminine pitch for full conversations were mine: by assignment, by contract, by a process that had been happening to me and through me and, in the quiet hours I wouldn’t examine, because of me.

“Any questions?” Margaux asked.

A formality. She knew I didn’t have questions, or rather, she knew I had hundreds of questions and wouldn’t ask any of them in this office, in this chair, under her gaze. The questions would come later, in the dark, in the bed, with the cage pressing against the silk and the name repeating in my head like a frequency I couldn’t tune out.

“No,” I said.

“Good.” The glasses went back on. She was reading again before I stood up, and the dismissal was in the gesture, not in a word: she was done with me, and the name was done with me, and I was Nataly now, and the office door was behind me, and I walked through it on three-inch heels that clicked on the hardwood with a sound that was becoming mine.



Candy was waiting in the hallway. She’d been hovering, I realized; she’d known what was happening in that office before I’d been called in. Her face was the face she wore when something she’d been anticipating finally arrived: eyes wide, mouth open in a permanent-pout smile, her entire body leaning forward as if physical proximity to the moment would make it more real.

“Oh my GOD. Nataly!” She clapped her hands together, the long glittery acrylic nails clicking like tiny pink castanets. “Love it! Oh my god, it’s so you! Nataly. Na-ta-ly.” She said it three times, tasting each syllable, the valley-girl cadence turning the name into something bright and bubbly, a balloon she was inflating with sheer enthusiasm. “It’s perfect. Margaux always picks the best names. She has this thing, like, she looks at you and she just knows? It’s a gift.”

I flinched at the name. The flinch was involuntary, a full-body micro-spasm that started in my shoulders and traveled down through my arms to my fingers. The name was a sound that belonged to someone else, and hearing it applied to me, to the body I was standing in, landed with the same dissonance as hearing a wrong note in a familiar song.

I didn’t correct her. The correction would have required me to say “my name is Nathan,” and the sentence, which three weeks ago would have been reflexive, now felt like a lie I’d have to commit to. Not because Nathan wasn’t my name. Because Nathan was a name that belonged to a person who wore hoodies and ate ramen and slept in pajama pants, and that person was standing in a brownstone hallway in a pencil skirt and kitten heels with a caged cock and freshly shaped eyebrows and a voice that held a feminine register for full conversations. Nathan was a label on a container that no longer held what the label described.

“Come on,” Candy said, linking her arm through mine. Her F-cup breasts pressed against my arm, warm, heavy, the absurd physical reality of her bimbo body a perpetual reminder of how far feminization could go. “We have to tell everyone. Sienna! Sienna, come here, she has a name!”



The name took hold over the next several days with the efficiency of something that had been waiting for its moment.

The other sissies adopted it immediately. In the staff kitchen, Piper said it once, softly, as if testing the weight: “Nataly.” The way she said it was different from Candy’s balloon-pop enthusiasm. Piper said it with the tone reserved for places you’d visited and remembered fondly: recognition, quiet respect. She nodded at me over her wine glass and didn’t add anything else. The nod was enough.

Sienna used it during a casual hallway encounter the next day. “Hey, Nataly. Margaux wants the promo shots updated for the Companion portfolio. Can you come down to the studio Thursday?” The way Sienna said it was the most normal: no emphasis, no ceremony, no awareness that the name was new. She said “Nataly” the way she’d say any name, and the normalcy of it, the unremarkable way it sat in her sentence, made it more real than Candy’s celebration or Piper’s respectful nod.

Aria said it like she was tasting something sour. “Nataly.” A slight curl of the lip, the platinum hair catching the hallway light, the ice-blue eyes narrowing by a fraction. She said it at the morning meeting, leaning over to whisper during Margaux’s agenda review: “So, Nataly. Cute name. Very escort-chic. Did Margaux let you pick, or is it one of her presets?” The insult was in the “presets”: the implication that I was standard-issue, interchangeable, one of a production line of sissies who’d all been named by the same hand. I didn’t respond. Aria’s insults landed differently now; since the pushback in my head, since the anger over the blue silk, since the fuel that had replaced the fury, her words hit the surface and slid off. Not completely. But more than before. The name was mine. Aria’s opinion of the name was Aria’s problem.

Margaux used it at morning meetings. “Nataly, your balance is seventy-eight thousand. You have a Companion evaluation this week. Prepare accordingly.” The debt number was routine. The name was new. Margaux said “Nataly” with the same unhurried, toneless voice she used for everything, and somehow the absence of emphasis made it matter more. She didn’t make the name special. She made it ordinary. And ordinary, in this context, meant real.

The small moments accumulated. The receptionist at the front desk, who greeted me by name when I passed through.

The delivery person who brought supplies to the brownstone on a Tuesday afternoon. He stood at the front door with a clipboard and two boxes and the bored expression of someone who’d been carrying things to buildings all day. “Sign here, please?” I took the clipboard. The pen was one of those cheap ballpoints with a chewed cap, and I signed without thinking, the way you sign for anything: automatically, the hand doing what the hand does. I handed the clipboard back. He left. I closed the door. And then I looked at my hand, which was still holding the pen, and I thought about what I’d just written.

I’d signed “Nataly.” Not “Nathan Grant.” Not my legal name, not the signature I’d been writing since I was old enough to have one. I’d written “Nataly” in a cursive that was angular, slightly French, the downstroke on the “N” a sharp descender that looked nothing like my own handwriting and everything like the handwriting I’d watched cross out a name and write another one above it. I’d unconsciously mimicked Margaux’s cursive. Her handwriting had become mine, or my hand had reached for hers without asking, the way my voice reached for the trained register without asking, the way my legs crossed at the knee without asking. The pen in my hand. The name on the clipboard. The delivery person walking away, oblivious, having just witnessed a person use someone else’s identity to sign for two boxes of cleaning supplies.

I put the pen on the reception desk. My hand was shaking. Not from fear. From recognition.

The way the name sounded in the staff kitchen, over breakfast, when Candy said “Nataly, can you pass the jam?” and I passed the jam and didn’t notice the name until I was already reaching. The way the name appeared on the duty roster outside Margaux’s office, typed in the same font as everyone else’s, slotted into the day’s assignments: “Nataly: maid duties, salon, voice training.” My name on a schedule. My name in a system. My name in a building that had been calling me Nathan for four weeks and had switched, overnight, with the frictionless efficiency of an institution that knew how to rename things.

The first three days were the hardest. The name felt like a costume, like the cocktail dress hanging in my closet: something I put on for certain purposes and took off when I was alone. In the mirror, applying morning makeup, I’d think “Nathan” and then hear Candy’s voice in my head saying “Nataly” and the two sounds would collide, creating a dissonance that the foundation couldn’t cover and the mascara couldn’t mask.

By day four, the costume analogy was failing. Costumes required conscious effort to maintain. The name was requiring effort to resist. I caught myself responding to “Nataly” before the hesitation kicked in: someone would say it, and my body would orient toward the sound, turning toward the speaker with the automatic response of someone hearing their own name. The hesitation came after, the mental correction, the internal asterisk: that’s not your name, that’s a working title, that’s a contract designation.

By day six, the asterisk was getting smaller.

The morning meeting. Margaux reading the agenda. “Nataly.” My head turned. No hesitation. No asterisk. The sound and the response were fused, the way “Nathan” had been fused for twenty years: a stimulus-response loop so fundamental that it bypassed cognition entirely. Someone said my name and I looked up.

My name. The possessive pronoun attached itself before I could stop it.



The nights were worse. Or better. Depending on who was narrating.

I lay in bed, the silk camisole against my chest (the camisole that had been Candy’s gift, then my default sleepwear, and was now simply what I wore to bed; the transitions had been so gradual that each stage felt like it had always been the current one). The cage pressed warm against my thighs, its weight familiar, the bars pressing against flesh that was, as always, in some state of arousal. The arousal was baseline now: a low-frequency hum that never fully resolved, never fully went away, the permanent background radiation of a body that was denied release and compensated by staying perpetually on the edge.

The room was dark. The nightstand held the lamp, the phone charger, the lip balm, the makeup bag. The closet was organized by color. The drawer beneath the nightstand held the plug. The room was a woman’s room. Not a dramatic declaration; not a boudoir or a pink palace. A simple room that a simple woman inhabited, with the small accumulations of a life in progress: products, clothes, a routine. If you walked in without context, you’d see a woman’s bedroom. The cage in the drawer and the hormone schedule on the wall calendar were the only dissonant notes, and even they were less dissonant than they’d been three weeks ago.

I stared at the ceiling and thought: Nataly has a salon appointment tomorrow.

The thought arrived naturally. Like a fish breaking the surface of still water: smooth, effortless, undisturbed. Nataly has a salon appointment. Nataly needs to be in Candy’s chair at ten. Nataly should review the Companion evaluation criteria before Thursday.

Then I caught it.

The name came first. Not Nathan. Not “I.” Nataly. The name Margaux had written on the contract four days ago had infiltrated my internal monologue without announcement, without invitation, without the cognitive process that usually accompanied identity references. I hadn’t thought “I have a salon appointment” and then translated it to “Nataly.” I’d thought “Nataly” directly, as if the name were the default, as if the name were the identity that the brain reached for first when organizing the next day’s schedule.

I lay in the dark and replayed the thought three times, the same compulsive loop as understanding a sentence in a foreign language before you’ve translated it: the understanding came first, the analysis came after, and the analysis was less interesting than the understanding because the understanding was fluent and the analysis was mechanical.

Nataly has a salon appointment.

The cage pressed against the panties. The silk camisole lay against a chest that was, I noticed, tender. Not painful. The tenderness was different from the nipple sensitivity I’d felt after the waxing. This was deeper, a fullness under the skin, a softness where there had been flat firmness. The hormones were doing something beneath the surface that I hadn’t measured and Candy hadn’t announced. Breast buds. The beginning of breast development. The word arrived from Candy’s clinical vocabulary, from a conversation I’d overheard her having with Piper about maintenance schedules, and the word applied to my body, to the tenderness under the camisole’s silk, to the slight swelling that the training bras were beginning to acknowledge with their adjusted fit.

I touched my chest through the camisole. Gently, with my fingertips, confirming something was real. The skin was smooth (the waxing), the hormones had been doing their work, and beneath the skin, something was forming. Small. Invisible. But there. Buds. The beginning of breasts that would, eventually, be measured by Candy during a routine salon session and noted on a chart and not announced to me because the announcement wasn’t Candy’s style; the arrival was.

The touch sent a ripple through my chest to the cage. The tenderness was connected to arousal in a way that was new: the buds were sensitive, and the sensitivity was erotic, and the erotic was channeled through the cage, which pressed against the panties with its constant, low-grade pressure.

I pulled my hand away. The ceiling stared back.

Nataly has a salon appointment tomorrow. Nataly has breast buds forming under a silk camisole. Nataly lies in a dark room with a cage between her legs and thinks about herself in the third person because the first person hasn’t caught up yet.

The name was mine. The body was mine. The room was mine. The denial was still there, structural, load-bearing, the framework that held together the narrative I’d been telling myself since I signed the contract. But the framework was developing hairline fractures, and the fractures were named things: the sissygasm’s silence, the blue silk’s proprietary anger, the “miss” at the morning meeting that now said “Nataly” and my head that turned without hesitation.

The dark did what it always did: held me still while the thoughts moved. The name was in the room now, not just on the contract, not just in the hallway. In the air. In the ceiling. In the way my own mind had formed the syllables before I could catch them.

The lamp stayed off. The salon appointment was at ten. I’d be there.

Nataly would be there.

I would be there.

The pronouns converged in the dark. The wall I’d built between the name and the person cracked, quiet and interior, a fracture line running from the pen stroke to the pillow, and the name found the person it belonged to, and the person didn’t move away fast enough to pretend it hadn’t.


Chapter 13: Ready

Margaux’s announcement at the morning meeting was three sentences long.

“Nataly is cleared for Tier One Companion. Non-sexual bookings: dinner dates, galas, corporate events. You’ll pass as female in public. That is the only requirement. Do not embarrass the agency.”

She said it between Aria’s booking schedule and Candy’s supply requisition, sandwiched into the agenda with the same level delivery she used for debt balances and dress code reminders. No ceremony. No congratulations. No acknowledgment that the words “cleared for Tier One” represented weeks of training, hundreds of repetitions in heels, dozens of salon hours, a sissygasm, a naming, and the slow disassembly of a person who’d walked through the front door six weeks ago in a hoodie.

The other sissies’ reactions were a spectrum. Candy squealed from her chair, the sound traveling through the meeting room at a pitch that could have shattered crystal. “Yay! Babes! I knew it!” Piper gave a small nod, the freckles on her nose catching the overhead light, and the nod was the Piper equivalent of a standing ovation. Aria said nothing. Her ice-blue eyes flicked to me and away in a motion so fast it registered as a blink. The platinum hair didn’t move. The D-cup chest, displayed in a fitted emerald dress, rose and fell with a single breath that could have meant anything.

“Nataly, stay after,” Margaux added, and the meeting ended.

The others filed out. Candy squeezed my arm on the way past (the arm-squeeze was becoming Candy’s signature goodbye; hers was a forearm squeeze with pink acrylic nails and the scent of coconut). Piper gave me a glance that was a full sentence compressed into a quarter-second of eye contact: good luck. Aria swept out without looking at me, the emerald dress moving with her in a way that suggested the dress had opinions about its own elegance and agreed with all of them.

I stayed. Margaux closed her folder, removed her reading glasses, and looked at me with the full-attention gaze that meant she was about to deliver something weighted.

“Your first Companion booking is a charity gala this Friday. Black-tie.” She paused to let the words settle. Black-tie meant gowns and suits and the specific kind of social environment where appearance was not an accessory but a requirement, where every person in the room had been assembled with professional care and the standard was invisible perfection. “The client is a commercial real estate executive who needs a date for an industry function. He has booked with us before. He is discreet, professional, and undemanding. Your role is to be present, appropriate, and unremarkable. You will make conversation when spoken to, smile when the context calls for it, and give no one any reason to look twice.”

She paused. The pause was a space she left for me to fill, and I didn’t fill it, because the space was shaped like a question I wasn’t ready to ask.

“Candy will prepare you. Sienna will take pre-event photos for the portfolio. Go.”

I went.



Preparation day was six hours in Candy’s salon.

Candy approached it with the systematic intensity of an engineer building a bridge: structural assessment first, then materials, then assembly. She started with the face.

“Okay. This is the real deal, babes. Companion-level presentation. Not the promo shoot, not a morning meeting, not a hallway walk-by. This is hours under gala lighting with strangers who are going to stand close enough to see pore texture. We need bulletproof.”

She cleaned my skin with a double cleanser, then applied primer with a flat silicone sponge, pressing it into the skin in dabbing motions that she narrated with practiced fluency: “Primer fills the micro-texture. Gives the foundation something to grip. Most girls skip this step and then wonder why they look cakey by hour three.” The primer was cool, silky, and disappeared into my skin within seconds.

Foundation: matched to my neck, not my face, because “the face lies and the neck tells the truth.” She applied it with a damp beauty sponge, building in thin layers, each one blended until invisible. The coverage was medium: enough to even the skin tone, not enough to look like a mask. Concealer on the under-eyes (she tapped it in with her ring finger, the pressure light enough that I barely felt it), and on a faint remnant of jawline acne that the hormones hadn’t fully resolved.

“Contour,” she said, selecting a tapered brush and a powder two shades darker than the foundation. “This is the architecture, babes. This is where we take your face from ‘nice’ to ‘hers.’” She swept the brush beneath my cheekbones, along the jawline, down the sides of my nose. Each stroke narrowed, softened, reshaped. The jawline, which had been narrow but male, became narrow and ambiguous. The cheekbones, already good, became prominent in a way that read as feminine rather than angular. The nose, small to begin with, virtually disappeared into the center of the face.

Blush. Highlight. A champagne shimmer on the brow bone and the cupid’s bow and the bridge of the nose, applied with a fan brush so light it felt like a suggestion.

Eyes took thirty minutes. Shadow: a warm neutral palette, champagne on the lid, soft taupe in the crease, a smudge of dark brown along the lash line. Liner: thin, precise, a subtle wing at the outer corner that lifted my eyes from “nice” to “intentional.” Mascara: two coats, the wand working through the lash extensions that Candy had applied that morning, pulling each lash into a curl. False lashes: individual clusters, applied to the outer corners only, blending with the extensions to create a fullness that was dramatic without being theatrical.

“Lip liner,” Candy said, selecting a nude pencil. She outlined my lips with tiny strokes, slightly outside the natural lip line (“Creates the illusion of fullness without filler; we’ll do filler later if you want, but for now this is your friend”), then filled with a lipstick one shade deeper, and sealed with a clear gloss that caught the light.

“Face: done.” She stepped back and assessed. Her focused voice softened into the valley-girl cadence that meant she was pleased. “Like. Babes. Oh my god.”

I looked in the mirror. The face was mine and not mine simultaneously. The bone structure was the same; the contouring had worked with it, not against it. The eyes were larger, warmer, framed by the lashes and the shadow palette. The lips were soft, defined. The skin was flawless in a way that looked natural, not painted. The overall impression was: a young woman with good features and makeup skill, a face you’d see at a gala and think nothing about except “she looks nice.” Not stunning. Not dramatic. Not the surgical precision of Aria or the pink excess of Candy. Just: a woman who had gotten ready for an event and done a good job of it.

The cage twitched. Once. I ignored it.

Hair next. My natural hair had grown past my ears, the light brown strands starting to wave at the ends. Candy fitted the wig, same as the photo shoot: matched to my natural color with honey highlights, falling past my shoulders. She styled it with a curling wand, creating waves that moved when I moved and settled when I stopped. The blend at the hairline was invisible; the adhesive held without visible edges.

“Now the dress.”

The agency wardrobe suite was adjacent to the salon, a room lined with racks of clothing organized by tier, occasion, and color. Sienna was already there, leaning against the far wall with her Leica around her neck and a coffee in her hand. “Wanted to see the final product,” she said. “Professional interest.”

Candy pulled a black cocktail dress from the Companion section. Sienna tilted her head, appraising the silhouette on the hanger. “That one. The neckline works with her jaw.” It was different from the photo shoot dress: simpler, more elegant, with a higher neckline that sat just below the collarbones, cap sleeves, and a silhouette that was fitted through the bodice and A-line from the waist. The fabric had weight to it, structured material that moved deliberately rather than flirtatiously. A dress for a woman who wanted to be present without being the center.

I stepped into it. Candy zipped the back, and the dress settled onto my body with a rightness that felt purposeful rather than accidental. The bodice held my narrow torso and created the suggestion of a waist; the A-line skirt fell to just above the knee, covering the cage completely while still showing leg. The fabric was opaque enough that the cage’s outline, even at its most strained, would be invisible.

“Heels.”

Three-inch pointed-toe pumps, black, with a thin ankle strap. I buckled them and stood. My center of gravity shifted to the balls of my feet, the posture change automatic now: spine straight, shoulders back, hips tilted forward, a stance that weeks of heel-walking had made automatic.

“Stockings. Jewelry. Perfume.”

Black stockings, sheer, with a seam up the back that required careful alignment (Candy aligned them, her pink-gloved fingers running up my calves with the automatic touch of a thousand previous dressings). Pearl stud earrings, clip-on. A thin gold chain necklace that rested just above the dress’s neckline. A mist of perfume: light, floral, the same scent from the photo shoot. The scent had become familiar. I’d started wearing it to morning meetings. I hadn’t acknowledged this.

“Done.” Candy stepped back. She clasped her hands in front of her chest, the acrylic nails clicking, her permanent-pout mouth forming a smile that pushed against the filler and won. “Go look. Full length. Take a minute.”

Candy walked around me once, adjusting: a pin at the waist where the fabric needed tightening, a tug at the hem to ensure it fell evenly, a finger running along the neckline to check the lay against my collarbones. Her pink-gloved hands worked with the efficiency of a costumer backstage at a theater, except the costume was me and the theater was a hotel ballroom and the audience was a room full of strangers who would decide, in the first three seconds of looking, whether the woman in the black dress belonged there.

“Heels feel okay? Not too high?”

“They feel like heels.”

“Good answer. You’re past the point where heels feel like heels and into the point where heels feel like shoes that happen to be tall. That’s the goal.” She stepped back. Assessed. Tilted her head. The platinum extensions cascaded over one shoulder, and her whole silhouette shifted with the motion, the pink scrubs doing their best against proportions they were never designed to contain. “You’re ready. Like, genuinely ready. Not ‘passable’ ready. Not ‘if the lighting is kind’ ready. Ready ready.”

The distinction mattered. “Passable” was the word Margaux used for the minimum threshold: a presentation that could survive casual inspection without provoking suspicion. “Ready” was what came after: a presentation that didn’t require inspection, that didn’t prompt the question, that existed below the threshold of doubt entirely. “Ready” meant invisible. “Ready” meant the stranger at the bar who called me “miss” wouldn’t do so because the lighting was kind. He’d do so because the alternative didn’t occur to him.

“One more thing.” Candy pulled a small compact from her scrubs pocket. “Emergency kit. Powder, blotting papers, lip gloss, a mini mascara. Fits in any clutch. Every girl carries one. Non-negotiable.” She pressed it into my hand. The compact was warm from her pocket. The weight of it was the weight of a professional tool, a field kit for maintaining the illusion under conditions that the salon couldn’t control.

I took it. Slipped it into the clutch that was already waiting on the salon counter: small, black, a closure that clicked. The clutch held the compact, a phone, the agency credit card for emergencies, and a small packet of tissues. The kit was complete. The woman was assembled. The performance was about to begin.

Except it wasn’t a performance anymore. Not entirely. The performance had been the first week, when every gesture was conscious and every step in heels was a calculation and every application of mascara required Candy’s supervision. What I was doing now was closer to: inhabited. I was wearing this body, these clothes, this face, the way you wear something that fits. Without comfort, without ease, but with a familiarity that had replaced the foreignness, a familiarity like a new apartment after the first month: not yet home, but recognizably where your things live.

I walked to the mirror at the end of the suite. The heels clicked on the hardwood. The dress moved with me, the A-line skirt swaying, the stockings whispering against each other. I stopped in front of the mirror and looked.

The woman in the mirror was real.

Not “passing.” Not “convincing.” Not “adequate,” which was the highest compliment in Margaux’s vocabulary. Real. A young woman in a black cocktail dress and heels and tasteful jewelry, with light brown hair in waves and a face that was made up for an event and eyes that were hazel-green and wide and looking back at me with an expression that was: scared. No. Not scared. Vertigo. The specific dizziness of standing at an edge and looking down and realizing the ground is not where you expected it to be.

The woman in the mirror was me. Nataly. Not a costume, not a performance, not Nathan-in-drag. The name fit the image the way the dress fit the body: not perfectly, not dramatically, but with a rightness that was more about alignment than aesthetics. This face belonged to this name. This body belonged to this dress. This person was going to walk into a gala in four hours and no one would question her right to be there.

My stomach dropped. The vertigo expanded, and beneath it, below the dizziness, the cage responded.

The arousal was triggered by the mirror. Not by touch, not by friction, not by the physical mechanics that had caused every previous cage-strain since the device was installed. This was the image itself doing the work: the completeness of the woman in the glass, the fact that the woman was Nataly, the fact that Nataly was me, and the identity was coherent for the first time since I’d arrived. The contrast was what made it electric. From the collarbones up: a woman, assembled, real. Beneath the dress, hidden, secret: the cage, the locked cock, the hardware that contradicted the software. The assembled woman and the caged boy coexisting in the same frame, and the coexistence was what the arousal was about. Not the bars. Not the pressure. The meaning. The wet warmth building between my legs was the body’s response to its own coherence, and coherence, it turned out, was erotic.

I turned away from the mirror. The vertigo lingered. The cage ached.



Back in my room, I didn’t change out of the full look. Not yet. There were still two hours before the car to the gala, and I should have changed into something casual to save the dress, to rest my feet, to decompress before the booking.

I didn’t.

I stood in front of my bedroom mirror. Not the full-length salon mirror; the small one mounted above the dresser, the one that showed me from the waist up. I looked at the face. The makeup. The hair. The dress’s neckline sitting below the collarbones.

The cage was throbbing. I could feel it through the dress, through the stockings, through the panties. The arousal hadn’t subsided since the full-length mirror. It had dropped into that baseline hum I’d become accustomed to, the constant low-frequency denial that was my body’s default state, but it was louder now, more insistent, the hum amplified by the image in the mirror and by the awareness that the image was mine.

I lifted the hem of the dress. Slowly. The skirt rose past my knees, revealing the stocking tops, the garter clips biting into the smooth waxed skin above the nylon, and then higher, the bare strip of thigh between stocking and panty, the skin so smooth from weeks of waxing and hormones that the light from the bedside lamp caught it like polished marble. And there: the cage. Visible through black lace panties, the pink polycarbonate pressing against the delicate fabric, the shape unmistakable if you knew what you were looking at. The bars indented the lace, the cage’s outline printed in the material like a pattern that hadn’t been designed in. A bead of pre-cum glistened at the tip, caught between two bars, refracting the lamplight into a tiny prism. As I watched, the bead swelled, broke free, and tracked slowly down the curve of the cage, leaving a wet trail along the polycarbonate before soaking into the lace.

The contrast was the thing that made my breath catch. From the waist up: a woman. Dressed for a gala. Makeup flawless. Hair in waves. Collarbones catching the light above the dress’s neckline. The visual read was complete, unambiguous, female. From the waist down, beneath the dress: a locked cock, swollen against the bars of a pink cage, leaking pre-cum into black lace panties that were already darkening at the crotch with the evidence of arousal. The two images existed simultaneously, one visible to the world and one visible only to me, and the coexistence was electric. The in-between. The secret hardware beneath the software. The body that was both and neither and mine.

The wetness was spreading through the lace, the panties turning translucent where the fluid saturated them, the pink cage showing through the soaked material. Dampness tracked along my inner thighs, warm and slick. The cage was drooling. My body was responding to its own image with the kind of sustained arousal that the training room had drawn from me, except the training room had involved a plug and Candy’s clinical hands and a silicone cock. This was a mirror. This was me, dressed for a gala, with a caged cock weeping through lace.

I pressed my palm against the cage through the panties. The gesture was automatic, the body reaching for the only available pressure, and what made it different from the training room or the morning denials was what I was looking at while I did it. The mirror. The woman in the cocktail dress with one hand disappearing beneath the hiked-up hem. I was watching myself touch myself, and the watching was half the arousal, the closed loop of image feeding sensation feeding image, the woman in the glass and the woman in the room doing the same thing simultaneously and the simultaneity proving that they were the same person.

The prostate responded. A deep, interior pulse that the mirror made worse because the mirror showed me what the pulse looked like from the outside: the slight softening of the eyes, the parting of the lips, the flush spreading down the neck toward the dress’s neckline. I was watching Nataly get turned on, and Nataly was me, and the distance between those two facts was collapsing.

My hips rocked. Once. Twice. The pressure from the palm combined with the rocking motion to create a rhythm that worked the prostate from outside, the cage serving as an intermediary between my hand and the spot inside where the pleasure lived. I was standing in a cocktail dress and heels, looking at myself in a bedroom mirror, pressing a caged cock against my prostate through wet lace panties, and the sight of myself doing this, the image of a woman touching herself through her dress, one hand buried under the hiked-up hem, legs slightly apart in stockings and heels, was part of the arousal, feeding back into the loop. The mirror showed a woman in a cocktail dress with one hand between her thighs. The woman was flushed. The woman’s chest was rising and falling with quickened breath. The woman’s eyes were half-closed. The woman was me.

A shiver ran through me, starting at the prostate and radiating outward through my pelvis, up my spine, tingling in my nipples where the breast buds pressed against the dress’s bodice. The prostate pulsed harder. The cage leaked a thin, continuous stream of pre-cum that ran down the bars, along the base ring, and soaked into the panties in a spreading stain. The lace was ruined. The fluid was warm against my inner thighs, tracking down toward the stocking tops, and I could feel it, each thin rivulet mapping a line on smooth skin that the waxing had left hypersensitive.

My hips rocked a third time, harder, grinding the cage into my palm, and the prostate sent a spike of pleasure through me that made my knees soften. The spike was the warning. One more rock and the spike would become a wave, and the wave would become the building pressure that led to either a cage-leak orgasm or, if the prostate was in the mood to cooperate, something bigger. I was standing in a cocktail dress two hours before a gala, grinding a caged cock against my own hand, and the orgasm was right there, close enough to taste, the prostate humming with the potential.

I stopped. Pulled my hand away. Let the dress fall. The hem brushed my knees, concealing everything: the soaked panties, the dripping cage, the wet stocking tops, all of it. My hand was slick with pre-cum. I wiped it on the inside of the dress’s lining and then stopped, horrified at how automatic the gesture had been, how absent the thought.

Two hours. A gala. A client. A room full of strangers who would call me “miss” without knowing the word would make a locked cock throb under black lace. I could not show up with pre-cum running down my stockings.

Fresh panties. The soaked pair joined the growing collection in the laundry pile. I wiped down, checked the stockings for damage. The left one had a faint damp spot at the top. Invisible under the dress. Barely.

The closet was organized by color, and I noticed, standing in front of it in heels and makeup and a cocktail dress with fresh panties and a cage that was still half-swollen from what I’d just done, that the organization had expanded since I’d last consciously looked: a new row of scarves I didn’t remember acquiring, the shoes paired on the closet floor with the toes pointing the same direction, a small shelf of accessories that included the pearl studs I was wearing and three other pairs of earrings and a bracelet that might have been a gift from Candy or might have simply materialized, like everything else in this room: gradually, without announcement, without my permission but with my participation.

A woman’s closet. A woman’s room. And the person standing in it was going to a gala, with pre-cum drying on her inner thighs and a prostate still pulsing with the ghost of what she’d almost let happen.

I closed the closet door and sat on the bed, careful not to wrinkle the dress. Even the innocent pressure of sitting sent a ripple of sensation through the prostate. The perfume was light in my own nostrils, already part of my sensory landscape rather than an addition to it.

Two hours. Then the car. Then the gala. Then a room full of strangers who would call me “miss” without knowing what the word did to the body beneath the dress.

I breathed. Applied lip gloss. Checked the makeup. The woman in the mirror looked composed. Calm. Ready.

The arousal was still there, pressed flat beneath the composure, a current running under a calm surface. But the cage was invisible under the dress, and invisibility was the entire job.


Chapter 14: The Gala

A black sedan with tinted windows. The driver called me “miss” when he opened the door. That was the first one. I almost stopped walking. The word hung in the evening air, casual, reflexive, a sound the driver made because the person he was holding the door for looked like a woman, and looking like a woman was sufficient evidence for “miss.”

I got in the car. The dress settled around my legs. The heels found the foot well. The seatbelt crossed my chest, pressing against the bodice, and I felt the strap graze the tender spot beneath the camisole line where the breast buds were forming. The sensation was small, intimate, a reminder that the body inside the dress was changing in ways the dress couldn’t display and the driver couldn’t see.

My hands were shaking. I pressed them flat against my thighs, the stockings smooth under my palms, and waited for the tremor to pass. It didn’t pass. It relocated, moving from my hands to my chest to my stomach, a full-body vibration that wasn’t anxiety exactly but wasn’t not anxiety. It was the physical expression of a question I’d been avoiding: what happens when I walk into a room and no one knows?

The car moved through the city. Downtown streets, the brownstone’s upscale district giving way to the hotel district. Lights sliding past the tinted windows. My reflection caught in the glass: a young woman in a black cocktail dress, makeup done, hair in waves, an expression that could have been poise if you squinted.

I opened the compact from my clutch (the clutch was small, black, borrowed from the agency wardrobe) and checked the makeup. Foundation holding. Concealer intact. Lip gloss slightly faded from pressing my lips together in the meeting room. I reapplied. The gloss tube was the same shade Candy had used: a nude pink that made my lips look wet and soft and, I was noticing, slightly larger than they’d been before the hormones. Not dramatically. But the lip line was changing, the upper lip filling slightly, a natural effect that the gloss amplified.

The car stopped. The driver came around. The door opened.

“Have a good evening, miss.”

That was the second one.



An upscale hotel, the kind with a marble lobby and chandeliers and staff in uniforms that cost more than my monthly debt payment. The charity gala was in the ballroom: a vast space with round tables set for dinner, a stage at one end for speeches, a bar along the far wall, and a crowd that was already milling in cocktail-hour formation, clusters of suits and dresses and the sound of money talking to itself.

I stood at the entrance. The ballroom stretched ahead of me, populated by strangers, every one of them a potential exposure. If someone looked too long. If someone heard my voice crack. If the cage shifted under the dress and someone saw the outline through the fabric. If, if, if. The ballroom was a field of ifs, and I was standing at the edge of it in heels that suddenly felt too high and a dress that suddenly felt too thin and a body that suddenly felt like a collection of secrets stitched together in human shape.

Then the client was there.

He was mid-fifties, silver at the temples, a tailored charcoal suit with a pocket square that matched his tie. Commercial real estate. He greeted me with a polite handshake and a once-over that took approximately two seconds and covered my face, my dress, my body, and my shoes in a single practiced scan. The scan was male appraisal: the same look any man gives any woman at a social function, assessing attractiveness and availability in one motion. The scan found nothing unusual. The scan found a woman.

“Nataly.” He said it with the ease of a single rehearsal in the car. “Margaux mentioned you. You look lovely.”

He took my arm, proprietary but casual, his hand on my elbow guiding me into the room. We walked into the ballroom together, and nobody looked. Nobody stopped. Nobody did anything except step aside to let us pass, a reflex, any couple entering any room.

We were inside. The first stranger brushed past my shoulder without a glance. The second one smiled and said “pardon me” and looked at my face and saw nothing. The third one was a woman in a red dress who held her cocktail glass aside as we passed and gave me a quick female once-over, the kind where one woman checks another woman’s outfit: shoes (approved), dress (adequate), hair (fine). The evaluation took half a second and raised no suspicion. I was one woman being assessed by another woman, and the assessment found nothing worth a second look.

The cocktail hour was a sensory experience I wasn’t prepared for. The room smelled like perfume and cologne and champagne and the warm, musky scent of a hundred people gathered in a space designed to contain them comfortably. The lighting was soft, golden, designed to flatter: every face in the room looked warmer and smoother than it probably was, including mine. The noise was a constant murmur, punctuated by laughter and the clink of glasses and the distant sound of a jazz trio playing standards from a corner near the bar.

I held a champagne flute. My client made introductions. “This is Nataly, my date for the evening.” He said it to three different groups of people, and in each group, faces turned to me, assessed me, accepted me, and turned back to the conversation. I was a pleasant addition to a table that needed a woman’s presence to balance the gender ratio. I was décor. I was a date. I was the thing the client had rented to present as a client should present at a charity gala: accompanied, appropriate, unremarkable.

I made conversation. The training from deportment lessons and Candy’s coaching manifested as muscle memory: ask questions that make the client talk about themselves, listen actively, laugh at the right moments, offer opinions that are pleasant without being controversial. My voice held. The trained register was stable, the pitch sitting in the upper range of alto, and I held conversations for three, five, ten minutes at a stretch without the voice dropping or cracking.

I sat for dinner. Knees together. Napkin in my lap. Fork in the correct hand, knife in the other. I ate small portions because the dress was fitted and the cage occupied space that made a full stomach uncomfortable. The client talked about real estate markets and property values and the charity’s mission, and I nodded and responded and occasionally offered an observation that made him smile, and the smile was the smile of a man who was pleased with his date, pleased like a man whose reservation had exceeded expectations.

The evening had rhythm. Cocktails, dinner, speeches from the stage (a CEO thanking donors; I applauded when everyone else applauded), a brief intermission, more mingling. I circulated on the client’s arm. Shook hands. Accepted compliments on the dress (“Oh, that’s a beautiful cut. Where did you find it?” “A friend helped me choose it,” I said, and the answer was true in a way the asker would never understand). Navigated a buffet line without bending at the waist (the dress was short enough that bending risked showing the stocking tops, which were fine for the agency but not for a corporate gala).

An hour passed. Then two. And somewhere in the second hour, the effort ran out of me like sand through a cracked hourglass.

I stopped performing.

The transition was invisible, maybe even to me. It wasn’t a decision. It wasn’t a moment of clarity. It was the slow cessation of effort: the voice stopped being held and started being; the posture stopped being maintained and started being how I stood; the smile stopped being manufactured and started being the response my face made when someone said something funny. I wasn’t checking the cage outline through the fabric every three minutes. I wasn’t monitoring the voice for drops. I wasn’t tracking the time until the booking ended. I was inside the evening, inside the identity, inside the woman who sat at a table in a ballroom and drank champagne and laughed at a stranger’s joke and meant it.

The cage was there. It was always there. The weight between my legs, the bars against the flesh, the slight damp patch of pre-cum that formed whenever arousal spiked, these were constants. But the constants had become background. The cage was there like my heartbeat: a rhythm I noticed only when I looked for it, present but not predominant, a part of the body rather than an interruption of it.

Three hours. I’d been a woman in a room for three hours. A presence, not a performance or a costume. An identity. A person named Nataly who wore a black dress and drank champagne and didn’t need to check if anyone was suspicious because no one was suspicious because there was nothing to be suspicious about.

I excused myself from the table. Powder room. The hallway between the ballroom and the restrooms was marble-floored, quiet, the gala’s noise muffled behind heavy doors.

The bar was in the hallway. Not the main bar; a smaller satellite station set up for the intermission crowd. One bartender, polishing glasses. I approached because my throat was dry and the champagne was in the ballroom and I wanted water.

The bartender looked up. Young, male, efficient. He picked up a glass.

“What can I get you, miss?”

Third time.

But this one was different. The driver had said it as a formality. The client’s introduction had established the context. This bartender didn’t know me. Didn’t know the agency. Didn’t know there was a context. He looked at me and saw a woman standing at a bar, and the word “miss” arrived in his mouth the way it arrived in the mouth of every bartender in every hotel bar in every city when a woman approached: automatically, reflexively, without thought. He called me “miss” because that’s what I was. Not because he’d been briefed. Not because the lighting was forgiving. Not because the dress was doing the work. Because the person standing in front of him looked like a woman, and “miss” was the word for that.

I ordered water. He poured it. I carried it to the hallway and didn’t drink it and walked past the powder room and kept walking until I found a bathroom, a single-stall private bathroom with a lock on the door and a mirror above the sink.

I locked the door. I sat on the toilet lid. I put the water glass on the floor.

My eyes burned.

The tears came without permission. Not sobbing. Not dramatic. Just: wet. Silent condensation. My eyes filled and the tears tracked down my face, over the foundation and the concealer and the contour, and I pressed my hands against my thighs and felt the stockings and the dress and the cage underneath it all, and the tears kept coming.

Not because the booking was hard. Not because the performance was exhausting. Not because I was scared.

Because for three hours, nobody looked at me and saw Nathan. For three hours, every person in that room, every stranger with their handshake and their cocktail and their reflexive, thoughtless “miss,” had seen a woman. And the overwhelming, terrifying, cage-straining truth was that the tears were not tears of horror or humiliation or grief. They were tears of relief. Relief so profound and so complete that it arrived in the body before the mind could categorize it, bypassing cognition, bypassing my sardonic self-commentary, bypassing the denial, landing in the tear ducts and the cage simultaneously.

I was crying because being seen as a woman felt like breathing after being underwater. I was crying because the three hours in the ballroom had been the most comfortable three hours of my life, and the comfort was the thing that frightened me, because comfort meant this was fitting, and fitting meant this was right, and right meant the denial was not protecting me from something foreign. It was protecting me from something true.

Between my legs, the familiar pressure built, the bars biting into flesh that was swelling with an arousal the tears hadn’t interrupted. I was hard, or the cage version of hard: the cock straining, the pre-cum leaking, the damp spot forming on the panties. Being called “miss” by a stranger had triggered the same physiological response as the sissygasm. Not the same intensity. The same type. The arousal was identity-based: my body was aroused by passing. By being seen as a woman. By the alignment of the external and the internal. By the fact that “miss” felt correct.

I pressed my thighs together. The cage shifted. The pre-cum soaked further into the panties. I sat on a toilet lid in a hotel bathroom with mascara running and a caged cock leaking and tears on my face, and the tears were because three hours of unremarkable femininity had felt like coming home.

I cleaned up. Blotted the tears carefully, preserving the foundation. Touched up the concealer under my eyes. Reapplied the mascara (waterproof, thank god, Candy knew what she was doing). Lip gloss. A breath. Another breath. The face in the bathroom mirror was a woman who’d had a moment and recovered from it. The face in the bathroom mirror was Nataly.

I unlocked the door. Walked back to the gala. My heels clicked on the marble. The sound was mine.



The remaining two hours of the gala were effortless. The client was satisfied. I danced twice (carefully, the cage shifting with each step, the rhythm of the music providing a cover for the constant low-level awareness of the hardware beneath the dress). I made more conversation. I accepted a compliment from a woman who said my earrings were “sweet” and didn’t add the word “sir” or hesitate or look at my throat or my hands or any of the places people look when they suspect.

A waiter offered me a dessert from a tray. “Something sweet, miss?” Fourth one. The word hit and the cage pulsed and I took a small tart and ate it and the sweetness was real and the pulse was real and the word was real and all of it, every sensory data point, converged on the same conclusion: this was the first evening in my life that felt like it fit.

The car came at eleven. The driver held the door. “Good evening, miss.” Fifth. The word had become a drumbeat, a recurring motif, and each instance added a layer to the case against the story I was telling myself: five strangers, in five contexts, had looked at me and said the word, and the word was “miss,” and the word was correct, and I was sitting in the back seat of a black sedan with dried tears under my makeup and a damp cage under my dress and the word repeating in my head like a song I couldn’t stop humming.

On the way out of the venue, the client had shaken my hand again, the same polite two-second grip, and said he’d tell Margaux he was pleased. “You were a lovely date, Nataly. Really. I’ll book again.” He’d said it to me but the message was for Margaux, a customer review addressed to management. I’d smiled. He’d walked to his car.

The car delivered me to the brownstone. I walked through the ground floor, past reception, past Margaux’s closed office door (the light was still on; she was always working), past the consultation rooms. I knew the client had already called or texted, because Margaux’s clients always delivered their verdicts the same night, and Margaux always noted them, and the note would determine whether Nataly got another booking or a correction at the morning meeting. My heels clicked up the stairs to the fourth floor. The sound was the sound of coming home, which was a thought I noted and did not examine.

For now, the booking was over. I’d spent four hours as a woman in a public venue and no one had questioned it. The debt would decrease by two hundred or three hundred or four hundred dollars, a small chip off the $80,000, and the chip was less interesting than the four hours, and the four hours were less interesting than the tears in the bathroom, and the tears were less interesting than the reason for the tears.

Relief.

That was the word my excuses couldn’t cover. Not shame. Not horror. Not even tolerance. Relief. The word sat in my chest like a key in a lock, and the lock was the identity I’d been performing for twenty years, and the key was the one evening when I’d stopped performing and found that the identity beneath the performance was Nataly.

The hallway was quiet. Late. Most of the girls were asleep or in their rooms. The brownstone at night was a different animal: warm, dark, the wood creaking, the pipes humming, the smell of Candy’s salon products drifting from the second floor.

My room. I opened the door. The room was as I’d left it: bed made, closet closed, nightstand with the lamp and the lip balm and the makeup bag. I sat on the bed. The dress rustled. The cage pressed against the mattress.

The night replayed in fragments: the driver’s “miss,” the client’s arm, the ballroom’s golden light, the bartender’s casual “miss,” the tears, the relief, the cage straining, the mascara, the recovery, the dance. Five strangers had called me miss. One of them had made me cry. All of them had made the bars press tight against swelling flesh.

I unzipped the dress. Stepped out of it. Hung it in the closet with the same care I’d used for the cocktail dress after the photo shoot: smoothing the fabric, aligning the hanger, placing it by color. Removed the wig, placed it on the stand. Wiped the makeup with oil cleanser, micellar water, moisturizer. The routine took seven minutes. The face underneath was softer than it had been six weeks ago: smoother skin, shaped eyebrows, lips slightly fuller, the jawline losing its male angularity in favor of something rounder. Nataly’s face was emerging from beneath Nathan’s, the way a painting emerges from beneath a coat of primer.

I stood in front of the dresser mirror in panties and the silk camisole. The cage was visible through the panties, the usual pink outline, the bars still slightly damp from the evening’s accumulated arousal. The breast buds were there, beneath the silk, invisible to the eye but present to the touch: tender, swelling, the beginning of something the hormones were building without my input.

I looked at the reflection. The person looking back was wearing panties and a camisole and a cage, and the face above the camisole was: tired. Real. Present. Not flinching.

Not flinching.

The mirror moment landed without the jolt I’d braced for. I was looking at myself, and the self I was looking at was a young woman in her sleepwear after a long night, and the looking didn’t bring the flinch, didn’t bring the vertigo, didn’t summon the sharp, reflexive wrong that had accompanied every previous mirror encounter. What came instead was: recognition. The face was mine. The body was mine. The name was mine. The flinch was gone, or rather, the flinch was present but delayed, arriving three seconds after the recognition instead of before it, and in those three seconds, before the excuses reasserted themselves, before the narrator started editing, I saw.

I told myself the tears at the gala were because the booking went well. Because the pressure of four hours had released all at once. Because the champagne had lowered my defenses. Because the cage had been straining for hours and the physical discomfort had spilled into an emotional response.

I told myself this while standing in a woman’s room wearing a woman’s clothes looking at a woman’s face in a mirror with a caged cock damp from an evening of being called “miss” by five strangers who didn’t know the word was making my body respond in ways I couldn’t control.

The lies held. Barely. The lies were structures now, load-bearing walls in a building that was shifting on its foundation, and the foundation was the gala, and the gala was the crack that proved the building was designed wrong: the person living in it wasn’t the person the blueprints described.

I got into bed. Silk against skin, the thin fabric catching on the tender spots where the hormones were doing their work. The cage rested quiet for once, the bars holding still against my body without straining. The pillow was soft. The room was dark.

The word “miss” sat in the air like perfume that wouldn’t dissipate.

I pulled the blanket up. My legs, bare and waxed, slid against the sheets. The sensation was normal now. The cage was normal now. The camisole was normal now.

The tears had dried. The relief hadn’t.


Chapter 15: Wine and Silence

The brownstone was quiet when I got back. The gala had ended at eleven; the car had returned me by eleven-twenty. The ground floor was empty, the reception furniture returned to its daytime arrangement, the consultation rooms dark. Margaux’s office light was on, the glow visible beneath the closed door. She was always working. The woman existed in a state of permanent occupation, as if the brownstone were a territory that required constant governance, and maybe it was.

I climbed the stairs to the fourth floor. The heels had been on for five hours. My feet ached in a familiar, trained way: the balls of my feet compressed, the arches protesting, the toes numbed by the pointed toe box. I should have taken them off on the stairs. I didn’t. The click of heels on the wooden steps was a sound I associated with arrival, with returning to the room, with the end of a day that had been spent being someone, and the someone was Nataly, and the sound was hers.

I changed in my room. The gala dress went back on its hanger. The wig came off, went on the stand. Makeup removal: oil cleanser, micellar water, moisturizer, the seven-minute ritual that had become as automatic as brushing my teeth. The face underneath was softer each time I uncovered it: the hormones working beneath the cosmetics, the skin responding to the protocol, the jawline rounding in increments too small to measure but large enough to notice when the foundation came off and the mirror showed what was actually there.

I reached for the camisole and leggings. Not the pajama pants. The pajama pants were in the back of a drawer I hadn’t opened in weeks. The decision to reach for the camisole and leggings wasn’t a decision; it was a default, automatic as reaching for a toothbrush after dinner. The silk settled against my chest, the familiar weight, the straps on my shoulders. The leggings slid over waxed legs with the frictionless glide that still, weeks after the first wax, registered as slightly miraculous. The cage hung warm between my thighs, the bars pressing against the leggings’ stretch fabric.

I should have gone to sleep. The booking was done. The evening was over. The tears in the bathroom had dried. The relief had not dried, but it had receded from an overwhelming tide to a steady presence, receding as emotions do when the moment passes but the truth behind it doesn’t.

I was wired. Restless. The kind of energy that sits in the limbs and won’t dissipate because it’s not physical energy; it’s cognitive, emotional, the buzzing of a brain that has processed too much in too short a time and hasn’t found a place to put any of it.

The staff kitchen.



The fourth-floor kitchen was small, functional, designed for people who lived in close quarters and needed a space that wasn’t a bedroom. Counter, sink, small stove, a table that sat four with mismatched chairs. A window that looked out onto the back of the brownstone’s courtyard, where a single tree grew in a stone planter and the sky was the city’s orange-black. The overhead light was off. A pendant lamp above the table was on, casting a warm cone that illuminated the table and left the rest of the kitchen in shadow.

Piper was sitting at the table.

She was still in her day clothes: a sage silk blouse, buttoned to the second button, and a navy pencil skirt. Her auburn hair fell past her shoulders in waves that caught the pendant light. The freckles across her nose were visible even in the low light, a constellation of small marks that made her look younger and more natural than anyone else in the building. She was holding a glass of red wine, half-empty, and looking at nothing in particular. She looked like she’d been sitting there for a while, neither waiting for company nor avoiding it.

She looked up when I entered. Her green eyes took in my camisole, my leggings, my bare feet, my unmade face. She didn’t speak.

I sat across from her. The chair was wooden, worn, the seat slightly concave from years of use. I pulled my legs up and folded them under me, my private-settings posture: legs tucked, posture curled, the body taking up less space than it needed to. The cage pressed against my thigh in the folded position.

Piper reached for a bottle on the counter behind her. Red wine, already open, the label facing away. She poured a second glass without being asked. Set it in front of me. Returned to her own glass.

We drank in silence.

The silence was not uncomfortable. It was not awkward. It was the silence of two people who didn’t need to talk, who were sharing a space because sharing a space was sufficient, because the presence of another person in the warm cone of the pendant light was enough to make the kitchen feel less like a room and more like a shelter.

I drank the wine. It was dry, slightly acidic, a red that cost more than the bottle suggested. Piper had taste. The wine sat in my mouth and then in my chest and then in my stomach, and the warmth spread outward, loosening the tightness that the gala had left, the residual tension of four hours of vigilance and composure and the sustained, grinding effort of being someone in a room full of people who couldn’t know what that effort cost.

One minute. Two minutes. Three minutes.

Piper set her glass down. She looked at me with a direct, quiet gaze, choosing her words with her usual care.

“The first one is the hardest,” she said. Her voice was soft, steady, each word edited before it left her mouth. “Not because it’s scary.” She paused. “But because it’s not as scary as you thought it would be. That’s the part that keeps you up.”

The sentence hung in the kitchen and stayed there. It didn’t need amplification. It didn’t need context. Piper had said the exact thing I’d spent the last hour not saying to myself, and she’d said it with the economy of three years of carrying the same realization.

“How did you know?” I asked.

“Because I remember mine,” she said. She took a sip of wine. “A corporate dinner. Four hours. I wore a navy dress that I still own. Nobody looked twice. And I got back to the agency and sat in this kitchen and drank wine and couldn’t sleep because the thing I expected to feel terrible felt like the first real evening of my life.”

I stared at her. The freckles. The quiet face. The silk blouse that was neither pink nor excessive, the understated elegance that was Piper’s signature. She looked like a woman who’d made peace with something, and the peace lived in her bones, visible in her wine glass hold, in her crossed ankles beneath the table, in her breath moving through her body without resistance.

“I cried in the bathroom,” I said. I hadn’t planned to say it. The wine had loosened something, or Piper’s silence had loosened it, or the combination of the two had created a space where honesty was possible without being dangerous.

Piper nodded. She didn’t look surprised. “I cried in the car on the way back. The driver pretended not to notice. They’re trained for that.”

“What were the tears?” I asked, and the question was the closest I’d come to naming what had happened in the bathroom, to putting language on the relief that my excuses were working overtime to reframe as anything else.

Piper looked at me over her wine glass. Her green eyes were steady. She considered the question thoroughly, without rushing.

“I’ll tell you what they weren’t,” she said. “They weren’t grief. They weren’t fear. And they weren’t what you’re going to tell yourself they were when you’re lying in bed tonight trying to make them fit into the story you’ve been telling yourself since you got here.”

The sentence hit like the first sip of wine: warm, direct, arriving in the body before the mind could prepare.

“How long have you been here?” I asked, changing the subject because the subject was a cliff I wasn’t ready to walk off.

“Three years. I came in when I was twenty-two. I’m twenty-five now.”

“Do you miss anything? From before.”

Piper considered. “I miss being invisible for different reasons,” she said. “Before the agency, nobody looked at me because there was nothing to look at. Now nobody looks at me because Candy and the protocol did their job.” She smiled. A small, careful smile that was more acknowledgment than amusement. “Different kind of invisible. Same result.”

“I miss drawing,” I said. The admission surprised me. I hadn’t thought about art school in weeks, maybe longer. The studio apartment with its pencil shavings and the stack of life-drawing pads and the charcoal that got under my fingernails, all of that was behind a door I’d closed and hadn’t reopened. “I was in art school. One semester. Before the loans and the DUI and all of it.”

“You were an artist?” The question was genuine, curious. Piper leaned forward slightly, the freckles shifting in the light.

“I was someone who drew things,” I said. “I don’t know if that makes me an artist.”

“It makes you someone who sees things,” she said. “That’s useful here.”

The conversation drifted. Not aimlessly; Piper directed without directing, the way a river directs water through bends it carved long before the water arrived. She asked about my life before the agency with a specificity that suggested she cared about the answers, not just the act of asking. Did I miss the apartment? (No.) Did I miss the delivery job? (No.) Did I miss anyone? I thought about my father, estranged, a man who existed in my memory as an absence rather than a presence. I thought about Casey, the recruiter, the college acquaintance whose commission had funded her referral. I thought about the few acquaintances I’d had in the one semester of art school who might, if they thought about me at all, wonder where Nathan Grant had gone.

“I don’t miss anyone,” I said, and the truth of it was heavier than the words suggested. Four years of no intimate relationships. Touch-starved. The agency was the first place where people touched me, and the touching was clinical (Candy’s gloves) or authoritative (Margaux’s chin-tilt) or adversarial (Aria’s calculated brush in the hallway), but it was touch, and touch was something my body had been desperate for without my acknowledging the desperation.

“What do you miss?” I asked, turning the question back to her because the question, when aimed at me, was a mirror I wasn’t ready to stand in front of. “Besides the different kind of invisible.”

Piper considered. The wine glass turned in her fingers, the red catching the pendant light, and her expression was the expression of someone sifting through a drawer of memories and deciding which ones to show. “I miss being surprised by myself,” she said finally. “The first year here, everything was new. The first time I passed in public. The first time a client kissed my hand. The first time I caught my reflection and didn’t flinch. Every day was a discovery. Now the discoveries are smaller. I know what I am. I know what I can do. The surprise is gone, and the replacement is competence, and competence is valuable but it’s not the same as discovery.”

She said this without self-pity. The words were observation, not complaint, the same way she observed everything: from a slight remove, with exactitude, without dramatic emphasis. Piper’s tragedy, if it was a tragedy, was that she’d arrived at the destination and found that the destination was a room with no windows and a door she could open but nowhere to go.

“What keeps you here?” I asked.

Piper didn’t answer immediately. She turned her wine glass on the table, the stem rotating between her fingers, the red catching the pendant light with each rotation. The question had found a place she hadn’t expected, or a place she’d expected but hadn’t prepared for tonight, in this kitchen, with this person.

“Safety,” she said, and the word landed with the certainty of something that had been tested many times and found to be accurate. “Inside the agency, I’m Piper. I have a role. I have clients who request me by name. I have Margaux’s approval, which is harder to get than any promotion I could earn outside. I have Candy’s maintenance, which keeps me looking like this.” She gestured at herself, at the silk blouse, at the quiet beauty that was so different from Candy’s excess and Aria’s surgical precision. “I have a room on the fourth floor and a routine that works and a kitchen where someone makes pink pasta on Thursdays and tells stories about Lord Pennywhistle.” The ghost of a smile. “Outside the agency, I’m a woman with no employment history, no degree, and a three-year gap on my resume that I can’t explain to anyone who doesn’t already know what this place is. I’d be starting from zero. Worse than zero. Zero with a secret.”

She took a sip of wine. The glass came to rest on the table with a quiet click.

“The door’s been open since my second year. That’s the part they don’t prepare you for.”

The sentence hit the cage between my thighs with an accuracy that couldn’t be coincidental. Piper didn’t know about the cage. The cage was invisible, hidden beneath the leggings and the camisole. But the metaphor was so exact, so specifically aimed at the intersection of confinement and choice that defined every day of my life at the agency, that I felt the bars press against me as if Piper’s words had tightened them.

“Do you miss who you were?” Piper asked, and the question was so quiet I almost didn’t hear it, but I heard it, and the question sat in the kitchen with the wine and the low light and the warmth of the pendant lamp.

I opened my mouth. What came out was not an answer. It was the edge of an answer, the fraction of a sentence that my self-editing voice allowed before cutting the transmission.

“I don’t know who I miss being,” I said. And stopped. Because the sentence, if I completed it, would have been: I don’t miss him at all, and the not-missing is the part that scares me.

Piper didn’t push. She nodded. She finished her wine. The glass made a soft sound when she set it on the table, a quiet click of glass on wood, as quiet as Piper herself.

“It gets easier,” she said. She stood. Rinsed her glass at the sink with careful, deliberate motions. Cleaning up was a form of control, and control was what she had. “And then it gets hard in a different way.”

She walked past me toward the kitchen door. On the way, her hand touched my shoulder. Just that: a touch. No squeeze, no pat. Her fingers rested on my shoulder for two seconds, maybe three, the warmth of her hand through the silk camisole landing on my skin with a weight that was disproportionate to the contact.

Warm. Human. The first physical contact I’d received since arriving at the agency that wasn’t clinical (Candy’s procedures), authoritative (Margaux’s corrections), or hostile (Aria’s proximity). It was kindness, unattached to function, offered without agenda, and the simplicity of it, the smallness, the two seconds of a hand on a shoulder, hit something in my chest that the sissygasm and the gala and the naming hadn’t reached.

Piper left. Her footsteps were almost silent in the hallway. Low heels. Understated, always.



I sat alone in the kitchen. The wine glass was half-empty. The pendant light hummed, not the sickly buzz of fluorescent lights in cheap apartments but something warmer, steadier, a sound that was almost a feeling. The window showed the courtyard tree, the orange-black sky, the back of the brownstone’s brick. Somewhere in the city, in a studio apartment I’d been evicted from weeks ago, my life’s previous set was still standing: the job listings that required clean driving records, the eviction notice on the counter, the ramen packets in the cabinet, the absence of anyone who might notice if I stopped coming home. That life was still there, technically, the way a set is still standing after the play closes. Nobody had struck it. Nobody had hauled it away. It just wasn’t occupied anymore.

This was occupied. This kitchen, with its mismatched chairs and its pendant light and the faint smell of Candy’s strawberry pasta still lingering in the air. This building, with its hierarchy and its salon and its morning meetings and its cage keys on a thigh chain. This life, with its bookings and its dresses and its training sessions and its name on a contract that I answered to without flinching.

Piper’s touch lingered on my shoulder. I could feel the ghost of it, the warmth, the two seconds of contact. The cage was quiet for once, not straining, not leaking, just present, a fact rather than a demand. The arousal was gone, replaced by something else: a fullness in the chest that wasn’t physical, wasn’t sexual, wasn’t anything the cage could measure or the lies I told myself could explain away.

I was alone in a kitchen in a brownstone where I’d been transformed from a broke boy into a passing woman in six weeks, and a woman with freckles and three years of invisible expertise had touched my shoulder and told me the truth about the tears I’d cried in a hotel bathroom, and the truth was that they weren’t grief, and they weren’t fear, and the story I was going to tell myself tonight wouldn’t be big enough to contain them.

The wine glass was empty. I rinsed it as Piper had: carefully, deliberately, the act of cleaning a small assertion of order in a life that was being reordered by forces I’d stopped being able to name.

I turned off the pendant light. The kitchen went dark. I walked to my room in bare feet, the hardwood cool, the fourth floor silent except for the building’s breath: pipes, climate control, the settling of old wood. Someone’s music played faintly behind a closed door. Candy’s, probably. The faint sound of a pop song at low volume, the melody barely audible, a lullaby for a woman who slept in pink and dreamed in bubblegum.

My room. The bed. The camisole, already on. The cage, already part of me. The pillow, where the last tears I’d cried still sat as damp spots on the cotton.

I lay down. The blanket covered me. The dark covered me.

Piper’s words played in the loop the way Margaux’s “adequate” had played after the deportment lesson, the way Candy’s “good girl” had played after the training session: a phrase that my mind returned to compulsively because the phrase had touched something my self-editing couldn’t reframe.

The first one is the hardest. Not because it’s scary. But because it’s not as scary as you thought it would be.

I closed my eyes. The shoulder where Piper’s hand had been carried a ghost of warmth that nothing in the agency had produced before. Not Candy’s procedures. Not Margaux’s assessments. Something older, simpler: a person seeing another person and deciding to be kind about it.

I slept. Not well. But I slept. In the morning, the wine glasses were clean on the drying rack, and Piper passed me in the hallway with the same neutral nod she gave everyone. The nod held everything the kitchen had held, compressed into a fraction of a second. I nodded back. Neither of us mentioned it. Neither of us needed to.


Chapter 16: The Reception

The morning meeting started with the number.

“Nataly, seventy-seven thousand.”

Margaux read it from the page without emphasis, without pause, the same flat delivery she used for every balance. The number was down three thousand from the starting figure: several Companion bookings at varying rates, tips included, each one a small withdrawal from the mountain of debt that had been the reason I signed the contract. Three thousand dollars. Seven weeks of work. At this pace, the debt would take over a year to clear, and the year would be spent walking in heels and passing as female in hotel ballrooms and sleeping in a cage with breast buds forming under a silk camisole.

The math was not encouraging. The math pointed at Tier 2 with compass-needle certainty: inevitably, structurally, because the $500 to $800 per sexual booking would clear the debt in half the time and the debt was the reason I was here.

I was still telling myself the debt was the reason I was here.

“Tonight is the quarterly patron reception,” Margaux continued, turning a page in her agenda. “All active escorts will attend in cocktail attire. Dress code is formal, not gala. Candy will provide accessories from the wardrobe suite. The reception begins at seven, ends at ten. Clients will mingle. You will be charming, professional, and sober.” She looked up over the reading glasses. “Questions.”

No one had questions. The quarterly reception was an established event, a known quantity for everyone except me. I’d heard about it from Candy (who described it as “basically a cocktail party but with, like, hot rich people and champagne and also you’re the entertainment”) and from Piper (who said nothing about it except “wear comfortable heels; you’ll be standing”).

The meeting ended. Margaux closed her folder. The debt number sat in my head: seventy-seven thousand. Three thousand down. The number was moving. Slowly, but moving.



The reception transformed the ground floor.

By six o’clock, the reception area and consultation rooms had been opened into a single continuous space, the dividing walls folded back to create a room that was twice its normal size. Candles in glass holders lined every surface. Champagne bottles sat in silver ice buckets on a bar that had been erected against the far wall. The furniture had been rearranged: couches and armchairs in conversation groupings, small tables holding appetizer plates, the lighting dimmed to a warm amber that softened every face and every angle. The brownstone’s usual daytime atmosphere, professional, clinical, structured, had been replaced by something closer to a high-end lounge, a high-end lounge where money went to relax and desire went to find an object.

Every active escort was present. Aria held court near the bar, platinum hair swept over one shoulder, wearing a fitted emerald dress that clung to her body like a second skin: D-cup chest displayed, augmented hips traced by the fabric, ice-blue eyes scanning the room with the predatory calm of a woman who knew exactly how much she was worth per hour. Two patrons flanked her, both in suits that cost more than my monthly debt payment, and she touched one’s arm while laughing at the other’s joke, the touch calculated, the laugh performed, every gesture a selling point.

Piper stood near the opposite end of the bar, poised, a glass of white wine in her hand. Navy silk blouse, cream pencil skirt, nude stockings, the understated elegance that was her trademark. She wasn’t performing. She was present. The difference was that Piper’s presence was its own form of performance, a quietness that drew a certain type of client, the ones tired of rapids who wanted still water. The freckles caught the candlelight.

Candy worked the room in pink. A bodycon dress that struggled to contain her augmented figure, platform heels that brought her to 5’10”, the platinum extensions catching every light source in the room and reflecting them back as blonde radiance. She bounced between groups of patrons with the social energy of a golden retriever who’d been given champagne: warm, indiscriminate, delighted by everything and everyone. Her F-cup chest entered conversations three seconds before the rest of her, and no one seemed to mind.

Sienna moved through the periphery with her Leica. Black band tee (Sonic Youth, again, or maybe a different one; the band tees all occupied the same visual space), designer jeans, Doc Martens. She was the only person in the room not in cocktail attire, and the contrast was intentional: Sienna wasn’t the product, she was the lens. She photographed the room in a way that made the portraits look candid and the candids look like portraits. Every image she captured would end up in the agency’s portfolio, on the website, in the materials that showed clients what their money bought.

I circulated with a champagne glass. The difference between tonight and my Tier 0 days was tangible and physical: champagne glass instead of a serving tray. I was attending as a Tier 1 Companion, introduced to patrons by Margaux rather than serving them water in a maid uniform. The promotion had changed my altitude in the room. I wasn’t below eye level anymore. I was in it.

Margaux made introductions. She guided me to groups of two and three patrons with a hand that never quite touched my back but existed in the space behind me like a current, directing without contact. “This is Nataly, one of our newest Companions. She’s been with us six weeks.” The formula was the same each time, and each time, the patrons responded with the same sequence: a look (assessment), a nod (acceptance), a compliment (“Charming” or “Lovely” or “Margaux always finds the best ones”), and a pivot back to whatever they’d been discussing. I was a data point in their evening, a new option on a menu they’d been reading for years.

Two hours into the reception, the front door opened.

I didn’t hear the door. What I noticed was the room: a subtle shift in the social geometry, a molecular rearrangement, invisible but total. Conversations didn’t stop, but they tilted. Heads turned by five degrees, then returned. The attention of the room, which had been distributed evenly among the escorts and patrons, gathered itself and flowed toward the entrance.

Atticus Pierce walked in.

He was late. Intentionally late, the lateness of a man who arrived when he decided to arrive because the event would wait for him and the event knew it. He stood in the doorway for a moment, surveying. His gaze moved across the room with the steady calm of someone who has never been rushed, appraising the space as if he’d already bought it. The room was his to evaluate. He’d earned the right.

He was tall: 6’1”, lean, the build of a man who played tennis and sailed and had never, in his entire life, lifted a heavy object that wasn’t recreational. His posture was military: shoulders back, chin up, spine straight, a man who’d been taught to occupy space and had never stopped. His hair was silver, thick, swept back from a forehead that was lined with wrinkles that read as “experienced” rather than “old.” His skin was tanned, not artificially but from outdoor leisure, the tan of a man who spent weekends on a boat.

The suit. The suit was bespoke. Charcoal, single-breasted, cut so precisely that the fabric seemed to have been poured onto his body rather than constructed around it. The shirt was white, the tie was silk in a shade of dark blue that matched nothing else in the room because it didn’t need to match; it existed on its own terms. The cufflinks were gold, rectangular, engraved with initials I couldn’t read from across the room. A pocket square, folded precisely. A watch on his left wrist that caught the candlelight and scattered it.

He moved through the room and people adjusted. Not dramatically. Subtly. Furniture adjusting around a gravitational center: a chair pushed back, a conversation angled toward the new center, a glass lifted in acknowledgment. Atticus Pierce occupied more space than his body required, and the excess was filled with the authority of wealth that had been compounding for decades.

Margaux was at his side within thirty seconds. I watched from across the room, champagne glass in hand, and the interaction between them was unlike anything I’d seen from Margaux before. She didn’t defer. She didn’t diminish. But there was a calibration in her body language, a slight tilting of attention, that suggested history: these two knew each other in a way that predated the evening and the agency and perhaps everything else in the room.

They spoke briefly. Margaux’s expression was the same flat composure she wore for everything, but the reading glasses were off, which meant she was seeing him clearly, and the fact that she chose to see him clearly suggested he was worth seeing clearly. Atticus said something that made the corner of her mouth move by a millimeter. Not a smile. Not from Margaux. But the millimeter was more than she gave most people.

Then Margaux turned and found me across the room. She didn’t gesture. She didn’t call my name. She looked at me, and the look was a summons, and I went.

“Atticus, this is Nataly,” Margaux said. “Our newest Companion. She’s been with us six weeks.”

Atticus Pierce looked at me. Not a glance. Not the two-second assessment the other patrons had given. A look. His eyes, steel gray, steady, eyes that appraised people and real estate with identical focus, moved from my face to my hair to my shoulders to the dress to the heels to my hands and back to my face. The assessment took five seconds. Five seconds is a long time when you’re being evaluated by a man who has never been told no.

“Charming,” he said.

“Charming” arrived like a verdict, not a compliment. A professional assessment delivered in a low baritone that carried old money and absolute certainty in every syllable. He extended his hand.

I offered mine. He didn’t shake it. He took it. His hand enveloped mine: large, warm, manicured, the skin dry and soft, the grip firm without being tight. He held my hand like something he’d already decided to acquire: proprietary attention, patient possession, the certainty that the acquisition was inevitable.

His thumb traced my knuckles.

The motion was slow. Considered. His thumb moved across the back of my hand, over the ridges of bone, with the unhurried pressure of a man who touches things because touching is how he establishes possession. The gesture was something beyond sexual. Beyond romantic. Proprietary. The thumb said: I notice this. This is of interest to me. This will be remembered.

The touch lasted three seconds. In those three seconds, the following things happened inside my body:

The cage strained. Harder than a twitch, deeper than a pulse. A full, sustained swelling that pressed the bars against flesh that had been pushed to arousal by a man’s thumb on my knuckles. The cock, locked in polycarbonate, fought the bars with a futile, desperate urgency that I felt in my perineum, in my prostate, in the base of my spine. Pre-cum beaded at the cage’s tip, a warm droplet that slid between the bars and began its journey toward the panties.

My face flushed. Warm blood rising from the chest to the cheeks, visible under the foundation as a bloom that Candy’s setting spray couldn’t suppress.

My breath changed. Shorter. Shallower. The kind of breathing that happens when the body redirects resources from the lungs to the places the body considers more important, and the places the body considered more important were between my legs.

“I look forward to booking you,” Atticus said. His gray eyes held mine. The thumb released my knuckles. “When you’re ready.”

He let go of my hand and moved on, gravitating toward Aria’s cluster with that same gravitational calm, and I stood where he’d left me with a champagne glass in one hand and the ghost of his thumb on the other and a cage that was harder than it had been since the sissygasm.

A man’s touch. A sixty-year-old man’s thumb on my knuckles. That was all it took. The training room hadn’t done this. The salon hadn’t done this. The mirror and the name and the sissygasm and all the institutional machinery the agency had deployed to reshape me hadn’t caused this specific result. A man looked at me with the eyes of a collector, touched my hand like it was already his, and my body responded to being noticed by a powerful man with a directness that bypassed every defense I had.

My cage ached. Pre-cum soaked into the panties. The flush spread down my neck toward my chest. I stood in the middle of the reception, surrounded by patrons and escorts and candlelight and champagne, and my cock was hard because a man had held my hand.

Margaux appeared beside me. She had been watching. Of course she had been watching. Margaux watched everything; the brownstone was her panopticon, and nothing happened in it that escaped her attention.

“He tips well,” she said, her voice low, the French accent brushing the edges of the words. “Don’t let it go to your head.”

She moved away. The reading glasses went back on. She returned to the circulation, to the governance, to the management of the room’s social economy. The comment was neutral. Routine. The same thing she might say about a client’s dining preferences or a booking protocol.

But Margaux’s eyes, for the half-second they’d met mine, had contained something I hadn’t seen before. It wasn’t warmth, wasn’t jealousy, wasn’t anything with a name I could identify. Attention. A sharp, focused attention that was different from her usual professional observation, as if Atticus’s interest in me had shifted something in the way Margaux calculated my value, and the new calculation was not yet complete.



The reception ended at ten. I made it to the fourth-floor bathroom by ten-oh-three.

The shared bathroom. Fluorescent light. I didn’t look at the mirror. I couldn’t stand still; the arousal was too mobile for that, too restless, a current running laps through my nervous system. I paced the four tiles between the shower stall and the far wall, heels clicking on ceramic, the sound sharp and ridiculous in the small space.

The cage was still hard. Still straining. Still leaking. Atticus’s thumb had been on my knuckles forty minutes ago and the arousal had not subsided. It had, in fact, intensified during the remaining two hours of the reception, fed by every handshake and every patron who looked at me the way Atticus had looked at me: as something with value. As a woman worth acquiring. Two hours of sustained arousal that the cage had maintained at a constant, simmering level, the cock pressed against the bars for the entire evening, the pre-cum seeping so steadily that I’d been able to feel the dampness against my inner thighs during the final hour.

I paced and the memory paced with me. Not the cage. Not the bars. The memory. The hand. The thumb. His hand had been warm, large enough that my fingers had disappeared inside his grip, and the thumb had moved with the measured weight of a man who touched things because touching was how he claimed them. “I look forward to booking you. When you’re ready.” The voice. The low baritone. The gray eyes that assessed without hurrying because they’d never had to hurry for anything.

The arousal was about him. That was the part I couldn’t rationalize away. Every other cage-strain since the device was installed had been about the situation: the condom in the trash, the mirror, the dream, the sissygasm’s mechanics. This was about a specific person. A man. His thumb on my knuckles. The way his hand had held mine like something he’d already decided to acquire. My body wasn’t responding to stimulation or friction or the cage’s geometry. My body was responding to Atticus Pierce, specifically, individually, the way bodies respond to people they’re attracted to, and the distinction between that and everything that had come before was a crack I couldn’t plaster over.

I sat down on the edge of the bathtub. Cold porcelain through the dress. The bathroom was shared. Anyone could walk in. The door didn’t lock. I sat there anyway, hands on my knees, heels splayed on the tile, my body two degrees away from an orgasm on the rim of a bathtub on the fourth floor of a sissy escort agency because a man’s touch had meant something.

The arousal retreated in stages. Slowly. Each stage less intense, the memory releasing its grip by degrees. I lifted the hem of the dress, briefly, to assess the damage: the lace was dark with moisture, the cage warm underneath, and I lowered the hem again without looking further because I already knew what was there, and the knowledge was enough, and examining the mechanics again wouldn’t change what the mechanics meant.

I sat on the bathtub rim until my breathing slowed. The arousal didn’t leave; it lowered itself to a simmer, banked coals that would reignite at the wrong thought, the wrong memory, the wrong echo of a thumb against knuckles. When I finally stood, the panties were damp rather than soaked, the cage was quieter, and the flush had receded enough that the foundation covered it. But the pre-cum stain on the inside of my left stocking marked the evening’s truth: a dark spot at the top of the thigh, invisible under the dress, that I would feel against my skin for the rest of the night.



In bed. The camisole. The cage. The dark.

The memory of Atticus’s thumb played on a loop. I lay on my side and the memory was there: the warmth of his hand, the size of it, the manicured dryness of the skin, the measured pressure of the thumb against my knuckles. The proprietary quality. His touch saying mine without speaking the word.

My prostate throbbed. The cage responded. The pre-cum had been drying in the fresh panties I’d changed into, but the drying was losing ground to the fresh arousal that the memory kept feeding.

I pressed the pillow between my thighs. The same position from the post-wax cage-leak. The pillow provided a surface for the cage to press against, and the pressing created the distributed pressure on the perineum that reached the prostate. I rocked. Once. The prostate pulsed.

I stopped. This was different from every other arousal the agency had generated. The training room had been procedural, Candy’s gloved fingers and coached technique. The sissygasm had been mechanical, the plug doing physics. The gala had been identity-based, the thrill of passing. This bypassed all of that. This was a man’s hand on my hand, a man’s eyes on my body, a man’s voice saying he wanted to book me, and my cock responding as if the touch had been sexual rather than social.

I was aroused by a man. By a sixty-year-old man in a bespoke suit who treated people like investments and looked at me like a property he intended to acquire. The arousal was not abstract. It was specific, physical, located in the cage and the prostate and the dampness soaking through the panties.

The excuses assembled themselves with reflexive efficiency: it was the cage. The weeks of denial had created a hair-trigger response. Any touch, from anyone, would have sparked the same reaction. The prostate was cross-wired with every form of arousal now; this was biology, not orientation. Atticus was powerful, and power was attractive regardless of gender. The flush was a social response, not a sexual one.

The excuses held. The pillow was between my thighs. I removed it, deliberately, and rolled onto my back, and the cage pressed against the panties, and the memory of the thumb pressed against my mind, and I closed my eyes and didn’t rock and didn’t grind and didn’t give the body what it wanted because what it wanted, tonight, was something the lies weren’t equipped to reframe.

I stared at the ceiling. The cage ached. The prostate hummed. The pillow was beside me, not between my thighs, and the distance between the two positions was the distance between compliance and honesty, and I was choosing compliance, tonight, because honesty was a room I wasn’t ready to enter.

Atticus’s thumb on my knuckles. Margaux’s reading glasses removed, the attention in her eyes. The cage, straining against the bars in a shared bathroom. The pillow, removed.

The explanations I kept on hand for moments like this, the ones about mechanical arousal and touch deprivation and the body’s imprecise wiring, they sat in my chest like tools I’d forgotten how to use. Atticus’s thumb had been warm. The warmth had been a man’s. And the cage had responded to a man’s touch with the same urgency it had once reserved for women in art school fantasies that now felt like someone else’s memories.

Sleep came late and thin. When it did, I dreamed about hands. Large hands. Warm hands. Hands that held without asking, that touched without hurrying, that traced knuckles with slow, assured patience, having already decided, simply waiting for the formalities to conclude.

I woke at five with the cage crushing an erection and the panties soaked and the dream still in the room like smoke.


Chapter 17: Settling In

The museum opening was the second Companion booking. A tech executive who needed a date for a charity preview of a Rothko exhibition. I wore a deep green sheath dress that Candy had pulled from the wardrobe and declared “yours, babes, this color with your eyes, I literally cannot.” Three hours in a gallery, champagne in hand.

The client talked about server architecture with the enthusiasm of a man who’d been waiting his entire life for someone to listen. I listened. I asked questions: what kind of servers, what did scalability mean in practice, did he find it beautiful the way artists find composition beautiful. The last question stopped him. He looked at me sideways and said, “Nobody’s ever asked me that.” Then he talked for twenty minutes about the elegance of distributed systems, and his voice changed, became warmer, less rehearsed, and I realized I’d done what Margaux’s conversation training had taught me to do: I’d made the client feel interesting instead of rich.

At the coat check on the way out, the attendant handed me my wrap and said, “Have a lovely evening, miss.” The client didn’t notice. The attendant didn’t notice she’d noticed. The “miss” landed in my chest with the same quiet gravity as the first one at the gala, except this time the gravity was familiar, a frequency I was beginning to recognize as something the body craved rather than something it feared.

After that came a hospital foundation gala with a retired hedge fund manager whose wife was out of the country. Four hours in a cocktail dress. Dinner, speeches, a silent auction. The dining room was long and candlelit, and I was seated beside the client at a table of eight, three couples and us, and each couple assumed we were a couple, and I let the assumption hold without correcting it because the assumption was the product, the thing the client was paying for: the appearance of a woman who chose to be there.

The silent auction happened between courses. The client bid on a bronze sculpture, a small figure of a dancer, and won. He turned to me with the satisfaction of a man who’d acquired something beautiful and said, “Good taste is the first sign of real beauty, isn’t it?” The warmth of his attention and the candlelight and the champagne and the easy, uncomplicated pleasure of being seen as decorative all converged in a pulse between my legs that I managed to convert into a smile. The cage didn’t strain. It hummed. A low, familiar vibration that was becoming my body’s default response to being treated as a woman in a room full of people who had no reason to suspect otherwise.

Then something I hadn’t anticipated: a woman.

My first female client. She was in her fifties, elegant, silver jewelry, a tailored pantsuit in charcoal that fit her the way Margaux’s blazers fit Margaux: with the authority of someone who’d stopped asking permission from fabric decades ago. She’d booked a Companion because she didn’t want to attend the opera alone. Simple as that. No pretense, no subtext, no elaborate scenario. A woman who wanted company for an evening of Verdi and had the resources to arrange it.

We sat in the box. The opera house was old, gilded, the kind of architecture that existed to remind everyone inside it that beauty was expensive and always had been. The seats were red velvet, worn soft at the armrests. The program sat between us, and she’d handed me a glass of champagne before the lights dimmed with the easy hospitality of someone hosting in her own living room.

La Traviata opened with the party scene, the orchestra filling the house with that reckless brightness that Verdi uses to set up the heartbreak, and I sat in the dark beside a woman I’d met thirty minutes ago and felt something I hadn’t expected: ease. Not performance. Not the calibrated attentiveness I’d deployed at the museum and the gala. Just two people watching a story unfold, sharing the specific intimacy of sitting close to someone in the dark while music tells you something true.

During the first intermission, she asked about my favorite painters. The question was genuine; she listened to my answer the way Sienna listened, with her whole face, leaning slightly forward. I talked about Rothko, because I’d just survived three hours of server architecture at the museum opening and Rothko was fresh in my mind, and she said she’d seen the Rothko Chapel in Houston and cried, which was the correct response to the Rothko Chapel, and for five minutes we were two women discussing art in an opera box and neither of us was performing anything.

The second act. Violetta’s aria, the one where she realizes she’s dying and chooses love anyway, the one that makes people who don’t cry at operas cry at operas. The music swelled, and the client leaned over and said, “You’re very poised for someone who’s been doing this for two months.”

I thanked her. The response was automatic, the trained courtesy. But she wasn’t finished.

“I mean it,” she said. Her voice was quiet beneath the orchestra, close enough that I could smell her perfume: something clean, no sweetness, the scent of someone who chose fragrance the way she chose jewelry, with precision. “Most new companions fidget. They check their phones. They look at the exits. You’re actually here.” She patted my hand. The contact was warm, maternal, her palm dry and steady over my knuckles, and the touch stayed for three seconds, four, the duration of someone who meant it rather than someone who was being polite.

The contact stirred in me a response that was not sexual but was not nothing: a small swelling in the chest, a tightness behind the eyes, the body registering kindness with an intensity that only deprivation explains. My mother had held my hand this way. In the car, driving to chemo. The same steady, undemanding warmth that asked nothing back. I hadn’t been touched like that since she died, and the opera box was not the place to process that, so I didn’t process it. I sat in the dark and let Violetta die beautifully and let the woman’s hand rest on mine and let the cage stay quiet for once, because the arousal wasn’t there, because this wasn’t that kind of evening, and the absence of arousal was its own revelation: my body could be near another person and feel something that wasn’t filtered through the bars.

Each booking was easier than the last. The voice held. The posture held. The cage held, always, its weight between my thighs a constant metronome beneath the dress, beneath the conversation, beneath the performance that was becoming less of a performance with each passing week. I was learning to read clients: the executive who wanted to be heard, the retiree who wanted to be admired, the woman who wanted company without complication. I was learning to fill silences with the right kind of attention, to be present without being conspicuous, to exist in a room as a woman who was there because she belonged there.

Training continued in parallel.

Advanced heel work had graduated from the second-floor hallway to the cobblestone mat Candy had ordered specifically for ankle stability: a textured rubber surface that simulated uneven pavement and turned a confident stride into a negotiation. The first time I crossed it in three-inch pumps, my right ankle rolled on the third step and I caught myself on the training room’s barre with both hands, my heart slamming, the cage swinging between my thighs from the sudden lurch. Candy, standing at the far end with a stopwatch and a smoothie, said: “Rolled ankles are a whole thing, babes. The trick is to feel the surface through the ball of the foot, not the heel. The heel is a decorative suggestion. The ball does the work.”

I crossed again. Slower. The textured rubber grabbed at the soles, each cobblestone bump requiring a micro-adjustment of weight, ankle flexion, the precise distribution of balance that flat ground had never demanded. By the eighth crossing, my ankles had stopped trembling. By the twelfth, the stride held. Candy timed the last two: “Fourteen seconds. That’s Companion pace. Not a runway, not a shuffle. A woman who knows where she’s going and trusts the ground to hold her.”

Then she opened the door to the courtyard.

The brownstone’s back courtyard was a small rectangle of stone pavers, a wrought-iron bench, and a single tree in a stone planter. The stone pavers were uneven, cracked in places, and the wind was the first outdoor air I’d felt in heels. The breeze caught my hair, and for one vertiginous second I reached up to hold a wig in place before remembering the wig was retired; this was my own hair, jaw-length, the light brown waves that Candy’s products had coaxed into something that moved naturally. The reaching was the old habit. The hair staying put was the new reality.

I walked the courtyard’s perimeter. The pavers shifted under my heels. The wind pressed the pencil skirt against my thighs, outlining the cage for anyone who knew to look, though no one was looking except Candy, who leaned against the doorframe and sipped her smoothie and said nothing, which was Candy’s version of approval. The second lap was steadier. The third was automatic. By the fourth, I was walking outdoors in heels on uneven ground and thinking about whether the tree needed watering, which meant the walking had sunk below the level of conscious effort and into the place where skills lived after they’d been practiced enough to become invisible.



Conversation skills were a different register entirely.

Margaux coached this one herself. A single thirty-minute session in her office that felt like being interrogated by someone who could read minds while sitting three feet from a woman whose proximity made the cage twitch with every shift of her crossed legs.

She sat behind the desk. Reading glasses on. The leather portfolio open to a page of scenarios she’d written in her angular handwriting. I sat across from her in the same chair where she’d crossed out my name and written another one, and the chair felt different now, charged with the accumulated weight of every significant thing that had happened in it.

“A client begins discussing his divorce,” Margaux said. Her voice was low, unhurried, the French accent touching the edges of the words like fingertips brushing fabric. “He’s on his third glass of wine. He mentions his wife’s lawyer. His tone is bitter. What do you say?”

“Nothing, unless he asks for a response.”

“Correct.” She turned a page. “A client’s business associate approaches your table at dinner. He recognizes the client but not you. He asks the client who you are. What does the client say?”

“Whatever he wants. It’s his introduction.”

“And if he introduces you as his girlfriend?”

The word landed. I felt it in my chest. “I smile. I shake the associate’s hand. I don’t correct the introduction.”

“And if the associate asks how you met?”

I hesitated. Margaux’s dark eyes, nearly black over the reading glasses, watched the hesitation the way a surgeon watches a suture: with professional interest in whether it would hold.

“I defer to the client,” I said. “I touch his arm. I let him tell whatever story he’s prepared. If he hasn’t prepared one, I change the subject. I ask the associate about his work.”

“Why his work?”

“Because men like talking about themselves, and a question about work is an invitation to do that.”

The corner of Margaux’s mouth moved. Not a smile. The millimeter. The millimeter that was more than she gave most people and that I had started watching for the way you watch for the first star at dusk, knowing it was there, waiting for confirmation.

“A client takes you to a cultural event,” she continued. “You are bored. The music is atonal. The art is unintelligible. The wine is cheap despite the venue’s pretensions. What is your face doing?”

“Interested attention. Slight tilt of the head. I find something specific to comment on. Even bad art has composition. Even atonal music has texture.”

“Your art school is showing,” Margaux said. The observation was neutral. The observation was also, from Margaux, something adjacent to a compliment, and the adjacency made my chest warm and the cage press against the chair’s leather cushion.

The session continued. Twenty more scenarios. A client who drinks too much. A client who wants to discuss politics. A client who touches your lower back in public and the touch lingers longer than social convention permits. A client who asks a personal question about your body. A client who compliments your appearance and waits for reciprocation.

Each scenario was a trap with one correct answer, and the correct answer was always some variation of: be present, be warm, redirect when necessary, never volunteer information the agency hasn’t approved, and never, under any circumstances, let the client feel that the evening is transactional. The transaction is real. The performance of non-transaction is the product.

Margaux closed the portfolio. The glasses went back on. The session was over.

“Adequate,” she said. The word that was her highest praise, the word that made my chest burn in a way that had nothing to do with the breast buds forming under the camisole and everything to do with the woman who’d said it.

I stood. The cage was damp against the panties. Thirty minutes of proximity to Margaux, thirty minutes of her voice and her attention and the specific, sharpened quality of her regard, and the body had been responding the entire time, quietly, steadily, the pre-cum tracking its familiar route from the cage’s tip to the lace that caught it.



Sitting endurance was the least dramatic training and the most punishing.

Pencil skirt, fitted bodice, heels, three hours in the consultation room chair. Knees together. Ankles crossed or parallel, never splayed. Spine straight. Shoulders back but not rigid. Candy had set a timer on her phone and left.

The first forty minutes were manageable. Posture was just a decision, a conscious instruction from brain to spine: stay vertical. Then the decision began to cost something. The muscles along my lower back started a low, persistent conversation about why this was unnecessary. My tailbone found a pressure point in the chair’s leather that it disliked intensely and reported on every thirty seconds. The cage pressed against the chair’s seat with a dull, intimate weight that shifted each time I uncrossed and recrossed my ankles, and every shift sent a blunt nudge of pressure through the perineum to the prostate, a reminder that the body had learned new pathways and used them without permission.

Crossing my legs. The motion was automatic now, knee over knee, the pencil skirt riding up to mid-thigh, the posture Margaux had drilled in the hallway weeks ago. The crossing compressed the cage against my inner thigh, and the compression sent a slow pulse through the P-spot that I had to breathe through, a warmth that bloomed and faded and bloomed again with each micro-adjustment of my weight. The arousal wasn’t dramatic. It was ambient, the body’s background hum amplified by three hours of stillness and the cage’s geometry turning every postural shift into stimulation I hadn’t asked for.

By the second hour, the pain had become a landscape. The lower-back burn, the tailbone ache, the calves cramping from the held position of the heels, the dull headache from maintaining a level chin for ninety consecutive minutes. I let my eyes close and found the posture holding without me: the spine straight, the shoulders set, the knees together, the musculature maintaining its position the way a river maintains its banks, through repetition, through the slow accumulation of doing the same thing until the thing became the shape of the body doing it.

The third hour was when the posture became invisible. I stopped thinking about sitting and started thinking about other things: the next booking, the courtyard’s uneven pavers, whether the tree needed water. The spine stayed straight. The ankles stayed crossed. The knees stayed together. The body had absorbed the instruction and filed it below the level of conscious effort, alongside breathing and blinking and the other automated functions that kept a person alive without asking their opinion.



Candy’s salon was the fulcrum.

The hormone effects were accumulating in ways I was noticing despite my commitment to not noticing. The skin was different: softer, the texture finer, the pores smaller. The jawline, which had been narrow and male, was rounding at the edges, the angularity dissolving into something that, in certain light, from certain angles, read as unambiguously female. The lips were slightly fuller, a change so subtle I only caught it in photographs. The hormones were reshaping the cartilage and fat distribution with a patience that matched Margaux’s.

The chest. I noticed in the shower, reaching for the shampoo. My arm crossed my chest and brushed a nipple and the contact sent a sharp, electric sting through me, the kind of sensitivity that makes you pull your hand back before you understand why. I touched the spot deliberately, pressing my fingertip against the nipple, and the skin was different there: slightly raised, the tissue beneath firmer than the flat plane of pectoral that had been there a month ago. A small mound, barely visible, the size of a coin beneath the nipple, tender and warm. I touched the other side. The same. Both nipples were sitting on something that hadn’t been there before, a swelling that the training bras were beginning to contact with their previously empty cups.

Breast buds. The word had been in my vocabulary since overhearing Candy and Piper’s conversation about maintenance schedules, and the word now applied to my body, to the twin tender spots that ached when I lay face-down and sent a pulse to my cage when the camisole’s silk dragged across them in the morning. The hormones were building something under my skin, and the building was happening with the same institutional patience as everything else in the agency: methodical, incremental, unstoppable.

Candy measured during a routine session. The measuring tape went around my chest, same as my waist and my hips every two weeks, the numbers recorded on a chart I never saw. She measured the bust line, noted the number, and said nothing except: “Looking good, babes.”

She didn’t announce the number. She didn’t celebrate. She didn’t make it a milestone. The number existed on a chart in a file in Candy’s salon cabinet, and the number was a record of something the hormones were doing, and the doing was happening with or without my acknowledgment, the same way a river doesn’t ask permission before reshaping its banks.



The room was changing.

The pajama pants were in the back of a drawer I hadn’t opened in weeks. The silk camisole was default sleepwear; I put it on at night the way I put on a shirt in the morning, without thought, without decision, without the intermediate step of considering alternatives. A second nightgown had appeared: a satin slip in pale pink that Candy had left on my bed after a salon session with a note that said “For variety, babes!” in loopy handwriting with a heart dotting the exclamation mark. I didn’t remember putting it in the drawer. It was in the drawer.

The closet was organized by color and by type: blouses on the left, dresses in the center, skirts on the right. The shoes were paired on the floor, toes pointing forward, heels aligned. A small shelf of accessories had materialized: three pairs of earrings (the clip-on pearls, a pair of small gold hoops, and teardrop crystals I didn’t remember acquiring), a bracelet, a scarf in navy silk that I’d begun wearing to morning meetings because the fourth floor was cold in the mornings and the scarf sat on my shoulders like warmth.

The makeup bag on the nightstand was mine. Not the agency’s. Not Candy’s. Mine. I’d bought the bag itself during a pharmacy stop that Candy had taken me on for shampoo, and the bag was a small, zippered pouch in dusty rose that cost three dollars and contained: foundation, concealer, powder, a blush compact, an eyeshadow palette (the neutral one Candy had recommended), mascara, lip liner, lipstick, gloss, a small mirror, three brushes. I used it every morning. The routine took twelve minutes. I didn’t need Candy for daily makeup anymore.

The nightstand also held the lip balm (cherry, the one I used every night before bed), the phone charger, and, in the drawer beneath, the plug.



The communal dinner happened on a Thursday.

Candy was cooking. The kitchen smelled like strawberries and parmesan, which should have been impossible and was, somehow, not. She was standing at the stove in a pink crop top and sweatpants (the only casual outfit I’d seen her in; even the sweatpants had rhinestones), her waist-length extensions pulled back in a ponytail, her breasts visible beneath the crop top’s thin fabric, nipples present and accounted for.

“Strawberry pasta,” she announced, stirring a pot with a wooden spoon. “It’s a real recipe, babes. I swear. TikTok. You infuse the cream with strawberries and then you add parmesan and then you, like, die from how good it is.”

“That sounds medically implausible,” I said, setting plates on the table. I was setting plates without being asked. The gesture was automatic, domestic; someone was cooking, the table needed plates, I was closest to the cabinet.

Piper was at the table, reading. A paperback, spine cracked, something literary that she held close to her face in the kitchen’s dim overhead light. She didn’t look up when I set a plate in front of her, but she moved her book to make room. Piper’s version of gratitude.

The pasta was pink. The pasta was, against every expectation established by its color and its provenance, good. Candy had done something with the strawberries and the cream that created a sauce that was sweet and savory simultaneously, the parmesan grounding the strawberry’s brightness, and we ate it at the table in the kitchen with mismatched forks and the overhead light casting everyone in warm amber.

“So,” Candy said, twirling pasta on her fork (the acrylic nails made this a complex engineering challenge), “did I tell you about the client who showed up to a booking in a full Victorian suit?”

“Which one?” Piper asked, not looking up from her book.

“The one with the top hat. The actual top hat. And the monocle. And he asked Aria to call him ‘Lord Pennywhistle’ for the entire booking.”

I choked on pasta. “Lord Pennywhistle.”

“Lord. Pennywhistle.” Candy’s blue contacts were bright with the particular joy of a story she’d been saving. “And like, Aria did it? For three hours? With a straight face? ‘More champagne, Lord Pennywhistle?’ ‘Would Lord Pennywhistle like to adjourn to the bedroom?’ ‘Shall I draw Lord Pennywhistle a bath?’ She told me afterward that the hardest part was the bath, because he actually said yes, and she had to kneel beside the bathtub and wash his back while calling him Lord Pennywhistle, and the monocle steamed up and he just kept adjusting it with this completely serious face. She earned every penny of that booking.”

Even Piper laughed. The laugh was small, quiet, the Piper version of a belly laugh: her shoulders shook, her freckles scrunched, and the paperback lowered for the first time since she’d sat down. “Did he bring the top hat into the bath?” she asked, and the question, coming from Piper, who spoke in measured, edited sentences about important things, was so unexpected that Candy nearly choked on her pasta.

“He hung it on the towel rack.” Candy was wheezing. “Like a gentleman. Because Lord Pennywhistle is nothing if not a gentleman. He had manners, babes. Victorian manners. He held the door for Aria. In the agency. Where she lives. He held the door of the suite for her like she was entering a ballroom.”

“Did he pay in gold coins?” I asked.

“Credit card.” Candy wiped her eyes, the acrylic nails navigating around the blue contacts with practiced dexterity. “A Centurion. Which is, like, the most Lord Pennywhistle card possible.”

The laugh transformed Piper’s face from composed to human, from professional to present, and the transformation lasted longer this time, a good ten seconds of genuine amusement before the composure returned. She picked up her wine glass and took a sip that was almost, but not quite, a disguised smile.

“Aria told me he tipped her double because she never broke character,” Candy continued, still giggling, the giggle bouncing her entire upper body, her chest moving with a physics that defied the crop top’s structural capacity. “Double. For calling a man Lord Pennywhistle while he wore a monocle and a top hat. She said the only moment she almost cracked was when he pulled out a pocket watch to check the time. A pocket watch. From his waistcoat. In this day and age.”

“Was the monocle functional?” I asked.

“It had a prescription lens. He was farsighted.” Candy lost it. The giggle became a laugh, the laugh became a wheeze, and the wheeze became a sound that could only be described as a balloon deflating at a party. “He was farsighted, babes. The monocle was real. It was medically prescribed. Lord Pennywhistle had an optometrist who made him a monocle. Someone in a lab coat measured his eye and said, ‘One monocle, coming right up,’ and that person went home to their family that night and said, ‘I made a monocle today,’ and nobody believed them.”

For ten minutes, the brownstone was not an agency. It was not a system of tiers and debt balances and morning meetings and cage maintenance. It was a kitchen. Three people eating pink pasta, laughing about a man named Lord Pennywhistle, sharing a bottle of wine that Piper had opened without announcement. The candle that Candy had lit on the table (pink, scented, because Candy) flickered between us. I was smiling, and I noticed I was smiling, and I didn’t stop.

The agency felt like home. Not the home I’d had before, the studio apartment with the eviction notice and the ramen and the job listings that all required clean driving records. A different kind of home. A weird, dysfunctional, deeply strange home where the residents wore cages and the cook had F-cups and the quiet one read literary fiction at the dinner table and the overhead light made everyone look warm and the pasta was pink and the laughter was real.

I noticed. I didn’t stop.



The elevator mirror moment happened two days later.

I was returning from a Companion booking, a corporate cocktail, unremarkable. I’d navigated it without anxiety, without the voice-monitoring and cage-checking that had characterized the first few bookings. The evening had been three hours of being Nataly, and the three hours had passed without the internal asterisk that used to accompany the name.

The elevator doors closed. The polished metal showed me: a young woman in a cocktail dress, heels, hair styled, makeup holding after three hours. The reflection was familiar now, not the lifelong familiarity of your own face after twenty years, but the familiarity of a new apartment after you’ve lived in it long enough: the layout is known, the angles are known, the morning light is known, and the knowing has replaced the discovering.

I adjusted my hair. A small gesture: fingertips pushing a wave behind my ear, the motion originating from the wrist, the wrist turning with a fluidity that was trained and unconscious simultaneously. Feminine. Automatic. Women did this in elevators and in bathroom mirrors and in passing reflections in shop windows, and I had done it without thinking, without deciding, without the cognitive step of “perform femininity.”

I froze. My hand was still near my ear. The wave of hair was behind it. The elevator hummed between floors.

I had adjusted my hair. In a mirror. Automatically. Nataly’s gesture. A woman named Nataly who lived in a brownstone and wore cocktail dresses and slept in silk camisoles and answered to her name without hesitation. The gesture had come from below the conscious surface, from the place where habits lived, from the muscle memory that the weeks of deportment and salon and Candy’s patient coaching had deposited like sediment in a riverbed.

The elevator doors opened. I walked out quickly. The hallway was empty. The fourth floor was quiet.

The hair was behind my ear. The gesture hung in the air behind me like a ghost.



That night, I locked my door.

The plug was in the nightstand drawer, where it had been since Candy gave it to me after the sissygasm. Still in its packaging then. The packaging was long gone; I’d opened it weeks ago, handled it, looked at it, put it back. The packaging was in the trash. The plug was in the drawer, clean, next to the lubricant.

I didn’t bother with the excuse this time.

The usual script was there, ready to go: training maintenance, Tier 2 preparation, Candy said to practice, this is professional development. I’d used every version of it before, and every version had dissolved by the time the plug was inside me, and tonight I didn’t have the energy for the performance. The kitchen had been warm. The pasta had been good. The laughter had been real. And the good feeling had reminded me, with the simple, honest logic of a body that had stopped waiting for the mind’s permission, that there was another kind of good feeling in the nightstand drawer.

I wanted the plug. The evaluation wasn’t the reason. The contract wasn’t the reason. My body had learned a new language and wanted to speak it, and pretending otherwise had become more exhausting than the truth.

I took the plug out. Medium silicone, tapered, the same dimensions as the one Candy had used in the training room. I knew the shape by memory now: the narrow tip, the gradual widening, the ridge at the widest point, the narrowing neck that the body gripped once the plug was seated. I knew the weight, the texture, the way the silicone warmed in my hand. I knew the smell of the lubricant, a mild, clinical scent that had become associated with pleasure so thoroughly that catching a whiff of it during a salon session made the cage twitch.

Lubricant. A generous amount, applied to the plug and to myself, the lube cool against the bare skin between my cheeks, then warming as I worked it with my fingers, coating the tapered silicone until it glistened. I lay on my side on the bed, the camisole pulled up to my ribs, the panties pushed down to my thighs. The cage rested against my inner thigh, already beginning to swell with the anticipatory arousal that the plug’s presence triggered, the cock thickening against the bars before my fingers had touched anything below the waist. My body knew what was coming. My body had been thinking about this since the kitchen.

I reached behind. Found the angle. My lubed fingertip circled my hole first, not penetrating, just tracing the rim, spreading the slickness, and the light touch sent a shiver up my spine because the skin there was smooth, waxed, hypersensitive, every nerve ending exposed and firing at the contact. The tip of the plug pressed against the ring of muscle, and the muscle, which had been tight and resistant during the first training session with Candy, yielded. Not immediately. Not without the moment of resistance that always came first, the body’s brief, instinctive objection to entry. But the objection was quieter now, softer, quieter each time, an alarm I’d been hitting snooze on for weeks. The muscle relaxed, opened, accepted.

The plug slid in. The narrow tip first, easy, then the gradual widening, the silicone stretching me open in increments, each fraction of an inch deepening the fullness. The burn came at the widest point, the ring of muscle stretched to its limit, and I breathed through it the way Candy had taught me, the way my body had learned to breathe through it in the weeks since, and then the widest point passed and the neck narrowed and the plug seated itself with a soft, decisive fullness, my hole closing around the narrow base, gripping it, holding it inside me. The sensation was immediate and total: the plug pressing against my prostate with steady, persistent pressure, the silicone warm from my body heat, the weight of it inside me a presence that reorganized every other sensation around itself.

I let go. The plug was seated. My body adjusted around it, the internal muscles clenching once, twice, then relaxing, accepting the intrusion as an inhabitant rather than an invader. The fullness was familiar now, a known quantity, and the knowing was part of what made this different from the training room. In the training room, Candy had been there. Candy had coached. Candy had adjusted the angle. Here, it was just me. The locked door. The dark room. The plug inside me because I had put it there.

I rocked. Slowly. The movement was small: hips tilting forward and back, the plug shifting inside me with each tilt, the tip pressing against the prostate from slightly different angles with each rock. Forward: the plug’s curve drove into the prostate from below, a deep compression that drew out a dull, heavy throb. Backward: the pressure eased slightly, the plug settling, the prostate pulsing with the echo of the compression. Forward again: the throb deepened, and this time a spike of pleasure shot through my pelvis, sharp enough to make my hips stutter.

The prostate responded with a pulse of pleasure that was warm, deep, interior, originating from a place that my old sexual self had not known existed and my new sexual self was beginning to map with an explorer’s attention. Each rock refined the map. Each angle discovered a new gradient of sensation: here, the pressure drew out a slow ache that built toward something; there, a sharper spike that made my breath catch; and in the center, the sweet spot, the exact angle where the plug’s tip pressed against the P-spot with a precision that Candy would have approved of, generating a steady, mounting pleasure that radiated outward from the prostate through my groin, through my hips, through the waxed skin of my thighs.

The pleasure built. The pleasure built without the frantic desperation of a cage-leak or the clinical supervision of the training room. This was slower, more controlled, more mine. I was following the sensation rather than instructions. I was rocking on the plug at a rhythm that my body chose, not a rhythm that was coached, and the rhythm was working. The rocking accelerated gradually, my hips finding a tempo that kept the prostate stimulation constant, the plug shifting inside me with a wet, subtle sound that was audible in the quiet room: the soft click of silicone against lubricated flesh, the sound of my body accepting and working and wanting.

The cage wept. I felt the warmth before I saw it: a slow, steady seeping that tracked from the base ring to the crease of my thigh, the body’s quiet confession of what the mind was still editing. The cock inside the cage was beside the point; it swelled against the bars out of habit, out of the residual male programming that insisted that orgasm happened at the cock, swollen and pressed against the polycarbonate, the head flushed and visible through the bars, but the orgasm that was building wasn’t at the cock. It was inside. It was at the prostate. It was in the fullness and the pressure and the slow, rhythmic rocking that had nothing to do with what Nathan Grant had understood about his own body.

My breathing changed. Shorter. Rougher. The rocking had become a grind, my hips moving in tight circles that rotated the plug against the prostate, and each rotation sparked a pulse of pleasure that was incrementally more intense than the last, each pulse building on the residue of the previous one, the cumulative effect a rising tide that I could feel approaching something. The cage bounced between my thighs with the motion, the bars slick with pre-cum, the weight of it a pendulum counting the seconds until.

It hit. A mini-sissygasm. Smaller than the one in the training room, shorter, a concentrated burst rather than a sustained wave. My body clenched around the plug, the internal muscles gripping the silicone, the prostate pulsing against it in rhythmic contractions that sent cum leaking through the cage bars in a thin, steady stream. Not the pathetic tablespoon of a cage-leak. More. The cum seeped through the bars in pulses that matched the prostate’s contractions, running down the cage, dripping onto the sheet, and my cock twitched inside the cage with each pulse, the twitching useless, the cock a bystander to an orgasm that had happened behind it, around it, without it. My breath stopped, my back arched, my legs straightened against the sheets, and for five seconds the narrator was gone again, the sardonic voice silent, the world reduced to the plug and the pressure and the pleasure that came from inside, from the deep place, from the body’s new center.

I lay on my side. The plug was still in. The cage was damp. The camisole was bunched around my ribs. The panties were around my thighs, wet.

The thought arrived: That was good.

Not “that happened.” Not “the cage made it happen.” Not “anyone with a prostate would respond to sustained P-spot stimulation.” Just: good. A simple, unedited assessment of an experience I’d chosen to have, alone, in the dark, without instruction or supervision or the contractual framework that I’d been using to explain away every sexual response since the cage was installed.

I didn’t edit the memory. I let it stay.

I lay there with the plug still in, the cage damp against my thigh, and I let the experience exist without commentary. The narrator was back, but softer, quieter, the sardonic voice reduced to a murmur rather than a shout. The murmur said things like you chose this and no one made you and Candy gave you the plug but you put it in yourself, and the murmur was right, and the rightness was the thing the lies were losing ground to.

I cleaned up eventually. Removed the plug. Washed it. Changed panties. The plug went back in the drawer, next to the lubricant, next to the lip balm and the phone charger and all the other objects that made up the inventory of a life I hadn’t planned.

The room was dark. The silk was warm where it touched my skin, a comfort I’d stopped questioning. The cage pressed against fresh panties. The residual fullness in my prostate hummed like a song I’d been listening to on repeat, and the song was good, and I wasn’t pretending it wasn’t.

That was the change.


Chapter 18: Aria’s Edge

The deep green sheath dress was gone.

I noticed at 5:30 in the evening, forty-five minutes before the car was scheduled to arrive for a Companion booking. The booking was a gallery opening: a private showing at a contemporary art space in the financial district, a collector client who wanted a date who could discuss the work without embarrassing him. Margaux had specifically requested that I “present as cultured, not ornamental,” which was her way of saying: no cocktail dress, no party aesthetic, something that said I appreciate art and also I belong here. The green sheath was the answer. It was slim, architectural, a dress that communicated taste rather than availability, and it had become, over the past several weeks, the dress I reached for when the booking required intelligence over allure. The green made my eyes look brighter. The cut made my waist look narrower. The length, knee-grazing, was modest enough for a gallery and fitted enough for the walk between exhibits.

It was not in the closet. The hanger was there, empty, between the black cocktail dress and a cream blouse. The closet’s color system, which I maintained without having decided to maintain, had a gap where the green should have been: the visual equivalent of a missing tooth.

I checked the shared laundry. The bathroom hamper. Under the bed. The wardrobe suite on the second floor, in case it had been pulled for cleaning or alterations.

Gone.

The scramble that followed was thirty minutes of controlled panic. Candy was in the salon, closing up for the day, and she helped me pull alternatives: a navy shift dress (too casual), a charcoal wrap (too dressy), a black pencil skirt with a silk blouse (serviceable but not the look Margaux had envisioned). I went with the skirt and blouse, and the booking was fine, the collector was satisfied, the art was discussed with a fluency that surprised me, one semester of art school surfacing intact after everything. But the scramble was the point. The humiliation was not in the missing dress. It was in the forty-five minutes of panic, the disruption of a routine I’d built, the reminder that the system I’d created, the closet, the color-coding, the preferences, could be dismantled by someone reaching in and taking what was mine.



Aria returned the dress the next morning.

She appeared in the fourth-floor hallway with the green sheath folded over her arm, the fabric slightly creased from wherever it had spent the night. She was in her standard evening-wear: a tight cream dress that traced every augmented line of her body, the D-cup chest displayed in a neckline that stopped one stitch above indecent, the platinum hair falling in sleek waves past her shoulders. She was six feet of surgical perfection, and she held my dress the way a cat holds a dead bird: casually, with the satisfaction of having caught it.

“Oops,” she said. The voice was honey on a scalpel. “Thought it was in the shared wardrobe. My mistake.”

I took the dress. The fabric was wrinkled, handled by someone who didn’t care about it the way I cared about it.

“But honestly, sweetie.” She leaned against the wall. The lean was calculated, the body angled to display the full length of her, the height advantage deployed as naturally as breathing. Her ice-blue eyes ran their usual assessment: measuring, finding me wanting. “Green isn’t your color. You’re more of a pink.”

The insult was layered. I parsed it in real time, the way I’d learned to parse Aria’s weaponry since the first “fresh meat” in the hallway weeks ago. Layer one: green isn’t your color, dismissing the aesthetic judgment I’d developed, the taste that had led me to the sheath in the first place. Layer two: pink, the color of Candy’s world, the bimbo path, the excess and the submission and the voluntary cognitive softening that I’d declined twice. The insult said: you don’t have taste, and the taste you’re pretending to have is just the absence of a decision you’re too afraid to make.

The words were already forming before my jaw finished clenching.

The feeling was sharper than anger, more refined than the proprietary fury of the blue silk theft weeks ago. Something that had been accumulating in the space the rivalry occupied, the same space where the competitiveness lived, the drive to walk better and take the training aid deeper and hold the voice longer and pass more convincingly. Aria’s sabotage had been activating something in me that I hadn’t named because naming it would have required admitting I cared about my position at the agency, and caring about my position meant the agency was more than a financial arrangement, and that admission was one the denial was not prepared to make.

But the words came before the admission could stop them.

“You know, Aria.” My voice was level. The feminine register held, steady, the pitch stable, the tone of decision, not reaction. “For someone who’s been here two years, you spend a lot of time worrying about someone who’s been here two months.”

The sentence landed.

Aria’s face changed. Not dramatically. Not a collapse. A flicker: the honey coating cracking for one second, the surface fracturing to reveal something underneath. The something was: surprise. And beneath the surprise, visible for less than a second before the mask reassembled itself, the thing that drove everything Aria did at the agency: insecurity. The kind of insecurity that lives behind perfection, that feeds on comparison, that sees every new arrival as a referendum on its own value. Aria had been the agency’s number-one escort for two years. She’d built her status through surgery and commitment and venom and the relentless maintenance of a position she believed was the only thing keeping her from the nobody she’d been before the agency found her. My arrival, my rapid progress, Margaux’s attention: these were threats to the only identity Aria had, and the threats were real because the identity was fragile.

The crack closed. The mask reassembled. Aria’s face returned to its default: poised, cruel, composed, impervious, refusing to admit what had just cracked.

“Two months and still on Tier One,” she said. The voice was smooth. Recovered. “Enjoy Companion life, sweetie. Some of us have actual clients to service.”

She pushed off the wall and walked away. The heels clicked on the hardwood, the gait a runway strut that she maintained at all times because maintenance was the only thing standing between Aria and the person she’d been before the surgeries and the hormones and the agency’s investment.

I stood in the hallway holding the green sheath and felt the crack vibrate in the space between us. She’d recovered. She’d fired her parting shot. But the crack had been visible, and I had seen it, and seeing it changed something in the dynamic between us, a glimpsed card in a poker hand that changes the game even if you never mention it.



The green sheath went back in the closet. I hung it on its hanger with a care that was, I recognized, disproportionate to the value of a dress I hadn’t purchased and technically didn’t own (it was agency wardrobe; everything was agency wardrobe; but possession, I was learning, was less about ownership and more about attachment, and the attachment was mine). I smoothed the fabric where Aria’s handling had creased it, running my fingers along the seams, checking for damage checking for scratches in a photograph. No damage. The fabric was resilient. The creases would hang out. The dress would recover. I positioned it in its place in the color sequence: between the black cocktail dress and the cream blouse. The organization was intact. The gap was filled. The object was mine again, in its place, where it belonged.

I stood in front of the closet in the cream blouse and the skirt I’d worn to the gallery and felt the anger, the sharp thing that had pushed the words out in the hallway, settle into something more complicated than fury. The anger wasn’t gone. It was metabolizing. Changing form. Becoming the fuel I’d noticed weeks ago, the drive that Aria’s sabotage ignited: the need to be better, to be more prepared, to not be caught in a scramble again. The need to care about this life enough to protect its details.

Because I did care. The closet confirmed it. The color system confirmed it. The makeup bag on the nightstand, the lip balm, the plug in the drawer, the camisole on my body, the cage between my legs: all of it was evidence of a life I was building, or that was building itself around me, and the building required maintenance, and the maintenance required caring, and the caring was the thing the story I’d been telling myself could not accommodate.

I cared about a deep green sheath dress. I cared about my position at morning meetings. I cared about the way Margaux read my debt balance, and the way Candy called me “babes,” and the way Piper nodded in hallways. I cared about the plug in the drawer and the silence in my head when the pleasure was too complete for the narrator to survive.

I cared about all of it. The agency was not a job. It had stopped being a job sometime between the naming and the gala, between the tears in the hotel bathroom and Piper’s wine in the kitchen, and the stopping had been so gradual that I couldn’t identify the precise moment same as watching water boil; the transition point is invisible. It just was, now. I cared, and the caring had no exit clause. The agency was home.

I didn’t say any of this out loud. The narrative I’d built was still holding. But it had developed new cracks, and the cracks were named things: the green dress was one. Aria’s face, cracking, was another.



The basement was Sienna’s domain.

I went down after the hallway confrontation because the basement was the one place in the brownstone where I could exist without being assessed. Candy’s salon assessed my body. Margaux’s office assessed my performance. The staff quarters assessed my belonging. Sienna’s studio assessed nothing. It observed.

Sienna was at her editing desk, the large monitor displaying a grid of thumbnails from what appeared to be a recent photo session with one of the other sissies. She was wearing a Joy Division t-shirt today, the image faded to a ghost, and her asymmetric hair was clipped on the shorter side with a small silver barrette. The Leica sat on the desk beside her, the lens cap off, the camera always ready.

“Hey,” she said without looking up. “What’s up?”

“Aria stole my dress.”

“She does that.” Sienna clicked through thumbnails with practiced efficiency, thousands of images a month building that muscle memory. The monitor showed a grid from a recent session, another sissy I didn’t recognize, and Sienna’s eye moved across them with her usual calm assessment. “She stole Piper’s favorite blouse once. Piper didn’t say anything for a week. Just wore alternatives and didn’t mention it. Then, on day seven, she mentioned it casually at the morning meeting, in front of Margaux, in a tone that was definitely not an accusation but was absolutely an accusation. Aria had to return it with a public apology. Margaux watched the apology with an expression that said she’d already factored the entire incident into her assessment of both parties.” Sienna’s mouth did something that was almost a smile. “Piper plays the long game.”

“I don’t have a long game.”

“You have something better. You got under her skin.” Sienna turned from the monitor and looked at me directly. The Leica sat on the desk beside her, the lens cap off, the glass eye of the camera angled toward the ceiling. Her brown eyes were warm, observant, eyes that read people like photographs: compositions of light and angle and the space between intention and expression. “I heard what you said in the hallway. The whole floor heard it. Candy texted me about it. With eleven exclamation marks.”

“She’s generous with punctuation.”

“She’s generous with everything. But the point stands: you surprised Aria. Aria doesn’t get surprised. She’s been the alpha of the fourth floor for two years, and the alpha position is built on the assumption that nobody fires back. You fired back.”

“She recovered fast.”

“She always recovers fast. That’s her skill. She’s built a persona that recovers from everything because the alternative is admitting that something landed. But recovering fast and not being hurt are different things. The recovery is the tell. If she hadn’t been hurt, she wouldn’t have needed to recover at all.” Sienna leaned back in her chair, the Joy Division t-shirt stretching across her lean frame, the asymmetric hair falling across one eye. “Want to see something?”

She opened a folder on the monitor. Two images appeared side by side, filling the screen.

The left image was a photograph I hadn’t seen before. It showed a young man standing against the white backdrop of the studio, the same backdrop I’d stood in front of for my promo session. The young man was slim, light brown hair shaggy and unwashed, hazel-green eyes wide with an expression that sat somewhere between terror and defiance. He was wearing a borrowed t-shirt and jeans that didn’t fit, and his posture was wrong: shoulders hunched, arms crossed, wanting to disappear but unable to decide which direction. He looked like a college dropout who’d been caught somewhere he shouldn’t be and was trying to decide whether to run or stay.

The right image was from my promo session. The woman in the photo was wearing the black cocktail dress and heels and had hair in waves and hazel-green eyes that were the same eyes as the young man’s but in a face that was: different. Softer. More resolved. The expression was still uncertain, still carrying the residual weight of someone in transition between two things, but the uncertainty was different in quality. Not the panic of the left image. The consideration of the right. The woman in the photo was looking at the camera with an expression that said: I don’t know what’s happening to me, but I haven’t looked away yet.

I stared.

The person on the left was Nathan. The person on the right was Nataly. They were the same person and they were not the same person, and the distance between them was six weeks and a cage and a sissygasm and a naming and a gala and tears in a hotel bathroom and a woman named Piper who’d touched my shoulder in a kitchen and told me the truth about what the tears meant.

“Intake photos,” Sienna said. “I take them for every new arrival. The day they walk in the door. Before Candy, before Margaux, before anything. And then I take the promo shots whenever they’re ready. The comparison is always.” She paused, choosing her word. “Significant.”

I couldn’t stop looking. The transformation was not subtle. The face had changed: softer, the skin smoother, the eyebrows shaped, the lips slightly fuller. The body posture had changed: the hunched shoulders were gone, replaced by the straight spine and the weight-on-one-hip stance that deportment training had installed. The expression had changed: the terror was gone, replaced by something more complex, more nuanced, scared but present, not just scared.

But the biggest change was one the photos couldn’t capture. It was in what the photos implied. The left image was someone who didn’t want to be seen. The right image was someone who was allowing herself to be seen, the permission visible in the angle of the chin (tilted slightly up, Margaux’s inspection angle), in the directness of the gaze (at the camera, not away from it), in how the body occupied the frame (centered, not pressed to the edge).

“I’m not going to tell you what to think about that,” Sienna said. Her voice was direct, warm, unwrapped. “But you should look at it.”

I looked at it. The left image. The right image. Nathan. Nataly. The same person. Not the same person.

The cage tightened. Not from arousal. From something else, something adjacent to the gala tears and the kitchen wine: an emotion too large for the container the denial had built to hold it, pressing against the walls, seeping through the cracks like pre-cum through cage bars. The emotion was recognition. Not the recognition of seeing yourself in a mirror, which I’d been doing daily and managing with decreasing difficulty. The recognition of seeing yourself from the outside, from Sienna’s lens, from the objective distance of a photograph that couldn’t lie and couldn’t edit and couldn’t rationalize. The photo on the left was the person I’d been. The photo on the right was the person I was. The distance between them was the distance the denial was trying to erase, and the photos made the distance visible, measurable, undeniable.

“Can I have a copy?” The question came from somewhere I hadn’t authorized.

Sienna reached behind her desk and produced a print. The right image. Full body: the cocktail dress, the heels, the face, the expression. Glossy, high resolution, a print you’d frame if you were someone who framed things.

“I printed it after the session,” she said. “I had a feeling you’d want it eventually.”

I took the print. Held it. The paper was smooth and heavy, photographic stock that cost more per sheet than regular paper cost per ream. The image was sharp, the color calibration perfect, every detail rendered with the fidelity of Sienna’s professional workflow. The woman in the photo looked back at me with hazel-green eyes that were mine. Her expression was the expression I’d seen in the mirror for weeks but hadn’t been able to categorize: not confident, not scared, but present. Here. Looking at the camera because the camera was there and looking away would be a decision she wasn’t ready to make.

“Thanks,” I said. The word was insufficient. The word didn’t contain what the photograph meant, which was evidence. Documentary proof, produced by a professional photographer with a $15,000 camera and studio-grade lighting, that the transformation I’d been denying and rationalizing and filing away in drawers I wouldn’t open had produced a result that was visible, measurable, and undeniable. The photograph was a fact. Facts were harder to edit than memories.

I took it to my room. I put it face-down on the dresser. Not in the trash. Not in a drawer. On the dresser, face-down, the white back of the photographic paper visible, the image hidden from the room but present in the room, existing in the state everything in my life occupied now: partially acknowledged, partially denied, the object and the avoidance of the object occupying the same space.

The photo stayed face-down. I didn’t throw it away. The not-throwing-away said everything: I’m not ready to look at this every day. But I’m not ready to pretend it doesn’t exist.

The dresser held the photo. The nightstand held the lip balm and the makeup bag. The drawer held the plug. The closet held the green sheath, returned, slightly wrinkled, still mine.

The room was a woman’s room with a face-down photograph of a woman on the dresser, and the woman in the photograph was me, and the fact of that was something I put face-down alongside the image: present, acknowledged, unexamined.

For now.


Chapter 19: The Evaluation

“Nataly, seventy-six thousand.”

The number had moved. Four thousand dollars down from the starting figure, chipped away by Companion bookings at $200 to $400 each: the gala, the museum, the opera, the gallery, the corporate dinners, the cocktail receptions. Each booking was a small withdrawal from the mountain, and the mountain was still vast, and the math was clear. At this pace, at Companion rates, the debt would take over a year to clear. Maybe eighteen months. Maybe longer, depending on booking frequency and client satisfaction and the seasonal fluctuations that Margaux tracked on her agenda with the same precision she tracked everything else.

The numbers pointed at Tier 2. They always had. The Tier 2 income was $500 to $800 per booking, and the bookings were sexual, and the sexual bookings happened in the third-floor suites, and the third-floor suites were the rooms I’d cleaned as a Tier 0 maid in a French maid uniform with a cage under my skirt and a condom in the trash that had made my cock swell against the bars.

Margaux turned a page. “Tier Two evaluations will take place in the coming weeks. Those of you currently at Tier One should review your training assessments with Candy and prepare accordingly.”

My stomach dropped. The drop was physical, a sensation like missing a stair, the body registering the information before the mind could frame it. I’d known this was coming. The training with Candy, the oral practice, the prostate work, the plug in my nightstand drawer, all of it had been preparation for this. The abstract had been comfortable. The concrete was not.

Tier 2 meant sexual bookings. Real clients. Real cocks. Real rooms where the things I’d practiced on silicone would happen with flesh.

The morning meeting continued. Aria’s booking schedule was full: four Tier 3 Out-Call appointments this week, two Tier 4 VIP overnights next month. Her debt was negligible, nearly cleared. She received the numbers with serene satisfaction; her position was established, and the income proved it. Piper’s numbers were steady: Tier 4 VIP, reliable, premium. Her debt was cleared. She stayed because staying was safer than leaving, and the safety was another kind of cage, and the cage had no key on Margaux’s thigh chain because it was one she’d built herself.

I sat through the meeting and felt the announcement take root in my body like the cage had: a new weight, a new constant, a new thing that was happening to me whether I welcomed it or not.



The rest of the day was routine. Maid duties (I’d been rotated back in for a half-day due to a scheduling gap; the French maid uniform still fit, better than before, the waist cinching where the hormones were beginning to redistribute). Salon session with Candy at two. Training room at four. Dinner in the staff kitchen. Evening in my room.

Routine. The word itself was the change. Eight weeks ago, routine was a job I no longer had and a rent I couldn’t pay. Now routine was a maid uniform and a salon chair and a training room and a closet organized by color and a cage that I didn’t think about for hours at a stretch because the cage had become the body’s default, not its exception.

Candy’s salon session was standard: hormone injection (the routine intramuscular stick in the glute, Candy’s chatty narration, “Just a little prick, babes, and then we’re golden”), skin treatment, nail maintenance. During the nail filing, I looked at my hands on the towel and noticed them. Not the nails. The hands themselves. The skin was different: smoother, softer, the veins less prominent than they’d been two months ago. The knuckles looked smaller, or maybe the skin around them had softened enough to round their edges. These were hands that had been reshaped by the same hormones reshaping everything else, and I hadn’t noticed until now because hands are the thing you see the most and observe the least. Candy’s pink-gloved fingers held mine steady while she filed, and the two sets of hands, hers finished and mine in transit, rested together on the towel in the salon’s warm light.

She noticed I was distracted.

“You okay, babes?” She was filing my nails: short, rounded, nude polish. Companion-appropriate. The polish went on in smooth, even strokes, each nail getting two coats and a top seal. “You’re quiet. Like, quieter than your usual quiet.”

“I’m fine.”

“Cool. Cool cool cool.” She continued filing. “The Tier Two thing, right?”

I didn’t answer, which was an answer.

“Totally normal to be freaked out,” she said. Her valley-girl cadence was steady, her way of navigating emotional territory and bikini waxes with identical certainty. “Every girl freaks out before the sexual tier. Like, every single one. Aria puked before her first In-Call. Piper had a panic attack in the wardrobe suite. It’s a whole thing.”

“What did you do?”

“Oh, I was never on the sexual tier. I was staff from the jump.” She paused. “But if I had been? I would have been fine. You know why?” She held up a polished nail. “Because the training works. Your body already knows what to do. It proved that in the training room. And in your room. Alone. At night.”

The look she gave me was not accusatory. It was knowing. Candy knew about the plug. Candy knew about the private sessions. Candy knew because Candy knew bodies, and the body she’d been maintaining for eight weeks had been showing her the signs of regular prostate stimulation: the subtle changes in perineal tone, the muscle responsiveness during salon handling, the pre-cum patterns that indicated frequent arousal-and-partial-release cycles.

She didn’t say any of this. She said: “You’re going to be great, babes. Your body is ahead of your brain on this one. Just let it drive.”

She hummed a pop song and finished the nails. The polish dried under a small UV lamp while she cleaned up. The salon smelled like acetone and the synthetic sweetness of Candy’s shampoo and the faint, warm undertone of the wax pot that was always on, always ready.

The hormone effects were continuing. I noticed them the way Candy had taught me to notice them: not by measurement, not by milestone, but by discovery. The skin was different today than it had been last week: softer at the jawline, smoother across the cheeks. The chest was tender: the breast buds, which I’d felt as small swellings under the camisole for weeks, were growing with a patience that matched the hormones’ timeline. Not visible yet. Not announced. But present. Present the way everything in this building was present: beneath the surface, accumulating, waiting to be noticed.



The evening was long.

I lay in bed and thought about the sexual bookings. The thinking was not panic. The panic had been at the morning meeting, the stomach-drop, the physical jolt. The evening thinking was something else: a methodical inventory of what I knew and what I didn’t.

What I knew: I could take a silicone cock to seven inches orally without gagging. I could take a medium plug anally and work it to a sissygasm. I could maintain a feminine presentation under stress, under prolonged exposure, under the gaze of strangers who didn’t know what they were gazing at. I could kneel on a mat and practice oral service until my jaw ached and my cage leaked and the wet spot on the mat was a fact my rationalizations couldn’t erase.

What I didn’t know was what a real cock felt like. What a real client looked like at close range, in a third-floor suite, with the door locked and the lighting low and the acts on the booking form transitioning from text to touch. What my body would do when the silicone was replaced by skin and the suction cup was replaced by a hip and the coached technique was replaced by the sounds a man makes when he’s paying for what my mouth can do.

I tried to imagine it. The imagination was not as horrifying as I expected.

The horror had been the default setting. For eight weeks, the horror had been the background to every thought about Tier 2: the assumption that the sexual bookings would be degrading, traumatic, a line crossed that couldn’t be uncrossed. The assumption had been the wall I’d leaned every other lie against.

Tonight, lying in bed, the assumption was wobbling. Not collapsing. Wobbling. Because the answer was there, accumulated over weeks, stacked in the nightstand drawer and in the muscle memory and in the cage that leaked every time I knelt and in the sissygasm that had silenced my sardonic commentary and in the private plug sessions that I’d chosen, voluntarily, alone.

The horror was giving way to something else, something between excitement and eagerness that I couldn’t quite name. Resignation laced with curiosity, cliff-edge vertigo from a person no longer sure the edge is a cliff.

I hated the curiosity. The curiosity was a betrayal. The curiosity said: you want to know. The story I told myself said: you don’t. The cage, damp against the panties, said nothing, because the cage had stopped lying weeks ago.



Margaux called me to her office at eight in the evening.

Same office. Sandalwood candle, mahogany desk, bookshelves of untouched French literature. Margaux was behind the desk, reading glasses on, the pen in her hand, a document open in front of her. The black blazer, the silk blouse buttoned to the throat, the silver-streaked hair swept back. The thigh chain was invisible beneath the desk; I knew it was there the way I knew the cage was between my legs. Both were constants. Both held keys.

“Sit,” she said.

I sat.

She finished whatever she was reading. Closed the folder. The reading glasses came off, held between two fingers.

“I’ve reviewed your Companion evaluations,” she said. Her voice was low, exacting, the French accent brushing the consonants. “Seven bookings completed. Zero client complaints. One repeat request, from the collector at the gallery opening. Your presentation scores are above average for a Tier One at your stage.”

She paused. The pause was not for effect. Margaux didn’t use pauses for effect; she used them for accuracy, the pause of someone confirming a measurement before committing to the cut.

“You present well. Your deportment is consistent. Your voice holds under sustained social pressure. Your makeup is self-sufficient for day presentations. Your body language has progressed from conscious performance to unconscious habit.” She listed these facts as flatly as debt balances: without emphasis, without praise, as data points in an assessment she was delivering because delivering assessments was her function.

“The Tier Two evaluation will be scheduled within two weeks. You’ll receive the evaluation criteria from Candy. The practical component will take place in the training room. The presentation component will take place here.”

She paused again. Set the reading glasses on the desk. Looked at me.

The look was the full-attention look. No glasses. No documents. No agenda between us. Just her dark eyes, nearly black in the office’s warm light, and the silver streaks in her hair, and the absolute stillness of a woman who occupied space as gravity occupies a room: invisibly, inevitably, restructuring everything around her without moving.

“You’ve done well,” she said. “Continue.”

Three words. Four syllables. The most personal thing Margaux Devereaux had ever said to me. Not “adequate,” which was her standard highest praise, delivered with a nod that barely registered as movement. Not “acceptable,” which meant the minimum had been met. Not any of the professional assessments that populated the morning meetings and the evaluation reports and the impersonal machinery of the agency’s management.

“You’ve done well.”

The words landed in my chest. Not like the “good girl” from the training room, which had landed in the cage. Not like Candy’s “babes,” which landed on the surface and bounced. Not like Piper’s shoulder-touch, which had landed in the space between loneliness and connection. Margaux’s words landed in a place that didn’t have a name yet, a place that was deeper than the cage and more intimate than the salon and more frightening than any of it, because the place was where I kept the things I wanted.

I wanted Margaux to say those words again. The wanting was immediate, physical, a hunger that settled into the same space as the words and refused to move. It was adjacent to sexual but lived in a different organ. Closer to the chest than the cage, deeper than the prostate-pleasure of the sissygasm, less definable than Atticus’s thumb. Something that lived in the chest rather than between the legs, something that said: this woman’s approval matters to me. This woman’s assessment of my progress matters more than the debt balance. This woman, sitting behind a mahogany desk in a black blazer with a thigh chain holding my cage key, matters.

Why? Why did it matter? Why did three words from a woman I’d known for eight weeks, a woman who ran an agency that had disassembled my identity and rebuilt it according to specifications I hadn’t authored, produce a response in my chest that was heavier and more persistent than the cage’s constant ache?

“Thank you,” I said. My voice was steady. The feminine register held. The words were professional, appropriate, the response of an employee receiving positive feedback from a supervisor.

Margaux’s expression didn’t change. The dark eyes held mine for one more second, and in that second, something passed between us that had no name and no documentation and no place in the contractual framework that governed our relationship. An exchange. A recognition. The briefest, most contained acknowledgment that the three words had meant something to both of us that neither was prepared to articulate.

“That’s all,” she said. The glasses went on. She was already reaching for the next folder.

I left the office. I walked down the hallway toward the stairs. The heels clicked on the hardwood. The words repeated: you’ve done well, continue. The words were in my chest. The words were in the cage. The words were in the tender spot beneath the camisole where the breast buds were forming. The words were everywhere.



Late night. Door locked.

I was not going to do this because of Margaux’s words. I was not going to do this because the Tier 2 evaluation was in two weeks and the practical component required demonstrated proficiency. I was going to do this because.

Because I wanted to be good at it.

The thought arrived and I let it stand. No editing. No reframing. No “because the contract requires it” or “because the training demands it.” I wanted to be good at it. The “it” was the sexual tier. The “good” was competence. The “wanted” was the part that changed everything.

I took the training supplies from the drawer and from the closet where I’d stored them: the medium plug, the suction-cup dildo that Candy had given me for oral practice, the lubricant. The dildo had a flat base designed for wall mounting, and I’d discovered, during previous solo sessions, that it could be attached to the wall beside my bed at kneeling height. The suction cup held against the painted plaster with a firmness that supported the weight and the motion.

I mounted the dildo to the wall. Got on my knees on the bed, the position familiar from Candy’s training: kneeling, mouth level with the silicone, the cage hanging between my thighs, the camisole pushed up because it got in the way.

I took the silicone cock in my mouth. No coaching. No Candy standing beside me with pink gloves and instructional commentary. Just me, on my knees, alone, at night, practicing cock-worship on silicone because I wanted to be ready when a real one arrived.

The depth was better than last time. Seven inches without choking, the throat opening with a familiarity that the gag reflex had long since surrendered to. The jaw ached, but the ache was: known. Expected. Part of the experience rather than an obstacle to it. I worked the technique Candy had drilled: tongue movement, suction, breathing, the recovery after depth, the use of the hand at the base. The silicone warmed in my mouth. The taste was lubricant and nothing, but the act, the kneeling and the opening and the taking, carried its own charge.

The cage leaked. Pre-cum ran down the bars, pooling in the crease between my thighs. My prostate throbbed with each swallow, the sympathetic connection between throat and P-spot that the training had wired. The wet spot on the sheet beneath my knees spread as I worked, the stain spreading with the rhythm of my jaw and the rhythm of my breath.

After fifteen minutes, I pulled off. Jaw aching. Lips swollen. Cage dripping. The dildo glistened with saliva.

Phase two.

The plug. Lubricant applied with automatic efficiency, to the plug and to myself. I reached behind. The angle was second nature now, the body’s geometry mapped and memorized. The plug slid in: the tapered tip, the widening, the stretch, the ridge, the seat. The prostate pressure was immediate, the plug pressing against the spot with the same persistent stimulation that I’d been cultivating in private sessions for weeks.

I repositioned. The oral element and the anal element needed to happen simultaneously. This was the simulation, the practice for what the bookings would require: both holes filled, the body serving from both ends.

On my knees, facing the wall. The suction-cup dildo at mouth level. The plug inside me, pressing against the prostate. I leaned forward, took the dildo in my mouth, and the position was: spitroast. The word arrived from Candy’s training vocabulary, clinical, descriptive. Spitroast. Both ends occupied. The body rocking between two points of penetration, the mouth taking from one end and the ass taking from the other, and the cage between them, hanging, leaking, irrelevant.

I rocked. The rhythm was the key. The body found it: a forward motion that drove the dildo deeper into my throat, followed by a backward motion that pressed the plug against the prostate, the oscillation creating a sustained alternation of stimulation that worked both zones in sequence. Forward: throat full, jaw stretched, the silicone pressing the back of the tongue. Backward: prostate pressed, the plug shifting, the deep internal pulse spreading outward.

The cage leaked freely. Pre-cum dripped onto the sheet in a steady stream, the panties soaked through, the fabric clinging to the bars. My cock strained inside the cage with the futile persistence of a muscle that hadn’t learned that its purpose was over. The pleasure was not from the cock. The pleasure was from the prostate and the throat and the fullness and the rhythm and the act itself, the act of being filled from both ends, the act of serving, the simulation of something that would happen with a real person in a real room in two weeks.

The sissygasm built. Not the slow, tidal building of the first one in the training room. Faster. The body had learned the route and took it with efficiency, the prostate pressure combining with the oral stimulation to create a convergence that was, I understood now, the point of the training. The body was designed to do this. The prostate was designed for this stimulation. The throat was designed for this depth. The cage was designed to silence the cock so that everything else could be discovered.

It hit.

Full prostate sissygasm. My body convulsed, the spasm starting in the pelvis and radiating outward, the prostate pulsing against the plug, cum spurting through the cage bars onto the sheet in pulses that coincided with the convulsions. The dildo was still in my throat. I gagged, pulled off, the saliva connecting my lips to the silicone in a string that broke as I collapsed sideways on the bed.

The orgasm sustained for fifteen seconds. Full-body tremor. Cum leaking through the cage. The plug still inside, the prostate still pulsing. The narrator, the sardonic voice, gone. Silent. Absent. As absent as it had been during the first sissygasm in the training room, the voice killed by the intensity of the sensation, the defense mechanism overridden by a pleasure that was too complete to accommodate irony.

I lay on the sheet. Panting. Cage dripping. Plug in. Jaw aching. Saliva and pre-cum on the sheets and the wall and my chin and my thighs. The camisole was bunched under my arms. The panties were around my knees, ruined.

The thought formed in the silence where the voice used to be: I just practiced being fucked from both ends. Voluntarily. Alone. At night. Because I wanted to be ready. Not because Candy told me to. Not because the contract requires it. Because I wanted to.

I wanted to. The words sat in the room like the plug sat inside me: present, undeniable, filling a space that used to be empty.

I didn’t clean up. Not yet. I lay there and let the thought exist. The room smelled like lubricant and the salt-warm scent of cum that had leaked through a cage, and the scent was part of the room’s nighttime chemistry now, as recognizable as the silk of the camisole or the weight of the cage itself.

Then I got up. Repositioned. Mounted the dildo again. Lubricated the plug deeper, adjusting the angle to press more firmly against the prostate, the way I’d learned through weeks of experimentation that the body preferred. The experimentation itself was a fact the denial could no longer cover: I had, through repeated voluntary sessions, developed preferences about how to pleasure myself anally. I preferred the plug at a slight forward tilt. I preferred the dildo mounted at chin height rather than mouth height, which required more neck extension and opened a deeper throat angle. I had preferences. I was an expert in my own body’s routes to pleasure, and the routes all bypassed the cock.

Second round.

The second sissygasm was smaller. Less intense. A concentrated burst rather than a sustained wave. But I chased it on purpose, rocking between the oral and the anal, the rhythm faster this time, the body knowing what it wanted and going after it with an efficiency that the first round hadn’t had. The cage bounced between my thighs with each rock, the bars slick with the first orgasm’s residue, the weight of it a pendulum marking the rhythm. My jaw ached in the specific, earned way that it ached after every practice session, and the ache was part of the pleasure now, incorporated into the body’s map of what felt good.

When the second one hit, I was thinking about Friday. Not abstractly. Specifically. A real cock in my mouth, warm, alive, the taste of skin instead of silicone. A real cock in my ass, the ridge of a real head stretching the ring of muscle. A real man’s hands on my hips, or in my hair, or both. The suite on the third floor, the bed I’d cleaned as a Tier 0 maid, the sheets I’d changed while my cage strained at the condom in the trash. The imagination was vivid. The imagination was not horrifying. The imagination made me come harder.

The second sissygasm spurted through the cage and I collapsed with the dildo still wet in front of me and the plug still seated and the cage dripping and the thought still there, undeniable, unedited, the thought that had changed shape over eight weeks from horror to tolerance to resignation to curiosity to, tonight, this:

I want to be good at this.

I cleaned up. Removed the plug. Washed it. Detached the dildo, washed it, put it away. Changed sheets. Changed panties. The routine was practiced, efficient, the cleanup of a regular practice. Because that’s what this was now. A regular practice. A fact I was no longer pretending wasn’t a fact.

Dark room. Damp cage. The camisole lay against a chest that was tender with something the hormones were building. Everything else was clean: the plug in the drawer, the dildo in the closet, the sheets.

Margaux’s words were still in my chest. You’ve done well. Continue.

I was continuing.

The file on the nightstand would arrive soon: a client name, a list of preferences, a suite assignment, a date. A line I’d been walking toward since the contract. Two weeks away. And I was lying in a dark room with a damp cage and a sore jaw and the residual memory of two voluntary sissygasms and the knowledge, the quiet, terrifying, liberating knowledge, that I wanted to cross it.

The wanting was no longer theoretical. It had teeth, and they were sinking in.

The narrator, returning slowly, offered one last edit: you want to cross it because the debt demands it. You want to cross it because the math requires it. You want to cross it for the money.

The edit was thin. Paper-thin. The thinnest it had been since I signed the contract. Beneath it, the truth, large and warm and undeniable, pressed upward like the breast buds beneath the camisole: you want to cross it because you want to.

I turned off the lamp. The silk held the cage’s outline like a secret. The truth held against the lie the same way.

I slept. They’d both be there in the morning.


Chapter 20: The File

The morning was ordinary. That was the word for it now: ordinary. I woke at six-thirty, the cage warm against my body, the camisole twisted around my torso from sleep. The alarm was on the phone. The phone was on the nightstand, next to the lip balm and the makeup bag. I turned it off and lay still for a moment, my morning habit now, cataloguing the body’s reports.

The cage: quiet. No morning erection today. The morning erections had become less frequent over the past few weeks, the hormones doing something to the cycle that Candy had mentioned would happen. “Your morning wood will chill out, babes. The estrogen is like, asking your body to change the channel.” The channel had changed. Most mornings now, the cage was simply there, its weight and pressure a resting state rather than a crisis.

The chest: tender. The breast buds were growing. I could feel them when I rolled onto my stomach, a soft pressure beneath the camisole, the tissue expanding slowly against the silk. Not visible yet in the mirror, not to my eyes, but Candy had measured during yesterday’s salon session and said “looking good, babes” with the particular emphasis that meant the numbers on the chart had moved.

I got up. Went to the shared bathroom. Showered. The water hit bare skin, everywhere hairless, the waxing a maintenance item now rather than an event. Candy rewaxed every two weeks, but the regrowth was thinner each time, the hormones suppressing the follicles. My body was a smooth body. The adjective had stopped being remarkable and become descriptive.

I wrapped a towel around myself (around the chest; when had I started wrapping towels like this, without noticing the change?) and went back to my room. The closet was open. The choices were there.

Choosing from the closet had become second nature. Not the mechanical, uniform-donning of the first weeks, when every garment was the agency’s and every outfit was an assignment. Choosing now involved preference. I had favorites. The deep green sheath for bookings that required intelligence. The black cocktail dress for galas. A cream silk blouse that Candy had declared “your signature, babes” and that I’d started reaching for on days when I wanted to feel competent. A navy pencil skirt that sat on my hips in a way that the hormones had recently made possible: the waistband resting on the slight curve that was emerging, the fabric hanging from a shape that hadn’t been there two months ago.

Today was a Companion booking in the evening: a corporate dinner, a tech company awards ceremony, a client who’d booked me for the second time. I chose the cream blouse and the navy skirt. Stockings: sheer, black. Heels: pointed-toe, three inches, the same pair I’d worn to the first gala, now broken in to the shape of my feet.

Makeup. Twelve minutes. The routine I’d learned from Candy, refined through repetition, now performed without a tutorial or a mirror check until the end. Primer. Foundation matched to my neck. Concealer. Contour. Blush. Shadow: the neutral palette, champagne lid, taupe crease. Liner: thin, precise, the wing at the outer corner that I could do with my eyes half-closed. Mascara: two coats. Lip liner, lipstick, gloss. The face that emerged was not Candy’s creation anymore. It was mine. The same techniques, applied by my hands, producing a result that was specific to me: subtle, warm, makeup that didn’t announce itself but made the face look intentional.

I looked in the mirror. The woman looking back was: Nataly. Not “someone who looked like Nataly.” Not “Nathan performing Nataly.” Nataly. The face, the hair (my own now, grown past my jaw, styled with product, the wig retired for most occasions), the blouse, the skirt, the way I stood with my weight on one hip and my hand touching my hair and the cage invisible beneath the skirt’s lining. The image was coherent. The identity was coherent. The person in the mirror was the person I answered to at morning meetings and responded to in hallway conversations and introduced to clients at bookings.

I answered to Nataly without hesitation. The hesitation had been gone for weeks, dissolved so gradually that I couldn’t identify the specific moment it had disappeared. One day the name had required a mental translation: hear “Nataly,” process, respond. Then the processing time shortened. Then it disappeared entirely. Now, “Nataly” was a sound that triggered a response the way “Nathan” had once triggered a response: automatically, reflexively, the stimulus-response loop of identity fused at the neurological level.

I walked in heels without thinking about it. The click on the hardwood was a sound I associated with myself, with movement, with the act of going somewhere. The posture was automatic: spine straight, shoulders back, hips moving with the slight sway that Margaux’s deportment training had installed and that my body had adopted as its default gait. I didn’t check my feet. I didn’t monitor the heel-toe transition. I walked the way women walk in heels when the heels have been on long enough to stop being heels and start being shoes.

Morning meeting. Margaux read balances. “Nataly, seventy-four thousand.” Down again. Two thousand in the past week and a half, five bookings back-to-back: the repeat tech client, a museum opening, two charity dinners, and a gallery reception where the client had tipped in cash. Six thousand total, from $80,000 to $74,000. Eight weeks of work. The progress was real but slow. At Companion rates, the trajectory was long. At Tier 2 rates, it would accelerate. The math was doing what math always did: presenting a reality that the emotions couldn’t argue with.

Duty assignments. Salon session with Candy at noon. Preparation for the evening booking. Routine. All of it.



The Companion booking that evening was the smoothest yet. The tech awards ceremony was in a hotel ballroom, and the client was a repeat, a software executive who’d booked me for the gallery opening and liked me enough to request me again. He was comfortable, easy to read, and the evening passed as evenings were passing now: naturally, without the internal monitoring and the cage-checking and the voice-tracking that had characterized the early bookings.

I made conversation about artificial intelligence (the client was giving an award for innovation; I asked questions; he explained with the enthusiasm of finally having a listener who didn’t glaze over). I laughed when appropriate, and the laughing was appropriate because some of what he said was genuinely funny, and some of it was industry humor that worked if you squinted, and some of it was just the pleasure of being at an event where nobody was reading debt balances or correcting cap angles or stealing dresses. I held a champagne glass and stood beside him and accepted the arm he offered and the “lovely” that his colleagues directed at me and the “she’s wonderful, where did you find her?” that one of them whispered to him behind a hand that wasn’t as discreet as it intended to be.

I was wonderful. Someone had said I was wonderful. The cage didn’t even twitch. The compliment was: normal. Expected. The reaction of a man at a dinner whose colleague’s date was poised and articulate and, as far as anyone in the room could tell, a woman. Two months ago, the word “wonderful” applied to me would have been a joke. Now it was a review. A satisfied customer. The compliment joined the seven others I’d accumulated across eight weeks of bookings. The collection was growing, and the growth was evidence I couldn’t dismiss.

The car brought me back at ten-thirty.



The elevator.

The polished metal doors closed. The reflection appeared: a young woman in a cream blouse and navy skirt, hair styled, makeup holding after four hours, heels, an expression that was tired but present.

I looked at the reflection. The reflection looked back.

I adjusted my collar. A small gesture: fingers lifting the blouse’s collar where it had folded slightly during the evening, straightening the fabric, patting it into place. The gesture was automatic. Feminine. The kind of thing I’d seen women do in elevators and in mirrors and in passing reflections all my life, the habitual, unconscious maintenance of appearance that is a language spoken below the level of conscious thought.

I didn’t catch myself. The gesture happened and completed and my hand returned to my side and the elevator continued upward and I did not freeze, did not register the gesture as performance, did not experience the sharp, reflexive awareness that had accompanied every previous automatic feminine behavior. I adjusted my collar because my collar needed adjusting. That was all.

The elevator doors opened. I walked out. The fourth floor was quiet. My heels clicked on the hardwood.



My room.

The room had changed. Not tonight, not suddenly, but across the weeks, in the accumulative way that rooms change when someone lives in them: slowly, by addition, each new object a data point in a life that was assembling itself without permission.

The bed was made with the same white sheets, but there was a throw pillow now. Dusty rose, decorative, a pillow that existed for aesthetic reasons rather than functional ones. I didn’t remember acquiring it. It might have been Candy, who left things in my room like a bird furnishing a nest: silently, purposefully, without explanation. It might have been me, picking it up from a common area or a wardrobe surplus without the conscious decision registering. The throw pillow was there. It was mine because it was in my room and my room was where my things lived.

The photo Sienna had given me was on the dresser. Face-down. The white back of the photographic paper was visible, the image hidden, the woman in the photo existing in the room as a presence rather than a visual. I hadn’t turned it over. I hadn’t thrown it away. The equilibrium between those two actions was the equilibrium between looking and not-looking, between the recognition that the photo was real and the delay in accepting what the reality meant.

The nightstand held the lamp, the phone charger, the lip balm (cherry, almost empty, I’d need to buy another), and the makeup bag (dusty rose, three dollars, containing everything I needed to become the face the mirror showed me every morning). The drawer beneath held the plug (clean, silicone, medium) and the lubricant (half-used) and a pair of stockings that I’d placed there because the drawer was where small, intimate things lived.

The closet was organized. The shoes were paired. The accessories shelf held earrings and bracelets and the navy scarf and the clip-on pearls. The pajama pants were in the back of a bottom drawer, the fabric probably dusty, untouched for so many weeks that the last time I’d worn them existed in a different era of the same life.

I changed into the camisole. The silk pressed gently against my chest, against the tender spots where the breast buds were growing, against skin that was softer and smoother than it had been eight weeks ago. I removed the makeup: oil cleanser, micellar water, moisturizer. I applied lip balm. I got into bed.

The room was quiet. The brownstone was quiet. The evening sank into the building’s bones: the creak of old wood, the hum of the climate system, the distant sound of someone’s music behind a closed door.

A knock.

I sat up. “Come in.”

Sienna opened the door. She was in her standard uniform: a Pixies t-shirt, designer jeans, Doc Martens. The Leica hung from her neck. Her asymmetric hair was pushed back from her face, and her expression was direct, efficient, purposeful.

She was carrying a manila folder.

She walked to my bed and set the folder on the mattress, next to my hip. The folder was thin, standard issue, the kind that the agency used for client documentation. A tab on the edge was labeled with a suite name: The Velvet Room.

“Your first sexual booking is Friday,” Sienna said. Her voice was even, direct, warm beneath the directness. “He likes blondes.”

A pause. Her eyes met mine. The brown eyes that saw people photographs and people alike: compositions of light and intention and the space between what was shown and what was real.

“Read his preferences,” she said. “Don’t embarrass me.” Another pause. “And don’t embarrass yourself.”

She left. The door closed behind her. The Leica’s shutter cap clinked against the camera body as she walked down the hallway, and then the footsteps faded, and the fourth floor was quiet again, and the manila folder sat on my bed next to my hip like a package left on a doorstep by someone who knew what was inside and knew you’d open it eventually.



I didn’t open it immediately.

I sat on the bed and looked at the folder. The Velvet Room. Friday. He likes blondes. The wig, then. The full preparation. Candy’s maximum-level salon session. The third-floor suite that I’d cleaned as a Tier 0 maid, the suite with the silk sheets and the mood lighting and the fixtures that cost more than my monthly debt payment. The suite where, eight weeks ago, I’d found a used condom in the trash and my cage had strained at the evidence of what had happened in the room before I arrived to clean it.

I opened the folder.

The client preferences were laid out in a single-page document with the agency’s letterhead. The format was clinical, organized: a form that had been filled out and filed and approved by Margaux’s signature at the bottom. The signature was the same one that lived on my contract, on the morning meeting agendas, on the evaluation forms that tracked my progress from shaggy-haired boy to passing woman. Margaux’s handwriting, angular and precise, approving the terms under which a man would pay to use my mouth and my ass in a suite I’d once cleaned in a French maid uniform.

Client name: a first name only. Physical type: slender, feminine, blonde. Preferred acts: oral (giving and receiving), anal (giving), prostate stimulation (on the client, administered by the escort). Limitations: no bondage, no marks, no rough handling. Duration: two hours. Suite: The Velvet Room. Compensation: $600. Notes: “First booking with this escort. Client to be informed of Tier status. Standard intake protocol.”

$600. The number slotted into the calculations I’d been running since the contract: at $600 per booking, the Tier 2 income would be triple the Companion rate. The debt trajectory would bend sharply downward. The eight-month timeline Margaux had quoted would become realistic instead of aspirational. The money was real, right there, typed in a box on a form, waiting on the other side of a Friday and a real cock and a suite with silk sheets.

My hands shook as I read. Not violently. A tremor, the kind that lives in the fingertips, the specific physical expression of a nervous system processing information that it can comprehend but hasn’t metabolized. The cage stirred between my thighs, a single pulse, the body’s automatic response to the word “anal” on a page that had my name at the top. The body had read the form faster than the mind had, and the body’s response was not horror. The body’s response was the pulse, and the pulse was anticipation, and anticipation was not the same as dread.

The acts were things I’d been trained for. Oral: seven inches without choking, the jaw ache, the tongue technique, Candy’s voice saying “good girl” while the cage leaked. Anal: the plug, the prostate, the sissygasm, the spitroast simulation on silicone two nights ago when I’d come twice and thought about Friday and the thought had made me come harder.

All of it had been abstract. Silicone and suction cups and a padded table and a pink-gloved mentor and a room with fluorescent lights. This was a real person. A real Friday. A real suite on the third floor with real sheets that I’d ironed myself and real lighting that made everyone look warm and a real door that would close behind me with a real person inside.

I closed the folder.

I set it on the nightstand. Next to the lip balm. Next to the makeup bag. The folder sat among my things like the cage between my thighs: a new addition to the inventory of my life, slotted into position alongside the objects that defined my daily existence. The lip balm and the makeup bag and the client file.

I lay back. The silk was warm from my skin already, the straps thin on my shoulders, the hem resting on my hips. The cage hung between my thighs, quiet, not straining, just there. The ceiling was the same ceiling I’d stared at every night for eight weeks. It knew everything I refused to say aloud.

The room was a woman’s room. The photograph on the dresser was face-down. The closet contained nothing masculine. The absence of the old life had stopped being an absence and started being the shape of the new one. Everything in this room was mine, and every piece of it pointed at a person I hadn’t finished admitting I’d become.

The money was why I’d signed the contract. Seventy-four thousand still on the ledger. The numbers pointed at Tier 2, at the acceleration that sexual bookings would provide. The money was real.

But something else was adding up. Something without a column on the ledger, something that lived in the kitchen wine with Piper and in the salon chair with Candy and in Margaux’s office where three words, you’ve done well, had settled into my chest and refused to leave. I didn’t have the courage to count it yet.

Friday was in three days. The folder sat on the nightstand next to the lip balm and the makeup bag. The photograph was face-down on the dresser. The building creaked around me, wood and pipes and the faint ghost of Candy’s music somewhere below.

I turned onto my side. The silk pressed against the tender spots on my chest. The folder’s tab caught the last light from under the door: The Velvet Room.

I didn’t sleep for a long time.


Thank you for reading!
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