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Chapter One




"The only thing that's gonna break out here is your spirit."

Jax grunted the words into the camera lens. His voice was a low rasp, scraped raw by cold morning air and disuse. He hefted the sixty-pound pack onto his shoulders like it was nothing. The worn canvas straps bit into the thick muscle of his traps. He adjusted them once, a quick, efficient tug. The weight settled against his back. Solid. Familiar.

The rock face rose above him, a sheer wall of grey granite still damp with dawn moisture. No ropes. No harness. No safety net. Just his raw hands against the stone, his boots against the rock. The camera operator below panned up, following his climb. Jax knew what they wanted. They wanted drama. They wanted a show of man against nature. They wanted to see if he'd flinch.

He wouldn't give them the satisfaction.

He reached up, fingers searching for a purchase. His knuckles were already split open from a climb two days prior. The scabs tore open fresh as his skin met the rough stone. A bright sting shot up his arm. He ignored it. Blood, warm and slick, smeared the granite in rusty streaks. He didn't feel the pain. Not really. He felt the burn in his shoulders, the tight, corded tension in his core as he held himself against the wall. He felt the grit under his fingernails. The cool kiss of the rock against his cheek as he pressed close.

The wind picked up, whistling through the canyon below. It tugged at his t-shirt, plastering the sweat-soaked cotton to his broad back. The fabric clung to every ridge of muscle. He could feel the sun beginning to heat his neck.

"Human limits are a joke," he said, his voice carrying on the wind. He wasn't talking to the cameraman. He was talking to whoever would watch this tape in some sterile office far away. "You set a limit, I'll smash through it. That's what I do. Limits are for people who need an excuse to quit."

His foot found a narrow ledge, barely an inch wide. He tested it. Held. He pushed up, driving with his legs. His quadriceps bunched, hard as stone themselves. The pack tried to pull him backward. He fought it, leaning into the wall. His biceps strained, veins standing out like ropes under his skin.

He pulled himself up another foot. And another. His breathing was controlled. Sharp inhales through his nose. Long exhales through his mouth. In. Out. Each breath fueling the next move.

"You want to test human limits?" he said, glancing down at the lens for a second. His jaw was set so hard it ached. His eyes were cold and focused, the color of wet slate. He let the camera see the certainty there. The utter lack of doubt. "I am the limit. Bring your worst. Give me everything you've got. It won't be enough."

He hauled himself over the top edge of the cliff. For a moment he lay on his stomach, the pack heavy on his back, his chest heaving. Then he pushed himself to his knees, then to his feet. He stood there on the precipice, breathing hard, looking out over the empty wilderness. The world fell away in a dizzying drop to a river that looked like a silver thread. Pine forests spread out like a ragged green carpet. The sky was huge and cloudless.

The camera caught his profile. The stubborn set of his brow. The defiant line of his mouth. The raw, scraped knuckles of his hand as he wiped sweat from his forehead, leaving a smudge of blood and dirt.

He didn't smile. He didn't celebrate. He just stood there, conquering the silence with his presence.

Then the screen went black.
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Jax's apartment smelled like gun oil, protein powder, and old sweat.

It was a single room, maybe three hundred square feet. A bed in the corner, sheets pulled so tight you could bounce a quarter off them. A single pillow, flat and unforgiving. A small kitchenette with a stained sink, a microwave, and a blender crusted with the chalky residue of a hundred protein shakes. A half-empty tub of vanilla whey sat next to it.

A rack of weights took up most of the floor space. Olympic bar, plates, dumbbells. A pull-up bar was bolted into the doorframe. The floor was bare concrete, stained in places with rust from the weights and darker patches of old sweat.

He sat on a folding metal chair, cleaning his rifle. The pieces were laid out on a faded green towel on the floor. He ran a brass brush through the barrel with methodical, practiced strokes. Scrape, pull. Scrape, pull. The sound was rhythmic, soothing. The sharp, chemical smell of solvent filled his nostrils.

His mind was empty. This was maintenance. This was ritual. This was what kept the world in order. A dirty weapon was a useless weapon. A weak body was a liability. Everything had its place. Everything had its purpose.

His phone buzzed on the counter, rattling against the laminate.

He ignored it. He finished the barrel, wiped it down with a clean patch, held it up to the light from the single bare bulb overhead. He peered through it. Spotless. Good.

He began reassembling the weapon. The clicks and snaps of metal meeting metal were the only sounds in the room. The bolt slid home with a satisfying, solid chunk. He worked the action once. Smooth. Perfect.

The phone buzzed again. And again. Insistent.

Jax sighed, a short, irritated huff of air. He put the rifle down carefully on the towel. He stood up, his knees popping. He walked to the counter, his bare feet slapping against the cold concrete. He picked up the phone. The screen glowed with a notification.

Subject: CONGRATULATIONS! You've been selected for PROJECT: METAMORPHOSIS

He stared at the words. Selected. He’d sent the audition tape out on a whim, a late-night impulse after three beers. He hadn't actually expected anything.

His thumb hovered over the screen. A faint tremor of something—anticipation, maybe—ran through his hand. He tapped the email.

It opened. The design was sleek, expensive. Black background, white text. A logo at the top—a butterfly, but not a real one. It was made of chrome, or something like it, all sharp angles and reflected light. It looked like a corporate logo for a tech company.

Mr. Jaxson Miller, it began. After reviewing your audition materials, the selection committee is thrilled to invite you to participate in the groundbreaking television event, Project: Metamorphosis. You represent the peak of human potential. Now, you will be challenged to transcend it.

Jax scrolled down slowly. His heart was beating a little faster. Peak human potential. That sounded like him. That sounded right.

There were links to promotional videos. He clicked the first one.

Slick, fast-cut footage filled his screen. A runner, muscles gleaming, sprinting through a desert at sunset. A swimmer cutting through dark, choppy water. A climber, like him, clinging to an overhang on a mountain face. The visuals were sharp, high-definition, expensive. The music was all pulsing electronic beats and soaring strings.

A voiceover, deep and smooth as whiskey, spoke.

"What does it mean to become your ultimate self? To shed the skin of who you are and embrace who you could be? Project: Metamorphosis is not a competition. It is a transformation. A journey to the absolute edge of human possibility. One million dollars awaits the individual who can truly... evolve."

The video ended with the chrome butterfly logo. It shimmered, then dissolved.

Jax snorted. Corporate retreat bullshit. All talk about "potential" and "journeys" and "evolution." He'd heard it before from life coaches and motivational speakers. Empty words for soft people.

But the million dollars. That was real. He scrolled to the bottom of the email. The fine print confirmed it. Prize money: $1,000,000. All expenses paid. Six weeks at a private, state-of-the-art facility. Medical and psychological support provided.

Six weeks. A million bucks. National television exposure.

His mind raced, painting pictures. No more of this apartment. No more scraping by on odd jobs—security gigs, wilderness guide work, anything that paid cash. No more listening to his father's disappointed silence on the phone. He could prove himself. Really prove himself. Not just to his dad, but to everyone. On a stage the whole country could see. They'd watch him conquer whatever they threw at him. They'd see his strength. They'd know his name.

He opened the contract attachment. Fifty-three pages of dense legal jargon. He skimmed it. Standard reality TV stuff, he figured. Medical releases. Consent for psychological evaluation. Agreement to participate in all scheduled challenges and procedures. Release of likeness in perpetuity. Arbitration clauses. He stopped reading after page twenty-five. His eyes glazed over at the paragraphs of legalese. It was all the same. They owned you for the duration of the show. He knew that. Everyone knew that.

He'd sign anything for a shot like this. A real shot.

He hit reply. His fingers tapped out the message on the cracked screen.

"I'm in. Send the details."

He sent it. He put the phone down. He stood in the middle of his empty apartment, the smell of solvent still in the air. A slow smile spread across his face. It felt strange on his features. He wasn't a smiler.
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Two days later, Jax packed a single black duffel bag. Three sets of identical grey cargo pants. Three identical black cotton t-shirts. His heavy, scarred leather boots. His multi-tool. A toothbrush. A razor. Nothing else. No comforts. No distractions.

His phone rang as he was zipping the bag closed. The harsh, electronic trill cut through the quiet. He looked at the screen. DAD.

He hesitated. His thumb felt cold. He could let it go to voicemail. He almost did.

But something made him press answer. Maybe he wanted to hear it. Maybe he needed the fuel.

"Yeah."

His father's voice was gravel, worn down by thirty years of Army command and too many cigarettes. "Heard you're doing some TV show."

"News travels fast." Jax's tone was flat.

"Guy at the VFW saw your picture online. Some casting notice. Looks stupid."

"It's called Project: Metamorphosis. It's a physical endurance show."

"It's a circus, son." The word was a dismissal. "Not a soldier's game. It's make-believe. They'll dress you up. Make you dance."

Jax felt his teeth clench. He could feel the old anger, familiar and hot, rising in his chest. "It's a million dollars. It's national recognition. It's a chance to show what I can do."

"Recognition for what?" His father's tone was utterly flat, devoid of any warmth. "For being a trained monkey? They'll make you jump through hoops. Make you eat bugs. Make you look stupid for ratings. That's all it is. A spectacle for bored housewives."

"I can handle it. I can handle anything they throw at me."

"Can you?" His father paused. Jax could hear him take a drag of a cigarette, the faint crackle over the line. "Or will you finally learn you don't belong on that stage? You belong in the dirt. Where things are real. Where the stakes are life and death, not viewer votes."

The words dug in, sharp and familiar as a knife between the ribs. They found the old wound, the one that never quite healed. You don't belong. Jax's grip tightened on the phone. The plastic casing creaked.

"I belong where I say I belong," Jax said, his voice dropping to a low, dangerous register. "I make my own stakes."

A long silence on the other end. Just the sound of breathing and distant traffic.

"Fine," his father said finally. The word was heavy with finality. "Make a fool of yourself. Get your fifteen minutes. Just don't call me when it's over. Don't come crying when they've used you up and spit you out."

The line went dead with a click.

Jax held the phone to his ear for another few seconds, listening to the hollow silence. Then he lowered it. He stared at the blank, black screen, seeing his own distorted reflection. His face looked pale. His eyes looked tired.

He wouldn't need to call. He'd come back with a check so big it would shut everyone up. With fame. With respect. Then they'd see. His father. Everyone from his old life. They'd all see.

He threw the phone onto the bed. It bounced once and lay still. He slung his duffel over his shoulder. The weight was good. Solid. He walked to the door, turned off the light, and stepped out into the hallway, locking the flimsy door behind him. He didn't look back.
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The transport was a black SUV with windows so dark they looked painted. It picked him up at a bus station downtown at four in the morning. The driver was a blocky man in a black polo shirt. He didn't speak. Just nodded when Jax approached, popped the trunk, and waited for Jax to throw his bag in.

Jax got in the back seat. The interior smelled like lemon-scented cleaner and new leather. It was silent. The driver got in, and they pulled away from the curb.

They drove for hours. Out of the city, through sprawling suburbs that gradually thinned into scrubland, then into proper mountains. The roads got narrower, windier. The SUV handled the curves smoothly. Jax watched the world blur past. Pine trees. Rock faces. Occasional glimpses of rushing water in deep gorges. The sky lightened from black to deep blue, then to a pale, watery grey.

He felt a low, steady thrum of anticipation in his gut. This was it. The beginning. The first step onto the path. He imagined the other contestants. Probably guys like him. Tough. Grizzled. Maybe some athletes. They'd all be sizing each other up. Testing. He'd need to establish dominance early. Show no weakness.

He flexed his hands, feeling the pull of the healing scrapes on his knuckles. Good. Let them see he wasn't afraid of a little pain.

Finally, after a five-hour drive, they turned off the main highway onto a private road marked only by a small, discreet sign: P.M. FACILITY - AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. A heavy iron gate slid open silently as they approached. The SUV rolled through.

The compound appeared around a bend in the road.

It wasn't what he expected. Not at all.

He'd pictured barracks. Mud pits. Obstacle courses. A military-style camp.

This was nothing like that.

It was a series of low, gleaming white buildings connected by glass walkways. All sharp, modern angles and vast panels of tinted glass. It looked like a Silicon Valley tech campus, or a very expensive spa, dropped into the middle of the wilderness. Perfectly manicured grass, emerald green, stretched to the tree line. Silent fountains bubbled in geometric pools. Everything was still. Quiet. Eerily clean.

The SUV stopped in front of the largest building. The driver turned in his seat.

"End of the line. Main doors. They're expecting you."

Jax got out. The mountain air was crisp and thin, scented with pine and cold stone. It was a good smell. A real smell. It clashed with the sterile perfection of the buildings. He hefted his duffel and walked toward the entrance. The doors were massive slabs of frosted glass. They slid open without a sound as he approached.

Inside, the lobby was vast and empty. White polished concrete floors. White walls. A white ceiling three stories high. Indirect lighting glowed from hidden strips, bathing everything in a shadowless, clinical light. It was so quiet he could hear the hum of the electricity, the faint rush of climate-controlled air from vents. His boots squeaked on the floor. The sound echoed.

A person stood in the exact center of the room. Waiting.

Jax stopped, his duffel at his feet. He studied them. He couldn't tell if they were a man or a woman. They had short, perfectly styled silver hair. Sharp, neutral features—high cheekbones, a narrow nose, a mouth that was neither full nor thin. They wore a simple, tailored grey suit with no tie. The clothes gave no clues. Their posture was relaxed but poised.

"Jaxson Miller," the person said. Their voice was calm, melodic. It had no regional accent. It was just... clear. "Welcome. I'm Adrian. I'll be your host and guide for the duration of your stay."

Jax gave a short nod. "Jax. Where is everyone?"

"The other candidates are arriving. Your timing is excellent. Follow me, please."

Adrian turned and walked toward a hallway that branched off the lobby. Their movements were fluid, economical. Jax followed, his duffel over his shoulder. The hallway was more of the same—white, silent, lit like a museum. It felt sterile. Like a hospital. Or a laboratory. The air was cool and tasted filtered.

They walked past closed doors with no markings. The place felt empty. Hollow.

They entered a large lounge area. Still white, but here there were concessions to comfort. Low, white leather couches. White tables. A white rug. A wall of floor-to-ceiling windows offered a stunning, postcard-perfect view of the snow-capped mountains. The beauty of it felt fake, like a backdrop.

Three other men were already there. They all looked up as Jax entered, their conversations dying.

One was a giant of a man. He had a wild, fiery red beard and arms as thick as Jax's thighs. He wore a flannel shirt rolled up to his elbows, revealing forearms corded with muscle and dusted with freckles and hair. He looked like he'd just stepped out of a logging camp. He gave Jax a quick, assessing look and a nod.

Another was leaner, but no less dangerous-looking. He had the coiled, spring-tight grace of a predator. Tattoos—daggers, skulls, script Jax couldn't read—snaked up his neck and disappeared into his hairline. He was perched on the arm of a couch, bouncing his knee slightly. He eyed Jax with open curiosity, a faint smirk playing on his lips.

The third was sitting perfectly straight on a couch, hands on his knees. Military posture. His hair was buzzed short. His face was unreadable, calm, but his eyes were constantly moving, taking in the room, the exits, Jax. He didn't fidget. He just existed, a rock of stillness.

Adrian gestured with one slender hand.

"Introductions are in order. This is Mike. Former firefighter, currently a wilderness rescue specialist."

The big guy raised a meaty hand. "Hey. Figured I'd try my luck. Heard the prize was decent."

"Derek. Professional mixed martial artist. Fourteen wins, three losses."

The lean fighter's smirk widened. "What's up. You look like you could take a punch. Maybe we'll get to find out."

"And Carlos. Recently discharged from the Marines. Infantry."

Carlos gave a slight, almost imperceptible nod. Nothing more. His eyes locked onto Jax's for a second, then flicked away, back to surveying the room.

Jax dropped his duffel with a soft thump. "Jax. Survivalist. Guide. Whatever pays."

Mike grinned, showing strong, white teeth. "No shit. You look like you eat nails for breakfast."

"Only on Sundays," Jax said, allowing a hint of a grin himself. "Mondays are for barbed wire."

A rough chuckle went around the room. The tension broke. Sort of. They were all the same kind of animal. Big, tough, physically capable men. Used to being the hardest person in any room. Used to relying on their bodies, their wills. Now there were four of them in a room together. The posturing started immediately, subtle but unmistakable.

Derek cracked his knuckles, a loud, deliberate pop-pop-pop. "So what's the deal, Adrian? They gonna make us fight each other? Last man standing gets the cash? I'm cool with that. Better than some trust-fall bullshit."

Carlos spoke quietly, his voice low and even. "The promotional material was intentionally vague. 'Ultimate self.' Could be psychological warfare. Could be extreme endurance. Isolation. Sensory deprivation."

Mike laughed, a booming sound that filled the white space. "As long as it's physical, I'm good. I didn't come here to talk about my feelings or stare at a wall. I came to work. To sweat."

Jax agreed silently. He walked to the window wall. The view was undeniably impressive. Peaks clawing at a sky so blue it hurt to look at. But the building itself, this perfect white box, felt wrong. It felt like a cage pretending to be a palace. He placed his hand against the cool glass. It was thick. Probably reinforced.

Adrian had been standing by the door, observing them with that calm, detached expression. Now they spoke.

"The first phase of the project will begin shortly. Please, make yourselves comfortable. Refreshments are available."

They gestured to a low table where a tray held chilled bottles of water and a bowl of protein bars, all in plain white wrappers. Then they turned and left the room. The door shut behind them with a soft, definitive click.

The moment the door closed, the atmosphere shifted.

Derek was on his feet. He walked to the door and tried the handle. It didn't budge. He twisted it harder. Nothing.

"Locked," he announced, his smirk gone.

Carlos was already moving, not panicked, but systematic. He examined the walls, running his fingers along the seams where they met the ceiling. "No visible cameras. But they're here. Probably in the light fixtures. The vents."

Mike grabbed a water bottle, cracked it open, and took a long swig. "Relax, man. It's a TV show. They're probably watching us right now from some control room, seeing how we react. It's part of the test. See who gets spooked first. Who's the weak link."

Jax said nothing. He didn't like it. The locked door. The sterile, silent room. The androgynous host who gave nothing away. It felt less like a test and more like a trap. But a trap for what? What did they have that was worth trapping?

He pushed the feeling down. This was just mind games. Psychological warfare, like Carlos said. They were trying to get inside their heads before the physical challenges even started. Well, Jax's head was a fortress. They wouldn't find a way in.

An hour passed. They talked. They bragged. They shared war stories, each trying to top the last. Mike talked about fighting a wildfire that jumped a river, the heat so intense it melted the helmet on his head. Derek talked about a knockout win in the third round, how he felt the guy's jaw shatter under his fist. Carlos said little, but when he did speak, it was about an ambush in a dusty village, the precise, deadly efficiency of his unit.

Jax talked about surviving alone in the Alaskan interior for sixty-three days with only a basic kit. About hunting rabbit with a snare, about drinking water filtered through his own shirt, about the silence that was so complete it became a sound of its own.

It was all surface-level. Tough guy talk. Chest-thumping. But underneath the bravado, Jax could sense the same raw hunger in all of them. A need to prove something. To be seen as the strongest, the toughest, the most unbreakable. To win.

The door opened again. Adrian returned, as silent as a ghost.

"If you'll all follow me. Orientation is about to begin."

They were led out of the lounge and down another long, white hallway. This one ended at a pair of double doors, also white. Adrian pushed them open.

The room beyond was different. Still white. But it was set up like a small theater or a lecture hall. Three rows of plush, white chairs faced a large, blank screen that took up the entire front wall. Soft, ambient music—wordless, synth tones—played from hidden speakers. The air was slightly cooler here.

"Please, take a seat," Adrian said, gesturing to the chairs.

The men filed in. Jax chose a seat in the middle of the second row. Mike sat heavily next to him, the chair groaning. Derek and Carlos took seats in the front row, leaving a space between them.

Adrian stood at the front, beside the screen. They smiled. It was a calm, knowing smile. It was perfectly formed, but it didn't reach their eyes. Their eyes were like chips of grey ice, observing, cataloging.

"Welcome," Adrian said, their voice filling the quiet room. "To Project: Metamorphosis. You are here because you represent a specific ideal. The ideal of peak physical masculinity. Confidence. Strength. A certain... rigidity of self. An unwavering belief in the identity you have constructed."

Jax shifted in the plush seat. It was too comfortable. It felt like it was trying to swallow him. The words Adrian used felt clinical. Detached. Like they were specimens being described. Rigidity of self. The phrase stuck in his mind, itchy and wrong.

"The world is fascinated by strength," Adrian continued, pacing slowly. "But true evolution, true progress, requires flexibility. The greatest transformation in the natural world is not a creature becoming stronger within its form. It is the caterpillar dissolving itself within the chrysalis. It is the total annihilation of the old to make way for the new."

On the screen behind Adrian, an image appeared. A fat, fuzzy caterpillar inching along a branch. Then the image dissolved into a shimmering, translucent chrysalis. Then, in time-lapse, the chrysalis split, and a vibrant orange butterfly emerged, damp and new, spreading its wings.

Mike leaned over to Jax, his beard brushing Jax's shoulder. He whispered, his breath smelling of protein bar. "What the hell is this? A fucking biology class? I didn't sign up for a nature documentary."

Adrian heard him. Their smile didn't waver. Not a millimeter.

"In a way, yes. This is a study. A profound study of identity. Of what happens when the shell of the self is deliberately cracked open. When the protections you've built are stripped away."

The image changed. Now it showed a simple, black silhouette of a muscular man. Broad shoulders. A thick neck. A narrow waist. Powerful legs. The silhouette held a classic pose of strength and readiness, like a soldier standing at ease.

"Each of you has built an identity. A fortress of muscle and will. You believe it is unbreakable. You believe it is you."

The silhouette on the screen began to change.

It was subtle at first. The sharp, angular lines of the shoulders seemed to soften, to lose their definition. The V-shape of the torso began to alter. The waist pulled in, becoming unnaturally slender. The hips… they flared outward, curving in a smooth, exaggerated arc.

Jax stared. His brain stuttered, trying to process what he was seeing. It was like watching a statue melt and reform in a heat haze. The masculine shape was dissolving, warping, reforming into something else. Something unmistakable.

The new silhouette was all curves. A dramatic hourglass. A slender neck. The chest swelled into two distinct, rounded mounds. Breasts. The hips were wide, inviting. The legs were still shapely, but softer. It was a silhouette you'd see on a lingerie billboard. It was female. Utterly, completely female.

A cold knot, hard as a fist, formed in the pit of Jax's stomach. His mouth went dry. This wasn't right. This wasn't a survival show. This wasn't about endurance or strength.

"What the fuck is this?" Derek said, standing up so fast his chair skidded back. His voice was loud, cracking with confusion and anger. "Some kind of sick joke? Is this a prank show?"

Adrian ignored him, speaking over his outburst as if he hadn't spoken at all.

"The journey to your ultimate self begins with surrender," Adrian said, their voice still that infuriating, calm monotone. "You must surrender the old form. The old identity. The old ways of thinking and being. Only then can the new one emerge. Only then can true metamorphosis occur."

Jax's heart was hammering against his ribs now. A dull, frantic drumbeat. Surrender. Old form. New one. The words swirled in his head, meaningless and terrifying all at once. He looked at the screen. The feminine silhouette rotated slowly, showcasing its curves from every angle.

Mike was on his feet now too, his big hands clenched into fists at his sides. "Hey! Answer me! What is this? What are you talking about, surrender?"

Carlos was still seated, but every muscle in his body was taut, coiled. He looked like a spring compressed to its limit. His eyes were fixed on Adrian, cold and calculating.

Adrian simply bowed their head slightly, a gesture that was both polite and utterly dismissive.

"The process begins tomorrow. Rest well. You'll need your strength."

They turned and walked toward a small, almost invisible door set into the side wall.

Jax stood up. The movement was jerky, uncoordinated. His chair scraped loudly against the polished floor. The sound was a shriek in the silent room.

"Wait!" he shouted, his own voice sounding strange to his ears. "What the hell is this? What do you mean, 'the process'? What do you mean, hormonal foundations?"

Adrian didn't look back. They didn't pause. They opened the side door and slipped through. It shut behind them with a soft, final click.

At the exact same moment, the main double doors through which they'd entered sealed shut. A soft, hydraulic hiss filled the room as heavy, magnetic locks engaged with a series of solid thunks.

Jax spun around. He ran to the doors. He grabbed the handles, cold polished steel. They didn't move. He pulled with all his strength, planting his feet, leaning back. Nothing. The doors were solid. Immovable. Reinforced steel dressed up as elegant portals.

"Hey!" Derek yelled, joining him, his face flushed with rage. "Open this goddamn door! Now!"

Together, they pulled, their muscles straining, veins bulging in their necks. The doors didn't even shudder. They were part of the wall.

Mike was pounding on the white wall with the side of his fist. "There's gotta be another way out! A vent! A panel! Something!"

Carlos was at the front of the room now, examining the screen, the wall around it. "It's all controlled remotely," he said, his voice still calm but tighter now. "We're locked in. This isn't a waiting room. It's a holding cell."

Jax stepped back from the doors, his breath coming in short gasps. This wasn't part of the test. This wasn't mind games. This was something else. Something deeply, fundamentally wrong. The locked door. The video. The words. Hormonal foundations.

His mind made a connection he didn't want to make. Hormones. Estrogen. Testosterone blockers. Things they gave to… to transgender people. To women.

No. That was insane. They couldn't. It was illegal. It was…

The screen flickered back to life. The feminine silhouette was there again, glowing softly. It rotated slowly, a lazy, taunting spin. Then it dissolved into a swarm of digital butterflies that fluttered apart and vanished. The chrome butterfly logo reappeared, larger than before.

Beneath it, text flashed, bright and bold.

PROJECT: METAMORPHOSIS - INITIATION COMPLETE

Jax stared at the words. Initiation complete. As if they'd just agreed to something. As if they'd passed some sort of point of no return just by being here.

A hot, pure fury boiled up in him. It burned away the cold fear. They thought this was funny. They thought they could play with them. Lure them here with promises of money and glory, lock them in a white room, and show them creepy videos. They thought they could scare them.

Well, he wasn't scared. He was pissed.

He turned away from the screen, his blood roaring in his ears. He looked at the large window that made up the entire right wall of the room. It showed the deepening twilight outside. The mountains were dark purple shapes against a bruised orange and pink sky. The first stars were pricking through.

He walked toward it. The window was made of thick, clear plexiglass. He could see his own reflection approaching—a big, angry man in a black t-shirt, his face twisted in fury. He saw Mike and Derek behind him, still yelling, pounding. He saw Carlos, standing still, watching him.

This was a trick. A sick, elaborate trick. They were trying to break them before anything even started. To see who would crack first.

Well, he wouldn't crack. He was Jax. He was the limit. He broke things. He wasn't broken.

He stopped a foot from the glass. He drew his fist back, tightening it until the bones ached. He put all his weight, all his rage, all his defiance into the punch. He aimed for the center of his own reflected face.

His knuckles connected with the plexiglass.

A dull, impotent thud echoed through the silent room. It wasn't the sound of breaking. It was the sound of solid, unyielding material absorbing force. A dead, final sound.

The window didn't crack. It didn't even shudder. It just sat there. His hand screamed with pain—a sharp, bright agony that shot up his wrist and into his forearm. He felt the scabs on his knuckles tear open again. Warm blood welled up.

He stood there, breathing hard, his fist still pressed against the cool, smooth, unyielding surface. In his reflection, his eyes were wide. Not with fear, not yet. With a dawning, terrible understanding that was seeping through the cracks in his anger.

The thud faded away, swallowed by the room's perfect acoustics.

Leaving only silence.


Chapter Two




“It’s legal. Air-tight, iron-clad, and buried in subclause 14.B.”

The woman’s face was projected onto the white wall of the theater. She was pretty in a sharp, corporate way. Blonde hair in a neat bob. Red lipstick. A crisp blue suit. She smiled, but her eyes were like two chips of flint. She pointed a laser pointer at a line of text that appeared beside her head.

The text was dense, tiny font. It read: Participant hereby consents to all physiological and psychological modifications, treatments, and procedures deemed necessary by Project: Metamorphosis medical and psychological staff for the successful completion of the metamorphosis process. This consent is broad and encompasses hormonal, surgical, cosmetic, and behavioral modifications.

Jax sat in the same plush chair. His hand throbbed from punching the window. The skin on his knuckles was split open, beading with blood. He stared at the words. They swam in front of his eyes. Physiological modifications. Hormonal.

“You all signed it,” the lawyer said, her voice cheerful and firm. “Digitally, with your unique participant code. It’s binding arbitration. No court in the country will touch it. We have precedent. You agreed to the transformation.”

Mike was on his feet. “We agreed to a physical challenge show! Not this… this freak show!”

The lawyer’s smile didn’t slip. “The show’s premise is clearly stated in the introductory materials. ‘Becoming your ultimate self.’ ‘A journey of transformation.’ The contract specifies the methods. You had the opportunity to review it. Your signature indicates your informed consent.”

“I didn’t read fifty fucking pages!” Derek shouted. He was pacing like a caged animal at the back of the room.

“That,” the lawyer said sweetly, “is not our problem. It’s yours. The contract stands. You are legally obligated to participate. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have other matters to attend to. Good luck with your metamorphosis.”

Her image winked out. The wall went blank, white, and silent.

For a full ten seconds, nobody moved. Nobody spoke.

Then chaos erupted.

Mike let out a roar. He charged the double doors. He didn’t try the handle this time. He turned his shoulder and slammed his full weight into them. The impact was a heavy, meaty thump. The doors didn’t budge. Mike bounced off, stumbling back. He roared again and hit them again. And again. Each impact was a dull, hopeless sound.

Derek started screaming. He wasn’t forming words, just raw, furious noise. He kicked one of the chairs. It skidded across the floor and crashed into the wall. He picked up another and hurled it at the screen. It hit the wall below the screen with a crash and clattered to the floor.

“Let us out! You sick fucks! Let us OUT!”

Carlos didn’t move from his seat. He sat perfectly still, his eyes scanning the room. The ceiling. The walls. The vents. The seams where the floor met the wall. His face was a mask, but Jax could see the rapid calculation going on behind his eyes. He was looking for weaknesses. For exits. For anything.

Jax felt frozen. The lawyer’s words echoed in his head. Legal. Air-tight. He saw his own hand, signing the digital form on his phone screen. He’d scrolled. He’d clicked ‘I Agree’ without a second thought. A million dollars. He’d have agreed to anything.

A cold, sick feeling washed over him. This was real. This was actually happening.

He pushed himself out of his chair. His legs felt weak. He walked to the wall opposite the window. He ran his hands over the smooth, cool surface. There were no seams. No panels. It was just a solid, painted wall. He pressed his ear against it. Nothing. No sounds from the other side.

He moved to the next wall. Same thing. Smooth. Unbroken. The room was a perfect, sealed box.

Mike was panting, his shoulder red and already bruising. He leaned against the door, his head hanging. “They can’t do this,” he muttered. “They can’t fucking do this.”

“They are doing it,” Carlos said quietly. His voice cut through Derek’s screaming. “The doors are magnetically sealed. The walls are likely reinforced. The window is ballistic-grade plexiglass. This room was designed to hold people.”

“We’re not people to them,” Jax heard himself say. His voice sounded distant. “We’re contestants. We’re property.”

The side door, the one Adrian had used, slid open silently.

Adrian stood there, flanked by two large men in simple grey scrubs. The men were big. Not bodybuilder big, but solid. Their faces were blank. Their arms hung loosely at their sides, ready.

“The orientation session has concluded,” Adrian said. Their calm tone was like a slap. “Individual assessments will now begin. Jaxson Miller, please come with me.”

Jax didn’t move. He stared at the two orderlies. They looked strong. Capable. He could take one of them, maybe. But both? And then what? He was locked in a building in the middle of nowhere.

“Go to hell,” Jax said.

Adrian sighed, a small, patient sound. “This is non-negotiable, Jax. You can come willingly, or my associates can assist you. The outcome is the same. The only variable is your dignity.”

The two orderlies took a step forward.

Jax’s fists clenched. The pain in his knuckles flared. He looked at Mike, at Derek, at Carlos. Mike looked defeated. Derek was still vibrating with rage, but he was staring at the orderlies, sizing them up, unsure. Carlos gave a tiny, almost imperceptible shake of his head. Not here. Not now.

The fight drained out of Jax in a rush, leaving him hollow. He couldn’t win here. Not with brute force.

He took a step forward. Then another. He walked past Adrian, his shoulder brushing theirs. He didn’t look at them. The two orderlies fell in behind him.

He was led back into the white hallway. They walked past the lounge, down another corridor he hadn’t seen before. This one had doors with numbers on them. Room 1. Room 2. It looked like a doctor’s office.

Adrian stopped at Room 3. They opened the door and gestured for Jax to enter.

It was a clinical room. Small. A padded examination table covered in crinkly white paper. A stainless steel cart with instruments Jax didn’t recognize. A computer on a desk. A large mirror took up one wall. Jax knew it was probably two-way glass.

“Sit, please,” Adrian said, gesturing to the exam table.

Jax remained standing. “What is this?”

“This is where we explain the reality of your situation. Sit.”

Jax sat on the edge of the table. The paper crackled under him. The two orderlies took up positions by the door, blocking it.

Adrian leaned against the desk, crossing their arms. “Project: Metamorphosis is the highest-rated television program in the world. In history. Do you know why?”

Jax said nothing. He just glared.

“It’s not because of survival skills. The world has seen men eat bugs and swing through jungles. That’s boring. What America wants, what the world wants, is to see the survival of identity. To watch a person be stripped down to nothing and rebuilt into something new. To witness the ultimate transformation. It’s the most compelling story there is.”

“You want to turn us into women,” Jax said. The words felt filthy in his mouth.

“We want to facilitate your evolution to your ultimate selves,” Adrian corrected smoothly. “For the candidates selected, data shows their ultimate selves are female. It’s about unlocking potential. Removing the constraints of a masculine identity that no longer serves you.”

“It serves me just fine,” Jax snarled. “I didn’t ask for this. This is fraud. You lied.”

Adrian didn’t seem offended. They tapped a few keys on the computer. The screen lit up. It showed Jax’s audition tape. He was on the cliff face, bleeding knuckles gripping the rock.

His own voice, loud and clear, filled the small room.

“Test my every limit. I don’t break.”

Adrian paused the video. They turned to look at Jax. That small, knowing smile was back.

“We intend to,” Adrian said softly.

The words hung in the air. A promise. A threat.

Jax’s blood ran cold. They were going to use his own words against him. They were going to make a game out of breaking him.

“The winner,” Adrian continued, turning back to the screen, “receives more than money. They receive a new life. A celebrated life. Fame. Adoration. The loser… well, they still undergo the transformation. They just don’t get the prize. They return to the world as they are, only… different. Unrecognizable. A stranger to their old life.”

Jax’s mind reeled. There was no way out. Win or lose, they were going to do it. The contract said so. The lawyer said so.

“You can’t,” Jax whispered.

“We can. We will. The first treatment is today. Hormonal foundations. It’s a simple injection. It will begin the physical realignment.”

“No.” Jax stood up. “I refuse. I’m not doing it.”

Adrian nodded to the orderlies.

They moved fast. Before Jax could react, they were on him. One grabbed his left arm, twisting it behind his back in a practiced lock. The other seized his right arm. They were strong. Incredibly strong. Their grips were like iron.

Jax struggled. He threw his weight back, trying to slam the one behind him into the wall. The man grunted but held on. The other drove a fist into Jax’s kidney. It wasn’t a hard punch, but it was precise. A bolt of nauseating pain exploded in Jax’s side. His breath left him in a gasp.

They forced him face-down onto the exam table. The crinkly paper tore under his weight. One orderly planted a knee in the center of Jax’s back, pinning him. The other yanked his cargo pants and boxers down to his mid-thighs, exposing the side of his buttock.

Jax bucked and thrashed. He screamed. It was a raw, animal sound of pure terror. He couldn’t get free. The knee on his back was crushing him. He could smell the antiseptic cleanliness of the room. He could see the white floor tiles inches from his face.

“Hold him still,” Adrian said. Their voice was calm, clinical.

Jax heard a drawer open. He heard the rustle of a plastic wrapper being torn. A snap. The click of a vial.

“This is a compounded estrogen solution,” Adrian explained, as if giving a lecture. “With a testosterone blocker. You’ll receive injections weekly. The effects will be cumulative.”

Jax felt a cold swab wipe his skin high on his right buttock. The alcohol smell was sharp.

“No! Don’t you fucking dare! Don’t you touch me!”

His screams were useless. They echoed in the small room. No one was coming to help him.

He felt a pinch. The needle piercing his skin. It was a sharp, focused sting. Then a deeper, more terrible sensation followed. A burning pressure as the fluid was injected into his muscle. It felt like liquid fire being pumped into his flesh. It burned and ached, a deep, spreading agony that seemed to seep into his bone.

The injection took only a few seconds. But to Jax, it felt like an eternity. An eternity of violation. Of poison entering his body.

The needle was withdrawn. A small, round bandage was pressed over the spot.

The knee lifted off his back. The hands released his arms.

Jax rolled off the table, stumbling, yanking his pants up. His ass cheek throbbed with a hot, persistent ache. He backed into a corner, breathing in ragged, panicked gulps. He felt contaminated. Poisoned.

Adrian was disposing of the syringe in a sharps container.

“The first dose is always the most difficult,” they said. “Psychologically. Physically, you may experience some nausea. Mood swings. Tenderness. It’s all normal.”

Jax couldn’t speak. His throat was closed tight. He looked at the bandage on his hip, a little white circle against his skin. A mark. A brand.

A wave of nausea hit him, sudden and violent. He turned and vomited onto the white floor. It was mostly water and bile. It splattered, yellow and acidic. His body convulsed, trying to expel the violation.

When he was done, he spat, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. He was trembling all over.

The door opened. A different person walked in. A woman.

She was older, maybe in her fifties. Her hair was steel-grey and pulled back in a severe bun. She wore a white lab coat over a grey dress. She carried a tablet. Her eyes were pale blue, magnified slightly by rimless glasses. She looked at the vomit on the floor without expression, then at Jax.

“I am Dr. Aris,” she said. Her voice was dry, precise. “Chief psychologist for the project. Clean that up,” she said to one of the orderlies, nodding at the mess.

She turned her attention back to Jax. She tapped her tablet, bringing up a file.

“Jaxson Miller. Age twenty-eight. Father was career military. Mother absent. A history of seeking validation through extreme physical accomplishment. A deep-seated, unexamined fear of inadequacy. Classic overcompensation.”

Jax stared at her. He felt naked. More naked than when his pants were down.

“Fuck you,” he rasped.

Dr. Aris made a note on her tablet. “Anger. Defiance. Expected.” She looked up. “Your resistance is not a problem, Jax. It’s data. The more you fight, the more compelling your narrative arc becomes. The audience loves a fighter. They love to watch the struggle. The gradual… submission.”

She took a step closer. Jax flinched back, hitting the wall.

“You should know,” Dr. Aris said, her eyes cold and analytical behind her glasses. “The live audience polls are already active. After your little display in the theater, you are currently leading in a very specific category. Would you like to know which one?”

Jax said nothing. He just breathed, hard and fast.

Dr. Aris turned her tablet around. On the screen was a simple bar graph. At the top was a heading: WEEK 1 - AUDIENCE FAVORITES. There were categories. “Most Improved.” “Best Attitude.” “Most Likely to Succeed.”

And one other: “Most Likely to Break.”

A bar under that category was filled almost to the top. Next to it was his name. JAX.

“America is voting, Jax,” Dr. Aris said, a faint, cold smile touching her lips. “They’re betting on your breakdown. They’re watching, right now, through that mirror. And they can’t wait to see what happens next.”

Jax looked at the two-way mirror. He saw his own reflection. Pale. Shaking. A thin trail of vomit on his chin. His eyes were wide with a horror he couldn’t hide.

He saw a man who was already broken.

Dr. Aris put her tablet away. “Take him to the communal dormitory. Let him rest. The chemical and psychological integration begins now.”

The orderlies approached again. Jax didn’t fight this time. He let them take his arms. They weren’t rough. They just guided him, like he was a patient. Or a prisoner.

He was led out of the room, down more white hallways. He didn’t try to remember the path. It didn’t matter. He was in a maze with no exit.

They arrived at a door marked DORMITORY A. It opened into a large room. It was nicer than the theater. There were four single beds, each with a white duvet. A small bathroom was visible through an open door. A sofa. A table. Another large window showed the night sky. It was a comfortable prison cell.

Mike, Derek, and Carlos were already there. Mike was sitting on the edge of his bed, head in his hands. Derek was standing by the window, pounding his fist softly against the glass. Carlos was sitting at the table, perfectly still.

The orderlies released Jax and left. The door shut behind them. Jax heard the locks engage.

For a long time, nobody spoke. The only sound was Derek’s soft, rhythmic pounding on the glass and Mike’s ragged breathing.

Carlos broke the silence. His voice was low, barely above a whisper.

“They took me to a room. A woman. A doctor. She asked me questions. Personal questions. About my family. My time overseas. She recorded everything. Then she showed me a syringe. She told me what was in it. I refused.”

He looked up, his eyes meeting Jax’s. They were flat, empty.

“They held me down. Two of them. Like you. They injected me in the ass. It burns.”

Mike let out a choked sound. He wasn’t just breathing hard. He was crying. Silent tears streamed down his face into his red beard. He wiped at them angrily, but they kept coming.

“They got me too,” Mike mumbled, his voice thick. “I tried to fight. They were too strong. They just… did it. They put that shit in me.”

Derek stopped pounding the window. He turned around. His face was pale, his tattoos standing out starkly. The swagger was gone. He looked young. Scared.

“They told me I was the most aggressive,” Derek said, his voice hollow. “They said that would make the change more… dramatic. They laughed. The doctor laughed while they held me down.”

Jax walked slowly to an empty bed. He sat down. The mattress was soft. He hated it. He reached back and touched the bandage on his hip through his pants. The spot was tender. A deep, hot ache pulsed in time with his heartbeat.

He thought about the liquid fire in the syringe. Flowing into his muscle. Into his bloodstream. Traveling through his whole body. Changing him from the inside out.

A new kind of terror settled over him. It wasn’t the hot panic of the struggle. It was a cold, creeping dread. This was inside him now. He couldn’t wash it off. He couldn’t cut it out.

Carlos leaned forward across the table, his voice dropping even lower.

“I saw something. When they were taking me back. A service panel in the hallway ceiling. Near the junction to the east wing. It’s not welded shut. It’s screwed. If we can get a tool, maybe we can get up there. See where it leads. Maybe to a maintenance area. Maybe outside.”

Mike looked up, a flicker of hope in his wet eyes. “A way out?”

“Maybe. It’s a chance. We need to be smart. We need to watch. Learn their routines. Look for weaknesses. We can’t just rage. We have to plan.”

Derek nodded slowly. “Yeah. Yeah, okay. We can do that. We can get out of this shithole.”

They all looked at Jax. Waiting for him to agree. To show some of the leadership he’d had before.

Jax looked down at his hands. The scraped knuckles. The blood was drying. He thought about the audience watching. Voting. Most Likely to Break. He thought about the burning in his hip. The poison in his veins.

He looked up at the ceiling. In the center of the room, a modern light fixture glowed softly. It was a flat, circular plate of frosted glass. He wondered if there was a camera behind it. He knew there was.

He touched the bandage again. The terror was a living thing in his chest, squeezing his lungs.

His voice, when it finally came, was low. It trembled. It was not the voice of a leader. It was the voice of a man who had just been fundamentally violated.

“They injected me,” Jax whispered, staring at the light as if he could see through it to the watching eyes beyond. “It’s already in my blood.”

In the silence that followed, his words hung in the air. A confession of defeat. An acknowledgment of a war already lost.

Behind the frosted glass of the light fixture, a tiny red LED, invisible to the men below, glowed steadily. It captured the words. It captured the despair on Jax’s face. It transmitted it live to a control room where technicians watched, and to millions of screens across the country, where an audience leaned forward, fascinated and hungry for more.


Chapter Three




Asharp, unexpected pain in his chest woke Jax from a fitful sleep.

It wasn't the deep ache of the injection site. This was different. Higher up. A sensitive, throbbing pain right beneath the skin of his left pectoral muscle. It felt like a bad bruise, but he hadn't been hit there.

His hand flew to the spot in the dark dormitory. His fingers pressed into firm muscle, or what should have been firm muscle.

Instead, they found a tender, swollen knot of tissue. It was about the size of a grape. It was hot to the touch. When he squeezed it gently, a bright, electric pain shot through his chest, making him gasp.

What the hell?

He lay still in the dark, listening to the sounds of the others sleeping. Mike snored softly. Carlos breathed in slow, even rhythms. Derek muttered in his sleep.

Jax's heart hammered against his ribs. He probed the lump again. It was definitely there. A hard, painful little bud under his skin. He moved his hand to his right side. He felt around. There was a matching lump there too, smaller but just as tender.

A cold understanding seeped into his gut, colder than the dark room.

Breast buds.

The hormones were working. Already. It had only been a week since the first injection. They'd given him a second one three days ago. The nurse had called it a "loading dose."

He pulled his hand away like the flesh was on fire. He stared up at the dark ceiling. The pain pulsed in time with his heartbeat. A constant, awful reminder.

This was his body now. It was betraying him. Growing things that didn't belong. Changing into something he didn't recognize.

He didn't sleep again that night.
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The changes came slowly, insidiously, like poison working its way through his system.

Two days after he found the lumps, he was in the shower. The dorm bathroom had four stalls, no curtains. Privacy was another thing they'd taken away. He soaped up his arms, and his hand slid over his forearm. It felt different. Smoother. The coarse, dark hair that usually covered his arms seemed thinner. Softer. It wasn't growing back as fast after his last shave.

He looked down at his skin. It looked the same. Tanned. Scarred. But it felt different under his fingers. Less like leather, more like… something else. Something pliable.

After the shower, an attendant was waiting. A young man with a blank face, holding a bottle of pink lotion.

"Moisturizer," the attendant said. "Arms out."

"I don't want it," Jax said, his voice flat.

"It's mandated. For skin health. Arms out."

Jax stood there, a towel around his waist, water dripping on the tile. He thought about refusing. He thought about the orderlies. About being held down. He slowly extended his arms.

The attendant pumped a glob of the lotion into his palm. It smelled sweet. Floral. Like flowers and candy. It made Jax's stomach turn.

The man's hands were impersonal as he rubbed the lotion into Jax's arms. He worked it into the skin in slow, circular motions. The lotion was cool and slick. It made Jax's skin feel even softer, almost slippery. The sweet smell clung to him.

He did Jax's legs next. Then his chest. The attendant's fingers brushed over the tender buds on his chest. Jax flinched.

"Sensitive?" the attendant asked, without any real curiosity.

Jax didn't answer. He just stared at the wall, his jaw clenched so tight it hurt.

When the attendant was done, Jax's whole body felt alien. Coated in a sweet-smelling film. His skin felt like it belonged to someone else. Someone weak.

The nausea was constant now. A low-grade queasiness that sat in the bottom of his stomach like a rock. It came in waves. Sometimes it was just a background feeling. Sometimes, especially after the protein shakes they were forced to drink, it would rise up, bitter and acidic, and he'd have to fight not to vomit.

His emotions felt raw. Close to the surface. One minute he'd be burning with rage, the next he'd feel a crushing despair that made it hard to breathe. He knew it was the hormones. Dr. Aris had told him during their last "session." She called them "emotional calibrations." She said they were a sign his body was accepting the new chemical reality.

He wanted to punch her in her calm, smiling face.
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The forced grooming happened on Day Ten.

They were taken to a bright, white room that looked like a salon. Mirrors lined the walls. Four chairs. The air smelled like chemicals and perfume.

Four stylists waited for them. All women. Young, pretty, dressed in black. They smiled brightly, but their eyes were hard and assessing.

"Today is all about smoothness!" chirped the one assigned to Jax. Her name tag said LACEY. "We're going to get you all silky!"

Mike, Derek, Carlos, and Jax stood in a line. They were wearing only the thin grey sweatpants they'd been given. No shirts.

Lacey patted her chair. "Come on, big guy. Sit."

Jax didn't move. He looked at the tools on her cart. Electric clippers. Razors. Pots of hot wax. Tubes of gel.

An orderly stood by the door. He took a step forward.

Jax sat.

Lacey smiled. She ran a hand over his shoulder, his arm. Her touch was clinical.

"My, you're a hairy one, aren't you? Don't worry, we'll fix that."

She picked up the clippers. They buzzed to life, a loud, angry sound. She started on his left arm. She ran the clippers from his shoulder to his wrist in one long, sweeping motion. A thick swath of dark hair fell onto the white cape she'd draped over him. It littered the floor.

Jax watched in the mirror. He saw the pale, naked skin of his arm being revealed. It looked vulnerable. Weak. He saw the other stylists doing the same to Mike, Derek, Carlos. Mike had his eyes squeezed shut. Derek was glaring at his own reflection, his nostrils flared. Carlos was staring straight ahead, his face empty.

"Such nice muscle definition," Lacey commented as she worked. "It'll look even better when it's all smooth. More… elegant."

She moved to his other arm. Then his chest. The buzzing clippers moved over his pectorals. He stiffened as they passed over the tender buds. The vibration sent little jolts of pain through him. Lacey didn't seem to notice.

Next came the razor and foam. She lathered up his arms and chest with warm, scented shaving cream. The smell was minty and sharp. She used a straight razor, scraping it carefully over his skin. Each scrape made a soft, gritty sound. It left his skin feeling raw and exposed. The air felt cold on it.

"Legs next!" Lacey said cheerfully.

Jax had to stand up and take off his sweatpants. He stood there in his boxers, which felt absurdly small and pathetic. Lacey made him step out of them too. He stood naked in front of her, in front of the mirrors, in front of the other men and stylists. His face burned with shame.

She shaved his legs from his ankles all the way up to his thighs. She did his groin area too, trimming everything neat, taking away the coarse pubic hair. Her hands were efficient, unembarrassed. He felt himself trying to shrink, to disappear.

When she was done, she stepped back and admired her work.

"Wow! What a difference! You look so much softer already!"

Jax looked in the mirror. A stranger looked back. A hairless, smooth-skinned man. His body looked younger. Less rugged. The muscles were still there, but without the hair, they looked almost… pretty. The word popped into his head and he wanted to vomit.

He was handed a silk robe. Pink. He put it on because he had nothing else to wear. The silk felt disgusting against his hairless skin. It slithered over him.

They were led back to the dormitory like that, in pink silk robes. Nobody spoke.
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The first wardrobe session was the next day.

Adrian met them in a new room. This one had racks of clothing. But not cargo pants or t-shirts. These were flowing fabrics. Silks, satins, chiffons. Dresses. Skirts. Blouses.

"Your old clothing no longer fits your evolving physiques or your new trajectories," Adrian said. "Today, you will choose your first transitional garments."

On a central table lay four kimonos. Silk. One was deep red. One was emerald green. One was royal blue. One was pale lavender.

"The kimono represents a garment of transformation. It is neither fully masculine nor feminine. It is a wrapper. A new skin."

Mike reached out and touched the green one. His big, calloused hand looked absurd against the delicate silk.

"I'm not wearing this," Derek said, crossing his arms over his chest. He was still in his pink robe.

"It is not optional," Adrian said. "You may choose your color. Or I will choose for you."

Jax looked at the kimonos. They were beautiful. And they were a costume. A uniform for the person they were trying to turn him into. Wearing it felt like surrender.

"I refuse," Jax said.

Adrian looked at him. Their expression didn't change.

"Very well. A period of reflection may help clarify your choice."

Two orderlies entered. They took Jax by the arms.

He didn't fight. He let them lead him out of the room, down a hallway he hadn't seen before. They stopped at a plain, grey door. One of them opened it.

Inside was a small, square room. The walls, floor, and ceiling were padded with soft, beige foam. There was no window. No furniture. Just foam.

"Six hours," the orderly said. "Use the time to consider your cooperation."

They pushed Jax inside. The door shut behind him. He heard the locks engage.

The room was silent. Completely, utterly silent. At first, it was a relief. No voices. No Adrian. No watching eyes.

Then the silence started to press in on him. It was heavy. Suffocating. He could hear his own heartbeat. His own breathing. The rustle of his robe.

He sat down on the padded floor. It gave slightly under his weight. He put his head in his hands.

Time lost all meaning. There was no light change. No sound. Just his own thoughts, circling like vultures.

You're trapped. They're changing you. Your body is changing. You have lumps on your chest. You're hairless. You smell like flowers. You're weak. You're becoming weak.

He started to pace. Three steps one way. Turn. Three steps back. The padding swallowed the sound of his footsteps.

He didn't know how much time had passed. An hour? Two? The silence was driving him crazy. He needed sound. Any sound.

Then, softly, music began to play. It came from hidden speakers in the walls. It was pop music. Upbeat, bubbly, female vocals. A woman singing about love and dancing and feeling good.

Underneath the music was another sound. The sound of women laughing. Light, carefree, giggling laughter. It looped over and over.

The music and laughter were not loud. They were just there. A constant, cheerful soundtrack to his imprisonment.

Jax put his hands over his ears. It didn't help. The sound seeped through. The catchy tune got stuck in his head. The laughter felt like it was mocking him.

He started to shout. Just to hear something else.

"Shut up! Shut the fuck up!"

The music and laughter continued, unaffected.

He slammed his fist into the padded wall. It absorbed the blow with a soft, unsatisfying thump. He hit it again. And again. His knuckles, finally healing, split open again. The pain was sharp and clean. It was better than the music.

He slid down the wall, clutching his bleeding hand. The pop song started again from the beginning. The women laughed.

He sat there for what felt like forever. The music and laughter wormed their way into his brain. They became the only things in the universe.

When the door finally opened, the sudden cessation of sound was almost as jarring as its start. His ears rang in the new silence.

An orderly stood there.

"Your six hours are complete. Have you decided to cooperate?"

Jax stood up. His legs were shaky. His nerves felt scraped raw. The cheerful melody was still echoing in his skull.

He nodded, unable to speak.

He was taken back to the wardrobe room. The others were gone. The lavender kimono was laid out on the table.

He put it on. The silk was cool and slippery against his hairless skin. It tied around his waist with a sash. It felt like wearing a flag of surrender.
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The challenge was called "Grace Under Pressure."

They were taken to a studio set built inside the compound. It was bright with television lights. Cameras on tracks. A live studio audience sat in bleachers, but Jax could see their faces were blurred out digitally on the monitors. Their reactions were piped in through speakers—gasps, cheers, laughter.

In the center of the set was a narrow wooden beam, raised four feet off the ground. It was about twenty feet long. Beside it, on a rack, were four pairs of high heels.

They were not sensible heels. They were stilettos. Shiny, patent leather. Bright red. With a slender spike for a heel at least five inches high.

Adrian stood before them, wearing a sleek silver suit. They addressed the camera.

"True evolution requires adapting to new environments. To new ways of moving through the world. Tonight's challenge measures grace, balance, and poise under the pressure of performance. Contestants must walk the beam in their new shoes. The farthest distance wins a reward. The least distance receives a penalty."

Mike, Derek, Carlos, and Jax stood in their kimonos. They looked ridiculous. Big, muscular men wrapped in silk, about to put on high heels.

A perky assistant helped them with the shoes. Jax's pair was too small. They squeezed his feet painfully. The assistant forced his heel down into the back.

"Just walk on your toes, sweetie," the assistant whispered with a fake smile. "It's easier."

Jax stood up. The feeling was instantly wrong. His weight was pitched forward onto the balls of his feet. His ankles wobbled dangerously. The narrow spike of the heel felt like it could snap at any moment. He looked down. His big, hairy feet looked absurd in the delicate red shoes.

Derek went first. He took two steps onto the beam, his arms windmilling wildly. He made it about three feet before his ankle twisted sideways. He crashed off the beam, landing hard on the padded floor below. The studio audience erupted in laughter. A cruel, gleeful sound.

On a large screen above the set, a cutaway video played. It showed a living room somewhere in America. A family was watching. They were pointing at the screen, laughing. The father said, "Look at him go! He walks like my drunk uncle!" The mother giggled. The kids howled.

Mike went next. He moved with slow, deliberate caution, like he was defusing a bomb. He placed one foot carefully in front of the other, his arms held out for balance. He managed six shaky steps. The audience cheered. Another cutaway: a group of young women at a bar, watching on a TV. "Oh my god, he's actually doing it!" one squealed. "I'm voting for the big one! He's trying so hard!"

Carlos went. His military discipline served him. He focused on a point on the far wall and moved with rigid control. He made it halfway before a slight tremor in his calf caused his foot to slip. He dropped, landing in a controlled crouch. The audience gave a mixed reaction of applause and disappointed "awws."

Then it was Jax's turn.

The lights felt hotter. The audience noise was a dull roar in his ears. He could feel millions of eyes on him. Voting. Judging.

He stepped onto the beam. The narrow wood felt precarious under the tiny sole of the shoe. His first step was okay. His second step, his ankle buckled inward. A sharp pain shot up his leg. He threw his arms out, swaying wildly.

The audience laughed. A huge, rolling wave of laughter.

He regained his balance. He took another step. And another. Each step was a battle. His calves burned. His ankles screamed in protest. The kimono sash came loose, flapping open. He felt exposed, ridiculous.

He was almost to the halfway point, where Carlos had fallen. He could see the end of the beam. Just a few more steps.

His right foot landed wrong. The spiked heel skidded off the edge of the wood.

His weight went out from under him. He fell sideways, his body twisting. He hit the padded floor hard, his shoulder taking the impact. The red heel snapped off his shoe with a crisp cracking sound.

The audience roared with laughter. It was deafening.

On the big screen, another cutaway played. A man in a trucker hat, drinking beer in his basement. He was pointing at Jax on the screen. "That's the one! The angry one! He's gonna break! I got fifty bucks says he cries next week!"

Jax lay on the floor, the broken shoe still on his foot, the laughter washing over him. He felt a hot pressure behind his eyes. Tears of frustration, of humiliation. He blinked them back furiously. He would not cry. Not here. Not for them.

Adrian's voice cut through the laughter.

"And the winner, by distance, is Mike! Congratulations, Mike. Your reward awaits. For the others, penalties will be assigned."
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Back in the dormitory shower, Jax finally broke.

The hot water beat down on his hairless skin. He was alone for now. The others were still out. Mike was getting his "reward." Derek and Carlos were getting their penalties, whatever those were.

Jax leaned his forehead against the cool tile. The humiliation of the beam walk played over and over in his head. The laughter. The cutaway videos of strangers laughing at him.

His hands went to his chest. The buds were bigger now. More defined. They were no longer just lumps. They were forming into small, distinct mounds. His nipples were constantly sensitive, almost painfully so. They puckered in the hot spray.

He cupped the left one in his hand. It filled his palm. It was soft tissue over harder developing gland. It was a breast. A tiny, growing breast on his male body.

A sob ripped out of his throat. It was an ugly, choked sound.

Then the tears came. They weren't gentle. They were harsh, wrenching sobs that shook his whole body. He cried for the man he was losing. He cried for the betrayal of his own flesh. He cried because he was scared, more scared than he'd ever been in the wilderness, more scared than he'd ever been in his life.

He slid down the wall of the shower, the water pounding on his back. He curled into a ball on the wet floor, his arms wrapped around his chest, trying to hide the growing mounds, trying to hold himself together.

He cried until his throat was raw and his eyes were swollen. The grief was a physical pain, worse than any injection.

When the tears finally slowed, a new feeling rose up. Rage. A pure, white-hot hatred for what was being done to him. For his own helplessness.

He pushed himself to his feet. He turned to face the shower wall. He drew back his fist, the same fist that had punched the window, the padded cell.

He drove it into the tile as hard as he could.

The impact was a sharp, brutal crack. Pain exploded through his hand, up his arm. He did it again. And again. The skin over his knuckles shredded. Blood smeared the white tile, mixing with the water and swirling down the drain.

He punched until his hand was a throbbing, bloody mess. Until the physical pain drowned out the other pain, just for a moment.

He stood there, panting, his injured hand hanging at his side, blood dripping from his fingers. The water washed over him, turning pink.
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Mike's reward was a strawberry daiquiri and a manicure.

He came back to the dormitory smelling like fruit and nail polish. His big, rough hands now had neatly filed nails with a clear, shiny coat on them. He looked embarrassed but also strangely pleased. The daiquiri had relaxed him.

Derek and Carlos came back later. Derek was sullen and quiet. His penalty had been an extended session with Dr. Aris. Carlos wouldn't say what his was.

Then an orderly came for Jax, Derek, and Carlos.

"Vocal training. Follow me."

They were taken to a soundproofed room. A woman with a bright smile and a clipboard waited. She introduced herself as Trina, their vocal coach.

"Today we work on pitch and resonance," Trina said. "The male voice sits in the chest. We want to lift it. To place it higher, in the head. It's about muscle memory. We'll start with simple phrases."

She had them do scales. "La la la la la." She made them try to sing higher notes. Their voices cracked and strained.

Jax's throat felt tight. He refused to make the sounds.

Trina focused on him.

"Jax, honey, you're holding all your tension in your larynx. You need to relax. Try this phrase. Say it like you're delighted to see an old friend. 'How lovely to see you!' Go on."

Jax stared at her. He said nothing.

The orderly by the door took a step forward.

Jax swallowed. He opened his mouth. His voice came out low and gravelly, his normal voice.

"How lovely to see you."

Trina winced. "No, no, no. That's a growl. We're going for light. Breezy. Lift it up. Imagine you're a helium balloon. Try again."

Jax tried. He forced his voice higher. It sounded fake and strained.

"How lovely to see you."

"Better! But still too chesty. Again. Higher."

He tried again. His voice cracked on the word "lovely." It broke into a humiliating squeak.

Derek snorted a laugh, then quickly stifled it.

Trina sighed, tapping her clipboard. "This is going to take a lot of work. We'll need to work on that pitch, Jacqueline."

The name hung in the air.

Jax froze. Everything stopped. The blood in his veins. The air in his lungs. Time itself.

Jacqueline.

It wasn't a mistake. She said it with purpose. It was a soft, pretty name. It floated in the room, settling over him like a net.

He looked at Trina. She was looking back at him, her head tilted, waiting for his response. As if she'd called him by his name. His real name.

But his real name was Jax. Jax was strong. Jax was hard. Jax was a limit.

Jacqueline was… something else. Something soft. Something they had invented.

A horrific realization dawned on him, cold and absolute. This wasn't just about his body. They were going to take his name too. They were going to take everything. Piece by piece. They would hollow him out and fill him with something new. Something named Jacqueline.

He stood there, unable to move, unable to speak. His eye, reflected in the glass of the soundproof room's window, was wide. The pupil was dilated with shock. In that eye, you could see the man named Jax fracturing, and behind him, the terrifying, empty outline of the thing called Jacqueline, waiting to be born.


Chapter Four




“My name is Jax.”

He snarled the words at his own reflection. The mirror was a smart screen, framed in cool white light. It showed his face, which was changing. His jawline seemed less hard. His skin was smooth, hairless. His eyes looked tired.

The mirror displayed text in crisp, black letters across the bottom of the glass.

Incorrect. Try again. Your name is Jacqueline.

Jax felt a hot surge of anger. He slammed his palm against the glass. It didn’t crack. It just vibrated softly.

“My name is Jax!”

Incorrect. Try again. Your name is Jacqueline.

This was the daily affirmation session. Fifteen minutes every morning, staring into this mirror, being told who he was. Or who he wasn’t.

He had to do it before he could get breakfast. Before he could get out of this room.

He took a deep breath. He hated this. He hated the mirror. He hated the text. He hated the name Jacqueline.

“My… name… is… Jax.”

He said it slowly, through gritted teeth.

The mirror flashed red for a second. Then the text changed.

Session failed. No breakfast today. Please reflect on your identity.

The screen went dark, becoming just a normal mirror again. Jax saw the defeat on his own face. He turned away. His stomach growled. He hadn’t eaten since lunch yesterday.
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The psychological warfare never stopped. It was in everything.

They messed with their sleep. Some nights, an alarm would blare at three in the morning for no reason. Lights would flash. Then silence. Just as they drifted off again, a soothing female voice would whisper from hidden speakers, “Relax. Let go. Become her.” It would repeat for an hour.

Jax walked around in a constant fog of exhaustion. His thoughts were slow, muddy.

During meals, subliminal messages were woven into the music piped into the dining room. Soft, gentle music, but underneath, so quiet you almost couldn’t hear it, were whispers. “Pretty girl.” “Good girl.” “Sweet Jacqueline.” They seeped into his brain when he wasn’t paying attention.

Positive reinforcement was the worst part. It was subtle, and it worked.

One day after a vocal training session, Jax had refused to speak in a higher pitch. Trina had sighed and ended the session early. That night, for dinner, he got a plain protein paste and water.

Mike, who had tried to use a softer voice, got a slice of chocolate cake. Real cake. Mike ate it with a weird, guilty pleasure, licking the frosting off his fork.

Another time, Jax snapped at an attendant who was helping him into a new, tighter top. He shoved the attendant’s hands away. For that, his clothes for the week were taken away. He was given only the rough, grey sweatpants and a scratchy t-shirt to wear. They were uncomfortable. They chafed his soft skin.

Derek, who had allowed the attendants to dress him without complaint, was given a set of soft, lavender silk pajamas. He wore them that night, looking confused but comfortable.

They were being trained. Like animals. Good behavior got treats. Bad behavior got punishment.

Jax tried to hold onto his anger. It was the only thing he had left. But the exhaustion, the hunger, the constant pressure… it was wearing him down. Sometimes, in a weak moment, he would catch himself almost wanting to comply, just to get the cake, just to get the soft clothes. The thought terrified him.
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Electlysis was scheduled for Week Three.

They took him to a medical room that smelled like antiseptic and ozone. A woman in scrubs waited next to a strange machine with a needle and a foot pedal. A chair like a dentist’s chair sat in the middle of the room.

“This will remove the facial hair permanently,” the technician said. Her voice was bored. “It will take multiple sessions. Today we do the upper lip, chin, and cheeks. Lie back.”

Jax didn’t move. He looked at the needle. It was thin, like a filament.

An orderly was there. He put a hand on Jax’s shoulder.

Jax lay back in the chair. The technician tilted it. She cleaned his face with a cold wipe. She applied a numbing cream, but it didn’t do much.

“You’ll feel a prick each time. Try to stay still.”

She picked up the needle. It was attached to the machine by a thin wire. She brought it close to his face. Jax could see his own reflection in her glasses.

She pressed the needle into the skin just above his lip. At the same time, she pressed the foot pedal with her foot.

A sharp, electric prick stabbed into his skin. It was followed instantly by a tiny, intense burn. The smell of burnt hair filled his nose. A wisp of smoke curled up.

Jax flinched.

“Hold still,” the technician said flatly. “Or this takes longer.”

She moved the needle a millimeter and pressed the pedal again. Another prick. Another burn. Another tiny puff of acrid smoke.

She worked methodically, zapping each hair follicle on his upper lip. The pricks came one after another, a relentless, stinging tattoo. The numbing cream was useless. Each zap was a bright, hot point of pain. The smell of burning hair made his stomach turn.

She moved to his chin. The skin here was more sensitive. Each zap felt deeper, more painful. Jax’s hands gripped the arms of the chair. His knuckles were white.

The technician paused. She reached over to a tray and picked up a small, squishy stress ball. It was shaped like a pink cupcake with a smiling face.

“Here,” she said, putting it in his hand. “Squeeze this if you need to.”

Jax looked at the stupid pink cupcake in his hand. It was an insult. A joke. He wanted to throw it at her face.

Instead, he squeezed it. Hard. The soft material gave under his grip.

The technician went back to work. Left cheek. Right cheek. Each zap, each burn, each smell of destruction. The pain was endless. It felt like she was branding his face, erasing him one hair follicle at a time.

Tears of pain welled in his eyes. He blinked them back furiously. He squeezed the pink cupcake until he thought it might pop.

When it was finally over, his face was on fire. It felt raw, swollen, tender. The technician applied a cooling gel.

“No shaving between sessions,” she said. “Let the dead hairs shed naturally. You’ll come back next week for the neck and jawline.”

Jax sat up. His face throbbed. He looked in a small mirror on the wall. His skin was red and covered in tiny, angry dots where each hair had been killed. It looked like a bad rash. He touched his upper lip. It was smooth. Completely smooth. No stubble. It felt alien.

He dropped the pink cupcake stress ball on the floor and walked out.
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The “Name Ceremony” was a prime-time live special.

They spent all day preparing. Jax was taken to a bustling area that looked like a television studio’s backstage. Hair stylists, makeup artists, wardrobe people swarmed around him and the others.

He was forced into a dress. It was a silver cocktail dress, tight and short. The material was stretchy but it strained against his shoulders, his chest. His breasts, now clearly visible as small mounds, pushed against the fabric, creating a cleavage he didn’t want. The dress hugged his waist, which was starting to narrow, and flared out over his hips, which were subtly wider.

He looked at himself in a full-length mirror. A stranger stared back. A man with a softened face, small breasts, and wide hips, crammed into a sparkling silver dress. His legs, hairless and smooth, stuck out from under the hem. They’d given him sheer stockings and silver high heels.

He looked grotesque. A parody.

Makeup was caked on his face. Foundation to hide the electrolysis dots. Blush on his cheeks. Eyeshadow. Mascara. Lip gloss that tasted like fake strawberries.

His hair, which had been growing out, was styled into a messy, deliberately sexy look. They’d added blonde highlights.

He was no longer Jax. He was a doll they had dressed up.

Backstage, they were lined up with the other contestants. Mike was in an emerald green dress, looking huge and uncomfortable. Derek was in red, scowling, his tattoos clashing with the color. Carlos was in a simple black dress, his expression unreadable.

They could hear the roar of the studio audience. A host’s voice, loud and excited, boomed through the speakers.

“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the Project: Metamorphosis Name Ceremony! Tonight, we say goodbye to the old… and hello to the beautiful new!”

Adrian appeared backstage. They looked at the four of them, their eyes critical.

“Remember,” Adrian said. “Smile. Wave. This is a celebration. America is watching.”

One by one, they were wheeled out onto the stage on circular platforms. The platforms rotated slowly.

Mike went first. The lights dimmed. On the giant screen behind the stage, a montage played. It showed Mike as a firefighter, axe in hand, face smeared with soot, muscles bulging. It showed him lifting heavy logs, shouting, sweating. The music was aggressive, masculine rock.

Then the music shifted. Became soft, ethereal. The platform Mike stood on was illuminated. There he was, in the emerald dress, his big body squeezed into sequins. The audience gasped, then cheered.

The host, a man with perfect teeth and a blue suit, gestured dramatically.

“From Michael the mighty firefighter… we give you… Mia! Gentle, nurturing, and strong in a whole new way!”

Mike—Mia—forced a smile. He waved a clumsy hand. The audience applauded.

Derek was next. His montage showed him in the MMA cage, throwing punches, snarling, blood on his face. Then the reveal: Derek in the red dress. The host named him “Dani.” “Fiery, passionate, and ready to shine!”

Carlos’s montage was military footage, men in uniform moving through dust, serious faces, weapons. Then Carlos in the black dress, stoic and silent. He was named “Carla.” “Elegant, mysterious, and deeply resilient.”

Then it was Jax’s turn.

The stage went dark. His platform was in position. His heart hammered against his ribs. He could feel the slickness of the lip gloss. The tightness of the dress.

On the giant screen, his audition tape played. Him on the cliff. His bloody knuckles. His cold eyes. His voice filled the studio.

“I am the limit. Bring your worst.”

The video showed other clips. Him lifting weights, his muscles straining. Him cleaning his rifle with focused intensity. Him scowling at the camera, all defiance and grit.

The music was pounding, intense. It built to a crescendo.

Then it cut off abruptly.

Silence.

A single spotlight hit his platform. It began to rotate.

There he was.

Jax in the silver dress. His made-up face. His highlighted hair. The small curves of his breasts pushing against the glittering fabric. The dress riding up on his thighs.

The audience reaction was a wave of sound. Not just cheers. Something hungrier. More fascinated. They were seeing the biggest transformation. The hardest fall.

The host walked over, his smile wide.

“And now… the moment you’ve all been waiting for! The breakout star of our season! The ultimate fighter… transformed!”

The host gestured grandly at Jax.

“From the ashes of Jax… we give you… Jacqueline! Sweet, sparkling, and destined for the spotlight!”

The audience erupted. They screamed. They cheered. They chanted.

“Jac-queline! Jac-queline!”

Jax stood frozen on the rotating platform. The lights were blinding. The noise was deafening. He looked out at the blur of faces. He looked directly into the main camera, its red light glowing like an evil eye.

His mind screamed. I am Jax! I am not her! This is wrong! Help me!

But no sound came out. His face, under the makeup, was pale. His eyes were wide. They were pleading, desperate. A silent scream broadcast to millions of homes.

He saw his own face on the giant screen behind the host. He saw the terror in his own eyes. The complete and utter helplessness.

The host leaned in close to the camera, whispering like he was sharing a secret.

“America… what do you think? Is our Jacqueline everything you dreamed she’d be?”

On the screen, a real-time vote tally appeared. MOST POWERFUL MOMENT OF THE SEASON. The bar under Jax’s—Jacqueline’s—name filled rapidly, shooting to the top.

The audience cheered louder. They had voted. They had chosen his breaking point as their favorite entertainment.

The platform kept rotating. Jax kept staring into the camera, his silent scream echoing in the vast, noisy darkness of the studio, and in the living rooms of a nation that was eating it up.
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Two nights after the Name Ceremony, Carlos found him.

They were in the bathroom, the only place without an obvious camera, though Jax suspected even here was monitored. Carlos was washing his hands. Jax was staring at his own reflection, at the smooth, hairless face that looked less like his own every day.

Carlos spoke without looking at him, his voice a bare murmur.

“The waste disposal system. The service hatch in the east hall corridor. It’s not on a camera blind spot, but the guard shift changes at two AM. There’s a ninety-second window where the corridor is empty.”

Jax didn’t respond. He kept staring. Who was that in the mirror?

“The hatch leads to a maintenance chute. It’s tight, but we can fit. It goes down to a loading dock. From there, maybe we can get to the perimeter fence. I’ve been watching. There’s a flaw in the patrol pattern. A small gap. At two-fifteen.”

Carlos finally looked at him. His eyes were intense.

“We need to move in two nights. We need tools. A screwdriver. Something to cut wire. Can you get something from the occupational therapy room? They have plastic tools there. Not great, but they might work.”

Jax’s spirit felt like a guttering candle flame. Small. Flickering. The Name Ceremony had broken something inside him. The sight of his own terrified face on that giant screen… it had shown him how utterly powerless he was.

But the word “escape” sparked something. A last, faint ember of the man he used to be.

He gave a tiny, almost imperceptible nod.

“I’ll try,” he whispered, his voice hoarse.

Carlos nodded back. “Two nights. Be ready.”
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The night of the planned escape, Jax was on edge. He had managed to palm a small, hard plastic tool from the therapy room. It was meant for shaping clay, but one end was pointed. It was better than nothing.

He lay in his bed, pretending to sleep, waiting for the right time. His heart was a drum in his chest. This was it. Their one chance.

At eleven PM, the door to the dormitory opened.

An orderly stood there. The light from the hallway cut across the floor.

“Jacqueline Miller. Unscheduled procedure. Come with me.”

Jax’s blood ran cold. No. Not tonight. Not now.

“What procedure?” he asked, sitting up.

“Dr. Aris’s orders. Now.”

Jax looked over at Carlos’s bed. In the dim light, he saw Carlos’s eyes were open, watching. They held a warning.

If he refused, they would force him. It would cause a scene. It might ruin everything.

He had to go.

He got out of bed. He was wearing the soft pink pajamas they’d given him after he’d stopped fighting the wardrobe sessions. He followed the orderly out.

They didn’t go to the medical wing. They went to Dr. Aris’s office. It was a warm, cozy room with bookshelves and soft lighting. It felt more dangerous than any sterile lab.

Dr. Aris sat behind her desk. She smiled when he entered.

“Jacqueline. Thank you for coming. Please, sit.”

Jax remained standing. “It’s Jax.”

Dr. Aris’s smile didn’t falter. She picked up her tablet.

“Our biometric and behavioral sensors have indicated elevated stress levels. Irregular sleep patterns. A return of defiant ideation. This is counter-productive to your transition. We’re going to administer a corrective treatment tonight alongside your weekly hormone injection. To help you… relax. To help you accept.”

Jax took a step back. “No. I don’t want it.”

“It’s not optional,” Dr. Aris said, her voice pleasant. She pressed a button on her desk.

The door opened. Two orderlies entered. They weren’t the usual ones. These were bigger.

“This will help you, Jacqueline,” Dr. Aris said as the orderlies approached. “It will help you see the beauty of what you’re becoming.”

Jax fought. He threw a wild punch. It connected with an orderly’s jaw. The man grunted but didn’t let go. They grabbed him, overpowering him easily. They forced him into a chair with restraints on the arms and legs.

He struggled against the leather straps. They were tight. He couldn’t move.

Dr. Aris stood up. She prepared two syringes. One was the familiar estrogen cocktail. The other held a clear, colorless liquid.

“This,” she said, holding up the second syringe, “is a mild psychotropic. It will lower your inhibitions. It will help your brain form new, positive associations with your transformation.”

“Don’t you fucking touch me with that!” Jax yelled, pulling against the restraints.

Dr. Aris ignored him. She swabbed his arm, not his hip this time. She inserted the needle of the psychotropic into a vein. He felt the cool fluid enter his bloodstream.

Then she gave him the hormone shot in his hip, the usual burning ache.

They left him strapped in the chair.

At first, nothing happened. Then the world began to soften at the edges. The lights in the room seemed to glow brighter. The colors became more vivid. A warm, heavy feeling spread through his limbs. He felt relaxed. Too relaxed. His fear melted away, replaced by a fuzzy, pleasant detachment.

The wall opposite him lit up. It became a screen.

Beautiful images began to play. Rapid-fire, stunning visuals.

Women laughing together at a sunny café, their heads thrown back, perfectly white teeth gleaming. Women trying on gorgeous dresses in a boutique, spinning in front of mirrors, smiling at their reflections. Women walking down a red carpet, cameras flashing, crowds screaming their names, blowing kisses.

Then the images became more intimate. A woman lying in a bathtub full of bubbles, sighing with pleasure, running her hands over her own smooth, wet skin. A woman being kissed passionately by a handsome man, her back arching, her fingers tangling in his hair. A woman touching herself in a dim room, her face a mask of ecstasy, her body shuddering with release.

As these images flashed, a strange thing happened to Jax. A physical sensation bloomed in his brain. It started at the base of his skull, a warm, tingling pulse. It spread forward, flooding his mind with a feeling of pure, undiluted pleasure. It was better than any drug. It was a direct hit of bliss, short-circuiting every negative thought, every ounce of resistance.

The pleasure was paired with the images. The woman laughing? Bliss. The woman on the red carpet? Bliss. The woman touching herself? An overwhelming wave of bliss so intense it made his toes curl in his shoes.

His body reacted. Despite himself, a low moan escaped his lips. His hips twitched in the restraints. He felt a warmth between his legs, a traitorous arousal that had nothing to do with his will. It was a chemical, neurological response. His body was being taught to crave this. To associate femininity, beauty, submission, with the most profound pleasure he had ever felt.

He stopped fighting the straps. He sank into the chair. His eyes were wide, glued to the screen. A stupid, slack-jawed smile spread across his face. Drool trickled from the corner of his mouth.

The images and the bliss went on and on. Time lost all meaning. He was floating in a sea of pretty pictures and perfect feeling.

For the first time since he arrived, there was no pain. No anger. No fear. There was only the bliss. And the knowledge, sinking deep into his rewiring brain, that this bliss was tied to her. To Jacqueline.
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He woke up in his own bed. Sunlight streamed into the dormitory. His head felt thick, stuffed with cotton. His mouth was dry. There was a vague, pleasant afterglow humming in his veins, but underneath it was a crushing emptiness.

He sat up slowly. The memory of the previous night was hazy, but the feeling remained. The bliss. The association.

He felt hollowed out. Scraped clean.

He got up and shuffled to the bathroom. He splashed water on his face. He looked in the mirror. Jacqueline looked back. The makeup from the ceremony was gone, but the face was softer. The eyes were emptier.

He walked out into the hallway, heading mechanically toward the dining room for the mandatory breakfast.

Carlos was there. He fell into step beside Jax. He kept his voice low, his eyes straight ahead.

“The vent. Tonight. Two AM. Did you get the tool?”

Jax kept walking. He thought about the plastic tool hidden under his mattress. He thought about the dark maintenance chute. The fence. Freedom.

Then he thought about the bliss. The deep, brain-melting pleasure. The beautiful women on the screen. The feeling of being adored. The sensation that had flooded him when he saw the woman touching herself.

That pleasure was here. In this building. Freedom was out there, in a world that had already seen him in a silver dress, that had laughed at him on a beam. A world where he would be a freak, a hairy-legged man with breasts in a dress.

Dr. Aris’s words echoed in his foggy mind. The winner receives a new life. A celebrated life.

Jacqueline could have that. Jacqueline could have the bliss.

Jax was just pain. Jax was struggle. Jax was dead.

He stopped walking. He turned and looked at Carlos. Carlos saw his face and his own expression shifted from urgency to confusion, then to dawning horror.

Jax’s voice, when it came, was not his own. It was softer. Higher. Hesitant. It was the voice they had been training him to use.

“I… I can’t.”

Carlos stared at him. “What? What do you mean? This is our chance.”

Jax shook his head slowly. He looked down at the floor. He couldn’t meet Carlos’s eyes.

“Jacqueline has a photoshoot today.”

The words hung in the sterile hallway air. They were absurd. They were terrifying.

Carlos just stood there, his mouth slightly open. He looked at Jax like he was seeing a ghost. Or a corpse. He saw the emptiness in Jax’s eyes. The total absence of the man he had planned an escape with.

He understood. The fight was gone. The man named Jax was gone. All that was left was this hollow shell, already answering to a new name, already worrying about a photoshoot.

Carlos took a step back. His face hardened into a mask of grim acceptance. He gave one last, slow nod. Not of agreement. Of farewell.

Then he turned and walked away down the hall, alone.

Jax watched him go. He felt nothing. No regret. No fear. Just a vast, echoing emptiness.

He turned and continued his walk to the dining room. To his breakfast. To Jacqueline’s photoshoot.

The man named Jax was dead.


Chapter Five




“Smile, Jacqueline! Think of something that brings you joy!”

The photographer’s voice was bright and impatient. He was a thin man with a headset, crouched behind a giant camera on a tripod. Bright white lights surrounded the set, heating the air.

Jax—no, Jacqueline—stood on a white seamless paper backdrop. She wore a pale yellow sundress. It was flimsy cotton, with little straps that dug into her shoulders. The skirt flared out around her thighs. They had put her in white sandals with a small wedge heel.

She forced her lips upward. The muscles in her cheeks felt stiff and unfamiliar. A smile.

Her mind was blank. Empty. Like a clean, white room.

What brought her joy? The question echoed in the hollow space. Nothing. There was nothing.

But she had to think of something. They wanted a smile. A real smile. Not the fake one she was holding.

She thought about the bliss. The chemical rush from Dr. Aris’s treatment. That brought… not joy, but a kind of quiet. A numbness that was better than pain.

That wasn’t right. They wanted something wholesome.

She thought about the strawberry daiquiri Mike had gotten. She hadn’t tasted it, but it looked sweet. She imagined the taste. Cold and sugary.

Her smile softened, became a little less strained.

“Yes! Just like that! Gorgeous! Now tilt your head. Think innocent. Think summer day!”

She tilted her head. The photographer’s shutter clicked rapidly, a fast, chattering sound.

She was good at this. At following directions. It was easier than fighting.
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Submission was the new rule. Her body obeyed. Her voice obeyed. Her face obeyed.

In diction class, Trina coached her on how to speak.

“It’s not about shouting, Jacqueline. It’s about letting your voice float. Up here.” Trina touched her own throat, high up. “Feel it resonate in your sinuses. Try this. ‘The weather is lovely today.’”

Jacqueline took a breath. She tried to lift her voice. It came out airy, weak.

“The weather is lovely today.”

“Better! But more musical. Lovely. Make it sing.”

“Lovely,” Jacqueline repeated, putting a little lilt on the word.

“Perfect! You’re a natural!”

Inside, a distant part of her screamed. This is bullshit! You sound like an idiot! But the scream was faint, muffled by layers of fog and compliance. The main voice in her head, the one that spoke most often now, just narrated the steps. Lift the voice. Make it sing. Good girl.

In posture class, they learned to walk. Not with a heavy, masculine stride. With a glide. Hips swaying slightly. Shoulders back, chest forward. One foot placed directly in front of the other, like on a tightrope.

“Imagine a string pulling you up from the crown of your head,” the instructor, a willowy woman named Anya, said. “You are light. You are graceful. You take up space delicately.”

Jacqueline practiced. Back and forth across the studio floor. Her hips, which were undeniably wider now, moved with a soft swing. The motion felt strange. Unnatural. But she did it. She got praise for it.

Sitting was a lesson too. Knees together. Ankles crossed. Back straight. Hands folded in the lap. No slouching. No spreading.

Flirting lessons were the worst. And the most confusing.

A male coach was brought in. He was handsome in a generic way. He taught them how to make eye contact. How to look up through their eyelashes. How to touch a man’s arm lightly during conversation. How to giggle.

“A giggle is not a laugh,” the coach explained. “It’s higher. Softer. It says, ‘I’m playful. I’m harmless. I like you.’ Try it.”

Jacqueline tried to giggle. It came out as a choked cough.

“Think of something silly. Something cute.”

She thought of nothing. She forced a sound. A high, tittering noise that made her skin crawl.

“Good! Again!”

She did it again. And again. Until the sound lost its meaning. Until it was just a thing she could do on command.

[image: ]



The physical changes were not subtle anymore. They were obvious, shocking things she saw every day in the mirror.

Her hips had widened. It wasn't just fat. Her pelvis seemed to have shifted, flaring outward. Her waist had pulled in, creating a definite curve between her ribs and her hips. When she wore the dresses they gave her, she had an hourglass shape. A feminine silhouette.

Her breasts were no longer just buds. They were growing. They were rounder, fuller. They jiggled slightly when she walked without a bra. They were sensitive all the time. Her nipples were constantly hard, poking against her clothes.

One day, a team of cheerful attendants took her and the other candidates to a fitting room.

“Bra day!” sang the lead attendant, a woman named Sophie. “Time to get you girls some proper support!”

Racks of bras in every color and style lined the walls. Lace. Satin. Push-up. Padded.

Sophie brought out a soft measuring tape. She measured around Jacqueline’s rib cage, just under her breasts. Her touch was impersonal.

“Thirty-four,” Sophie announced. Then she measured around the fullest part of her breasts. “And… thirty-eight! A 34B! Congratulations, honey! You’re filling out beautifully!”

Jacqueline stood there, topless, as Sophie held up a white lace bra. It looked tiny, delicate.

“Arms up.”

Jacqueline lifted her arms. Sophie slipped the bra onto her. She hooked it in the back. She reached around and adjusted her breasts inside the cups, her hands firm and efficient.

“There. Look.”

Sophie turned her toward a full-length mirror.

Jacqueline stared. The bra cupped her new breasts, lifting them, shaping them into two perfect, rounded mounds. The lace was pretty. It made her look… like a woman. A real woman.

Next to her, Mia (Mike) was being fitted. She was bigger, a 38C. She looked at herself in a black satin bra, her face a mask of confusion.

Dani (Derek) was arguing with his fitter.

“I don’t want fucking polka dots! Give me black!”

“Black is over there, sweetie. But the polka dots are cute! They’ll look great with your complexion!”

Carla (Carlos) stood silently as she was measured. She got a simple beige bra. She put it on without a word, her eyes dead.

Sophie clapped her hands.

“Okay, girls! Let’s see! Show off your new curves!”

Mia, Dani, Carla, and Jacqueline stood in a line in front of the mirror, wearing only their new bras and matching panties. They were all in different stages of transformation. Mia was softest, her big frame now padded with new fat. Dani was still lean and muscular, but with obvious breasts and wider hips. Carla was somewhere in between, her military leanness now curved in strange places.

Jacqueline looked at her own reflection. At the stranger in the lace bra. The horror was there, deep down. A cold, sick feeling. But it was buried under thick, heavy layers. The chemical calm from her weekly “treatments.” The trained response to seek praise. The simple, exhausting fact that fighting hurt more than complying.

Sophie squealed, looking at all of them.

“You all look amazing! Just wait until America sees! They’re going to go wild!”

Jacqueline made herself smile. It was what she was supposed to do.
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The chemistry tests started the following week.

They were told it was an important part of their “integration.” To see how they interacted with the opposite sex. To build confidence.

The first guest star was Troy Mason. He was a famous actor from a popular action movie series. He was tall, with blond hair, blue eyes, and a jawline you could cut glass with. He wore a tight t-shirt that showed off his chest and arms.

He was brought into a lounge set that looked like a fancy hotel bar. Soft lighting. Plush couches. Jacqueline was there alone with him. Cameras were hidden in the walls, in the lamps.

A producer’s voice came through a tiny earpiece she wore.

“Just relax, Jacqueline. Be yourself. Flirt a little. Touch his arm when he makes a joke.”

Troy smiled at her. It was a practiced, dazzling smile.

“So, you’re Jacqueline. I’ve seen your clips. You’ve come a long way.”

His voice was deep. Smooth. It washed over her.

“Thank you,” she said, using her new, higher voice. It sounded okay. Not great, but okay.

“You’re nervous,” he said, leaning forward. “Don’t be. I don’t bite. Unless you want me to.”

He winked. It was cheesy. But something about his proximity, his sheer physical presence, sent a weird flutter through her stomach. It was not a good feeling. It was a confused, anxious flutter.

“Would you like a drink?” he asked, gesturing to a tray with two glasses of champagne.

“Okay,” she said.

He handed her a glass. His fingers brushed hers. The touch was electric. She jerked her hand back slightly, then forced herself to be still.

“To new beginnings,” Troy said, clinking his glass against hers.

She took a sip. The bubbles tickled her nose.

They talked. Or rather, he talked. He told stories about Hollywood. About his workouts. He was charming in a shallow way. He kept looking at her body, at the neckline of her dress. His gaze felt heavy.

The producer’s voice whispered in her ear. “Touch his arm. Now.”

Troy was telling a story about crashing a motorcycle on set. He laughed.

Jacqueline reached out. She placed her hand on his forearm. His skin was warm. The muscle underneath was hard as rock. She felt the heat of him through her fingertips.

He stopped talking. He looked down at her hand, then back up at her face. His smile changed. Became more intense. More predatory.

“You have soft hands,” he said, his voice dropping.

He covered her hand with his own. His hand was huge. It swallowed hers. He moved her hand, sliding it up his arm, over the bulge of his bicep, and onto his chest. He pressed her palm flat against his pectoral muscle. She could feel his heartbeat, strong and steady.

A traitorous, warm flutter low in her stomach happened again. This time it was sharper. It was a physical reaction, completely separate from her mind. Her body was responding to his maleness, to his strength, to his touch. Her nipples tightened painfully against the fabric of her bra. A faint, slick warmth gathered between her legs.

She gasped. The sound was small, shocked.

Troy’s smile widened. He leaned closer. His breath smelled like mint.

“See?” he murmured, just for her and the microphones. “Not so scary.”

The producer’s voice in her ear was excited. “Good! Good interaction! Hold that pose!”

Jacqueline left her hand on his chest, feeling like her arm was made of wood. Her mind was a storm of confusion. Disgust. Fear. And underneath it, that awful, unwelcome warmth. Her body was betraying her in a whole new way.

Later, in her session with Dr. Aris, the doctor played back the clip.

“Watch,” Dr. Aris said, pointing at the screen. “See your physiological responses. The pupil dilation. The increased skin conductivity. The slight flush on your chest.”

On the screen, Jacqueline saw herself gasping, her eyes wide.

“This is a breakthrough, Jacqueline,” Dr. Aris said, making a note on her tablet. “Your body is beginning to respond appropriately to heterosexual stimuli. The mind will follow. It’s a beautiful thing.”

Jacqueline said nothing. She just watched the girl on the screen, the girl who was not her, reacting to a man’s touch.

[image: ]


The reward challenge was called “Rhythm of Desire.”

They were taught a simple, seductive dance by a professional choreographer. It involved rolling their hips, running their hands over their own bodies, arching their backs. The music was slow, pulsing, with a deep bass beat.

“The candidate who best performs the dance, who shows the most authentic sensuality, wins a full day at our luxury spa. Massages. Facials. The works,” Adrian announced.

Jacqueline wanted the reward. Not for the spa itself, but for the pleasure that came with winning. The positive reinforcement. The treats. The blissful feeling of being a good girl. Her brain, rewired by Dr. Aris’s treatments, craved that reward now. It was a deep, chemical need.

When it was her turn to perform, she stood in the center of the dance studio. The mirrors showed her from every angle. She wore a black leotard and leggings. Her body was clearly a woman’s body now. Curvy hips. Narrow waist. Round breasts.

The music started. The slow, sensual beat filled the room.

She began to move. She remembered the steps. Hip roll. Hand sliding up her side. Arch back. It was awkward at first. Her movements were stiff.

Then she thought about the reward. The spa. The massage. The feeling of being pampered. Of being touched in a way that wasn’t painful or clinical.

Her body loosened. Her hips found the rhythm. She closed her eyes. She let her hands drift over her own curves, feeling the swell of her breast, the dip of her waist, the curve of her hip. The fabric of the leotard was smooth under her palms.

It wasn’t sexy. Not really. But it was committed. She poured her desperate need for reward into the movement. She became the dance.

When she finished, she opened her eyes. The choreographer was nodding, impressed.

Adrian smiled.

“The winner, by audience vote and judge’s decision, is Jacqueline.”

A rush of warm satisfaction flooded her. She had done it. She had been good. She would get her reward.
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The spa was a paradise of soft towels, gentle music, and fragrant oils.

Jacqueline lay face down on a padded massage table. A sheet covered her lower half. Her back was bare. A masseuse, a strong woman with gentle hands, worked scented oil into her skin.

The touch was not like the rough, clinical grips of the orderlies. It was firm but kind. It kneaded the tension from her shoulders, her back, her newly sensitive sides.

The masseuse’s hands moved lower, to the tops of her buttocks, just above the sheet. She worked the muscles there. Jacqueline had never been touched there before, not like this. A strange, tingling sensation spread from the point of contact. It was not unpleasant.

“Just relax,” the masseuse murmured. “Let go.”

Jacqueline tried. Her body, hypersensitive from months of hormones, was like a live wire. Every stroke of the hands felt amplified. The oil was warm. The room was warm.

The masseuse moved the sheet lower, exposing more of her back and the top of her buttocks. Her hands slid lower, massaging the full curves of her ass. The touch was intimate. Too intimate. It skirted the line between therapeutic and sensual.

Jacqueline’s breath hitched. Her body reacted. That same traitorous warmth bloomed between her legs. Her nipples, pressed against the table, hardened into aching points. A soft, involuntary sigh escaped her lips.

The masseuse didn’t stop. Her hands continued their work, kneading, stroking. Jacqueline’s mind went fuzzy. The pleasure was confusing. It was wrong. This was a woman touching her. It was a reward for dancing like a slut. But her body didn’t care. Her body sang with sensation.

She felt wet. Actually wet. Between her legs. The anatomy there had changed too. It was more sensitive. More reactive. Now it was slick with arousal.

Shame crashed over her, hot and immediate. But it was drowned out by the stronger, more immediate wave of physical pleasure. Her hips shifted slightly on the table, seeking more pressure.

The masseuse’s hands finally stilled. She covered Jacqueline again with the sheet.

“All done,” she said softly.

Jacqueline lay there, trembling. The pleasant afterglow of the massage was mixed with a deep, gut-churning horror. She had liked it. Her body had liked it. She had gotten wet from a woman rubbing her ass.

She didn’t cry until she was back in her private room at the spa. She sat on the edge of the plush bed, wrapped in a fluffy white robe, and the tears came. Silent, hopeless tears. She didn’t even know why she was crying. The sadness was a vast, shapeless thing. It was grief for a self she could barely remember. It was terror at the self that was taking its place. It was confusion over the feelings in her new body, feelings she didn’t ask for and didn’t understand.
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That night, back in the dormitory, she lay in her bed. The others were asleep. The room was dark and quiet.

Her body still hummed from the massage. From the dance. From Troy Mason’s hand on hers.

She was hyper-aware of her own flesh. It felt alien. It was soft where it used to be hard. Curved where it used to be straight. Sensitive in places that used to be numb.

Her hand moved under the covers. It slid over her stomach, which was flat but soft. Over the gentle swell of her hip. Up to her breast.

She cupped it. It filled her hand perfectly. The nipple was hard. She brushed her thumb over it. A sharp jolt of sensation shot through her, straight to her core. She gasped softly.

Her hand kept moving, driven by a curiosity that felt both clinical and desperate. It drifted down, over her belly, through the soft, neatly trimmed hair below.

She touched herself there.

The anatomy was familiar, but the feeling was not. Everything was more sensitive. Softer. The skin was slick, wet from her earlier arousal. Her fingers explored tentatively.

A shock of intense, unexpected pleasure made her jerk. It was a direct line from her fingertips to her brain, short-circuiting thought. She pressed again, a little firmer.

Another bolt of pleasure, stronger this time. Her back arched off the bed. A low, choked sound caught in her throat.

This was wrong. This was her own body, but it wasn’t. It was a woman’s body responding like a woman’s body. The pleasure was deep, internal, radiating out in waves. It was nothing like the quick, focused release she remembered from before.

Her fingers moved on their own, circling, exploring. Each touch sent new shocks through her system. Her breathing became ragged. Her hips began to move against her hand, seeking more friction, more of that terrifying, wonderful feeling.

She was close. So close to something. A peak. A release.

Suddenly, the image of Troy Mason flashed in her mind. His blue eyes. His hand covering hers. Then the image of the masseuse’s strong hands on her ass. Then the images from Dr. Aris’s screen—women touching themselves, women in ecstasy.

With a final, shuddering touch, her body clenched. A silent cry tore from her lips as a wave of pleasure crashed over her, blinding and total. It rolled through her in pulses, leaving her trembling and weak.

As the aftershocks faded, reality rushed back in.

Horror followed, cold and suffocating.

What had she just done? She had just… she had…

She jerked her hand away from between her legs as if it had been burned. She curled into a tight fetal position, pulling the covers over her head. Shame burned her face. Disgust twisted in her gut.

She had masturbated. Like a girl. And she had come. Hard.

Her body had betrayed her completely. It had not only changed. It had learned new ways to feel pleasure. And it had liked it.

She lay there in the dark, shaking. The confusion was worse than any pain. Who was she? What was she?

Slowly, exhausted by emotion and physical release, her trembling subsided. Her breathing evened out. Sleep pulled at her.

As she drifted off, one of her hands, seemingly of its own accord, crept out from under the covers. It came to rest on her breast, cupping it possessively. Her fingers curled gently around the soft flesh.

In the darkness, the camera hidden in the smoke detector watched her. It watched the girl named Jacqueline fall asleep, one hand holding her own breast, a silent testament to the new body she now inhabited, and the new desires she could not escape.


Chapter Six




“America has spoken!”

Adrian’s voice was bright, amplified in the common room. They held up a tablet, showing colorful graphs and percentages. Jacqueline sat on one of the white couches with Mia, Dani, and Carla. They were all wearing matching pastel lounge sets. Jacqueline’s was baby blue.

“This week’s viewer-suggested challenge for Jacqueline,” Adrian announced, reading from the screen, “is ‘A Makeover from a Real Fan!’”

Jacqueline felt a cold trickle in her stomach. A fan? Someone from the outside, coming here to touch her?

“The winning fan was chosen by lottery from over two million entries,” Adrian continued. “He’ll be arriving this afternoon. Jacqueline, you’ll be spending three hours with him. He gets to choose your outfit, your makeup, your hair. And you’ll do a short, live-streamed segment together. America wants to see their favorite candidate get a personal touch!”

Mia gave Jacqueline a worried look. Dani just smirked, shaking his head. Carla stared straight ahead, her face blank.

Jacqueline’s mind was quiet. The main voice, the compliant one, said: A fan. That’s nice. He likes me. I should be grateful. Deeper down, in a place that was getting harder to reach, a ghost of Jax screamed. No! Don’t let some stranger put his hands on you! Fight! But the scream was faint, like a radio signal from a distant star.

[image: ]


The integration was total now. Every day, on the tablet in her room, she would vote on things. What color should Mia’s new dress be? What challenge should Dani face next? The viewers voted too. Their votes decided everything.

Her outfits were chosen by popular vote. Yesterday, she had worn a tight white mini-skirt and a cropped top because 68% of viewers thought it would “show off her progress.” The day before, it was a conservative floral dress because a vocal minority wanted to see “her modest side.”

Her makeup was decided by polls. “Smoky eye or natural glow?” “Red lips or pink gloss?”

Even her daily challenges were audience-suggested. Last week, she had to bake a pie while reciting poetry in her new voice. The week before, she had to give a foot massage to one of the male staff members while complimenting him.

She was a puppet. And millions of people were pulling the strings.
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The fan arrived after lunch. His name was Chad.

He was maybe twenty-five. He had a baseball cap on backwards, a t-shirt for a band she didn’t know, and jeans. He had a smirking, cocky look on his face. Like he’d won a prize. Which he had.

He was led into a styling studio by Adrian. Jacqueline was already there, sitting in a chair in front of a big mirror. She wore a simple robe.

“Chad, this is Jacqueline,” Adrian said. “Jacqueline, this is Chad. He’s a big fan from Ohio.”

Chad’s eyes swept over her, from her blonde-highlighted hair down to her fuzzy slippers. His smirk widened.

“Wow. You look even better in person. The show doesn’t do you justice.”

His voice was nasally. It grated on her ears.

“Thank you,” she said automatically, using her trained, higher register.

“Okay, Chad,” Adrian said. “You have the run of the wardrobe and makeup department. Our stylists will assist you. The goal is to create a new look for Jacqueline that you think America will love. You have two hours. Then we’ll do a ten-minute live stream where you present her.”

Chad rubbed his hands together. “Awesome. Let’s do this.”

The professional stylists stood back, their expressions politely neutral. This was Chad’s show.

He walked over to a rack of dresses. He flipped through them quickly, dismissively. He stopped at a neon pink bandage dress. It was made of stretchy material with horizontal seams. It looked like it would be painfully tight.

“This one,” Chad said, pulling it off the rack. “This’ll show off every curve.”

He tossed it to a stylist. “Get her into that.”

He went to the makeup station. He pointed at a palette of heavy, glittery eyeshadows. “That blue. All over the lid. And, like, black eyeliner. Thick. And fake lashes. The biggest ones you got.” He picked up a tube of lip gloss. It was clear and super shiny. “And this. Lots of this.”

Jacqueline was taken to a dressing screen. A stylist helped her out of her robe and into the pink dress. It was as tight as it looked. She had to suck in her breath to get it zipped up the back. The material squeezed her ribs, crushed her breasts together creating deep cleavage, and clung to every inch of her hips and thighs. It ended high on her thighs. She felt naked.

She walked out, unsteady on the heels they’d given her.

Chad whistled. “Hell yeah. Now that’s what I’m talking about.”

He pointed to the makeup chair. “Sit. Time for the face.”

Jacqueline sat. A makeup artist began applying the heavy blue eyeshadow, following Chad’s impatient directions. “More! More glitter!” The false lashes were long and spiky, making her blink slowly.

When the makeup was done, Chad stepped forward. He held the tube of lip gloss.

“I wanna do this part,” he said.

He stood very close to her chair. His body heat radiated against her knee. He uncapped the gloss. It had a small, sponge-tip applicator.

“Open your mouth a little,” he said.

She parted her lips. Her heart was beating fast, but her mind was detached. Watching from far away.

Chad leaned in. His breath smelled like coffee and gum. He brought the applicator to her mouth. He swiped it slowly over her bottom lip. The gloss was cool and sticky.

“Gotta get it even,” he murmured. His other hand came up. He cupped her chin, holding her face still. His fingers were rough. Calloused.

He smoothed the gloss over her top lip. His thumb brushed the corner of her mouth. He lingered there, his thumb pressing into her lower lip, smearing the gloss.

“There,” he said, his voice low. He didn’t let go of her chin. He looked into her eyes, his own eyes dark with something possessive. “Perfect. You look like a doll. My doll.”

He held her gaze for another long second. Jacqueline didn’t blink. She just stared back, empty.

Finally, he dropped his hand. He stepped back, admiring his work.

“Alright. Let’s go live.”

The live stream was a blur of bright lights and Chad’s arm around her shoulders, pulling her tight against his side. He talked to the camera, bragging about how he’d picked her look, how hot she was. He called her “his creation.” Jacqueline smiled when prompted, nodded, said “thank you” in her airy voice. Inside, she was a hollow doll. A mannequin in neon pink.

The ghost of Jax raged somewhere, pounding on the walls of a deep, dark well. But no one could hear him. Not even her.
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The challenge was called “Object of Desire.”

Adrian explained it to them in the studio. The set was designed to look like a high-end department store window. There were four platforms, each with a simple pedestal.

“You will pose as living mannequins,” Adrian said. “You will wear the outfits selected by our focus groups. You will not move. You will not speak. You will simply… be. To be observed. To be judged.”

Jacqueline’s outfit was a black lace bodysuit. It was sheer in places, revealing the dark circles of her areolas, the shadow between her legs. It had a thong back that disappeared into the cleft of her ass. She wore black stiletto heels so high she could barely stand.

Mia was in a red corset and stockings. Dani was in leather shorts and a harness. Carla was in a sheer nightgown.

They were positioned on their pedestals. Bright lights hit them from the front, making them sweat. On the other side of the glass was a simulated street scene, with actor “pedestrians” who would stop and point.

But the real audience was at home.

“America will be rating you in real time,” Adrian’s voice said over a speaker. “Using our app, they will score each candidate on a scale of one to ten. The category is ‘Fuckability.’ The scores will be displayed above you. Let’s begin.”

Music started. Something slow and pulsing. Jacqueline stood on her pedestal, trying to hold a pose—one hand on her hip, the other behind her head, chest out. The lace itched. Her feet ached.

Above her head, a large digital screen lit up. It showed her name: JACQUELINE. Below it, numbers began to flash.

7.5… 8.2… 9.0… 8.7…

The numbers changed rapidly, averaging out. They settled around 8.7, then ticked up to 9.1, then down to 8.5. They fluctuated with each new vote.

She was being rated. Like a piece of meat. A number assigned to how much strangers wanted to fuck her.

A commentator’s voice, smooth and analytical, came over the speaker. It sounded like a sports announcer.

“And we’re seeing strong numbers for Jacqueline. A consistent eight-point-five average. The audience is clearly responding to her submissive demeanor, her curated appearance. She’s projecting vulnerability, which our data shows translates directly to high ‘fuckability’ scores among male voters. She’s got strong marketability in the post-show fantasy suites.”

Marketability. Fantasy suites.

The words washed over her. They meant nothing and everything. She was a product. They were assessing her value.

She saw her score dip to 8.3. A spike of irrational panic hit her. Why is it going down? What am I doing wrong? She shifted her pose, arching her back more, pushing her chest out. The score ticked up to 8.6.

Relief. She was a good product. A desirable product.

She stood there for thirty minutes, watching her score fluctuate, adjusting her body to please the unseen judges. By the end, her muscles trembled with strain. Her score averaged 8.8.

She had won. She was the most “fuckable.”

There was no prize. Just the knowledge. And the shame, which was now a familiar, dull companion.
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The sexual tension wasn’t tension anymore. It was policy. It was programming.

After the “Object of Desire” challenge ratings broke records, Adrian gathered them.

“America loves seeing you explore your new sexuality,” Adrian said. “They want more. So, as a special treat, we’re going to facilitate a safe, controlled exploration.”

That night, after dinner, Jacqueline and Dani—who now insisted on being called Brittany—were taken not to their dormitory, but to a different room.

It was a plush, luxurious suite. Thick carpet. A big, soft bed with silk sheets. Low, romantic lighting. Candles flickered on shelves. Soft music played.

On a table sat two glasses of champagne.

“Enjoy,” the orderly said, a knowing look in his eye. Then he left. The door locked behind him.

Jacqueline and Brittany stood awkwardly in the middle of the room. Brittany looked different now. The hormones had softened his fighter’s body. He had breasts, smaller than Jacqueline’s but definite. His hips were wide. His face was pretty under the makeup. But his eyes still held some of Derek’s old defiance, buried under layers of confusion.

“What the hell is this?” Brittany said, his voice a strange mix of his old gravel and a new, forced lightness.

“A treat,” Jacqueline said softly, repeating Adrian’s words. “For high ratings.”

Brittany walked over to the table. He picked up a glass of champagne. He sniffed it.

“Smells normal.”

He took a sip. Shrugged. Drank half of it.

Jacqueline was thirsty. She picked up the other glass. She drank. The champagne was sweet and bubbly.

They sat on opposite sides of the large bed, not looking at each other. The silence stretched.

Then Jacqueline began to feel strange. A warmth started in her stomach and spread outward. It was a different warmth than the hormone flush. This was sharper. More urgent. Her skin became hypersensitive. The silk of her dress felt like it was rubbing her everywhere. Her nipples tightened into hard, aching points. Between her legs, a sudden, insistent throbbing began.

She looked at Brittany. Brittany was breathing faster. His cheeks were flushed. He was tugging at the collar of his dress.

“Do you feel…” Brittany started, then stopped.

“Yes,” Jacqueline whispered.

The aphrodisiac. It had to be in the champagne. It was kicking in hard.

Her mind began to fog. The usual barriers, the layers of compliance and fog, melted under the chemical heat. All that was left was raw sensation. Need.

Brittany stood up, unsteady. He walked over to her side of the bed. He looked down at her. His eyes were dark, pupils blown wide.

“This is fucked up,” he breathed. But he didn’t move away.

Jacqueline looked up at him. At the pretty face that used to be Derek’s. At the body that was now curvy and soft. Her own need was a pounding drumbeat in her blood. Her body was screaming for touch. Any touch.

Brittany reached out a hand. He touched her cheek. His fingers were warm. The touch sent a jolt straight through her.

She leaned into his hand. A small, desperate sound escaped her throat.

That was all it took.

Brittany leaned down. His lips met hers.

The kiss was clumsy at first. Awkward. Then it deepened. Brittany’s mouth was hot and demanding. His tongue pushed into her mouth. She tasted champagne and something else. She kissed him back, her own mouth opening.

His hands came up, tangling in her hair. Her hands grabbed his hips, pulling him closer. They stumbled, falling onto the soft bed together, a tangle of limbs and silk.

The makeout session was not gentle. It was hungry, frantic, fueled by drugs and confusion and months of repressed sensation. Brittany kissed her neck, sucking hard enough to leave a mark. His hands groped her breasts through the dress, squeezing roughly. Jacqueline gasped, arching into the touch. The pain-pleasure was intense.

She rolled on top of him. She ground her hips down against his, feeling the hard ridge of his cock straining against his panties, feeling her own wetness soaking through her thong. The friction was maddening. She rocked against him, chasing the feeling.

Brittany’s hands slid under her dress, up her thighs. His fingers found the edge of her thong. He hooked a finger under the elastic, pulling it aside. His fingertip brushed her slick folds.

Jacqueline cried out, her body jerking. It was too much. It was not enough.

She fumbled with the front of his dress, pulling at it until his breasts spilled out. She bent her head, taking a nipple into her mouth. Brittany groaned, his back arching off the bed.

They were two lost people, in altered bodies, drowning in a chemical sea. There was no tenderness. No love. Just a frantic, animal coupling, driven by outside forces and their own traitorous biology.

Brittany flipped her over onto her back. He shoved her dress up around her waist. He yanked her thong down her legs and off. He knelt between her thighs. He wasn’t gentle. He pushed two fingers inside her.

Jacqueline screamed. It was a shock of penetration, of fullness. Her body clenched around his fingers. It hurt, but the pain was wrapped in a thick blanket of drugged pleasure. He pumped his fingers in and out, his thumb circling the sensitive nub above.

She came suddenly, violently. Her vision whited out. Her body convulsed around his hand, waves of pleasure tearing through her so intensely it felt like pain. She sobbed, tears streaming down her face.

Brittany didn’t stop. He kept fingering her through her orgasm, then pulled his hand away. He shoved his own panties down. His cock sprang free, hard and angry-looking. He spat into his hand, slicked himself, and without ceremony, pushed into her.

The stretch was immense. Burning. She cried out again, a raw, torn sound. He fucked her with hard, punishing strokes, grunting with each thrust. The bed shook. The cameras in the ceiling and walls captured every angle, every tear, every expression of agony and ecstasy.

Jacqueline’s mind shattered. There was no thought. Only sensation. The brutal fullness. The slap of skin on skin. The smell of sex and sweat. The sight of Brittany’s pretty, snarling face above her.

She came again while he was inside her, a weaker, shuddering climax that left her limp. A moment later, Brittany stiffened. He groaned, a harsh, ugly sound, and she felt the hot pulse of his release inside her.

He collapsed on top of her, heavy and sweating. They lay there, breathing ragged, sticky and joined.

Slowly, the chemical haze began to recede. The world came back into focus. The soft music. The candlelight. The reality of what they had just done.

Brittany pulled out of her. He rolled off the bed, not looking at her. He pulled his panties up, fixed his dress. He walked to the bathroom and shut the door.

Jacqueline lay on the ruined sheets, her dress bunched around her waist, her legs spread. She felt empty. Used. Sore between her legs. Wet with his cum.

She started to shake. The tears came again, silent this time.
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The next day, Dr. Aris summoned her.

The doctor’s office was calm. Sunlight streamed in. Dr. Aris had her tablet ready.

“Let’s review last night’s footage,” Dr. Aris said, her tone clinical.

She played the video on a large screen. There was no sound, but the images were graphic enough. Jacqueline watched herself and Brittany on the bed. She saw her own face contorted in passion, in pain. She saw her body moving, responding. She saw the moment of penetration, her mouth open in a silent cry.

She wanted to look away. But she couldn’t.

Dr. Aris paused the video on a close-up. It was Jacqueline’s face at the moment of her first orgasm. Her eyes were closed. Her lips were parted. She looked… transported.

“See?” Dr. Aris said softly. She pointed at the screen. “See how beautiful you can be when you stop fighting? When you let your body feel what it wants to feel? That is authenticity, Jacqueline. That is you.”

Jacqueline stared at the image of her own ecstasy. She remembered the feeling. The overwhelming, chemical, physical bliss. It had been good. In the moment, it had felt better than anything.

The shame was still there. But it was tangled up with the memory of pleasure. The ghost of Jax was silent. Defeated.

She looked at Dr. Aris. Her lipstick was probably smeared. Her body still hummed with a faint, sore aftershock.

Her voice, when it came, was a tiny, hesitant whisper. The voice of the girl in the video. The girl named Jacqueline.

“It felt… good.”

She paused, swallowing hard.

“Is that wrong?”

Dr. Aris’s smile was warm, genuine. She reached out and stroked Jacqueline’s hair, a gentle, maternal gesture.

“No, sweetheart,” Dr. Aris murmured, her eyes kind. “It’s perfection.”


Chapter Seven




Asiren blared, harsh and electronic, cutting through the quiet of the dormitory.

It wasn't a gentle alarm. It was a sharp, pulsing shriek that vibrated in Jacqueline's teeth. She sat bolt upright in bed, her heart hammering against her ribs. The sound drilled into her skull, leaving no room for thought.

It was followed by a calm, automated female voice over the speakers. The voice was smooth, but it spoke with absolute authority.

“System purge. All candidates to the med-bay for final synchronizations. Immediate compliance is required.”

Final synchronizations. The words echoed in the hollow space of her mind. They meant something big. Something final. The end of the road. The finale was close. A cold trickle, like ice water, ran down her spine despite the warmth of the bed.

Brittany, in the next bed, groaned and pulled a pillow over his head, trying to muffle the noise. Carla was already sitting up, her back rigid, her face a tense mask. Her eyes met Jacqueline’s for a second. There was nothing in them. No fear, no anger. Just a weary readiness.

The door to their room hissed open. Two orderlies stood there, silhouetted by the bright hallway light. They didn't speak. They just waited, their arms crossed.

No one spoke. There was no point. Talking back, asking questions, it only ever led to punishment or more confusion. They had learned that.

Jacqueline pushed back the soft silk duvet. She was wearing the pale pink pajamas they’d given her last week as a reward for good behavior. The fabric was slippery against her skin. She swung her legs out of bed. Her feet touched the cool floor. She stood up, feeling the familiar, subtle shift of weight in her hips, the gentle sway of new breast tissue under the thin top.

She followed Brittany and Carla out into the hallway. The compound felt different today. There was a buzz in the air, a low hum of frantic activity. Crew members in black headsets hurried past them, not even glancing their way, carrying cables and lighting rigs. Technicians on ladders were adjusting cameras mounted high in the corners of the ceiling. The usually sterile white walls were now lined with temporary cables taped down in neat lines. It smelled like ozone and coffee.

It was like the calm before a storm, but the storm was already here, and they were being marched right into its eye.

They were led not to the usual medical wing, but down a corridor she had never seen before. The doors here were heavier, made of brushed steel. They were marked with stark biohazard symbols and warnings in red lettering: AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. BIO-LEVEL 3 CONTAINMENT. This was where the serious, irreversible work happened. A deep, primal fear, older than Jax, stirred in her gut.

Inside the med-bay, the air was cold enough to raise goosebumps on her arms. The lights were painfully bright, reflecting off every stainless steel surface. There were three tables, like operating tables but with more straps and monitors. Banks of screens on the walls showed scrolling lines of vital signs, though they were blank for now. Dr. Aris was there, along with several other doctors and nurses, all in blue surgical scrubs and masks. Only Dr. Aris’s eyes were visible above her mask. They were bright, alert, almost excited.

“Good morning, girls,” Dr. Aris said, her voice slightly muffled by the fabric. “Today we take the final, necessary steps to achieve full alignment. Your bodies and your identities must be in perfect harmony for the finale. These are outpatient procedures. You’ll be awake for most of them. We use local anesthesia only. We want you to be present, to feel the integration. To understand that this is a collaboration with your true self.”

Her words were warm, but the room was cold. Collaboration. Like she had a choice.

Brittany was taken first. A nurse guided him behind a thick blue curtain that partitioned the room. Jacqueline could hear the low murmur of voices, the definitive clink of metal instruments being laid out on a tray. Then she heard Brittany gasp, a sharp, sucked-in breath of pain. Then a low, pained whimper. Then nothing but the hum of machines.

Carla went next. She walked behind the curtain without a backward glance, her posture military-straight, her head held high. She didn't make a sound.

Then it was Jacqueline’s turn.

A nurse, a woman with kind eyes above her mask, guided her to the third chair. It wasn't quite a dentist’s chair. It was more advanced, more ominous. It had heavy padded armrests with wide leather straps. A large machine on a wheeled stand was positioned near the headrest. It had a flexible metallic arm tipped with a complex lens and a small, precise-looking laser aperture. Wires snaked from it to a computer console.

“This procedure is called vocal cord refinement,” a doctor explained. He was a small, balding man with gentle eyes that crinkled at the corners. “It’s a minor laser contouring. We will make microscopic adjustments to your vocal folds. This will tighten them slightly, raising your fundamental speaking pitch permanently. Your voice will settle into a naturally higher, more feminine register without any conscious strain. It’s a simple, quick process. Your throat will be fully numbed. You may feel some pressure, a vibration. But no pain.”

Jacqueline listened. Her voice. They were going to go inside her throat and change her voice forever. It was the last piece of Jax that ever came out of her mouth. The low, rough growl that had said, “I am the limit.” Soon, it would be gone. Erased.

A nurse held out a clipboard with a single sheet of paper. A consent form.

“Sign here, please, Jacqueline.”

Jacqueline took the pen. It was a cheap plastic ballpoint. She looked at the form. It was already filled out in neat typing.

Patient Name: Miller, Jacqueline

Procedure: Vocal Fold Laser Contouring (VFLC)

Surgeon: Dr. Evan Finch

Risks: Hoarseness, temporary loss of voice, rare chance of permanent vocal damage, scarring.

She signed. Her handwriting was loopy, practiced, leaning to the right. It was the handwriting they had taught her in the daily penmanship lessons. Feminine handwriting is fluid, connected, expressive. Her ‘J’ had a big, swooping curl. It didn't look anything like Jax’s sharp, blocky, angry print. That handwriting was gone, forgotten.

She put the pen down on the clipboard. The nurse took it away.

They had her tilt the chair back. It reclined smoothly, almost like a luxury car seat. The ceiling tiles were white and perforated. A nurse sprayed a bitter-tasting, cold mist into the back of her throat. It hit her gag reflex instantly. She choked, her body convulsing forward. The nurse held her shoulder.

“Try to swallow it down. It’s just the topical anesthetic.”

She forced herself to swallow. The bitterness coated her tongue and throat. Then the doctor approached with a syringe. He swabbed the front of her neck, just below her Adam’s apple, with cold alcohol.

“A little pinch now,” he said.

She felt the needle pierce her skin. A sharp sting. Then a cold flood spread under her skin, deep into the muscles of her throat. The numbness was immediate and profound. It felt like her throat was packed with wet cotton. She tried to swallow again and found she couldn’t. The muscles wouldn't obey.

“Good. Now we begin.”

The doctor positioned the laser apparatus. He gently inserted a thin, flexible tube with a tiny camera on the end into her left nostril. It was uncomfortable, a weird pressure in her sinus, then a tickling sensation as it slid down the back of her nasal passage into her throat. She gagged again, but nothing came up.

On a monitor to her left, an image flickered to life. It was a close-up, pink and wet-looking. It took her a moment to realize she was looking at her own vocal cords from inside her body. They were two pale pink bands, vibrating slightly with her breath. It was grotesque. Fascinating.

“Open wide and say ‘ahhh’ for me, Jacqueline,” the doctor said, his eyes on the screen.

She tried. A hoarse, silent rush of air came out. Her throat was too numb to make a sound.

“Perfect. Now, the most important part. You must hold very, very still. Do not swallow. Do not cough. Just breathe normally.”

She stared at the screen, at the image of her own inner flesh. She felt the doctor adjust the laser arm. There was a low-pitched whine as it powered up.

She felt a deep pressure in her throat, like someone was pressing a thumb against her windpipe from the inside. Then, on the screen, a brilliant pinpoint of white light flashed against the pink tissue of her right vocal fold. At the same instant, she felt a deep, internal vibration, a resonant thrum that traveled through the bones of her jaw and into her skull. There was no pain, just this profound, unsettling vibration.

The doctor moved the laser a fraction of a millimeter. Another flash. Another bone-deep thrum. Each flash tightened, sculpted, altered the tissue a microscopic amount.

He worked methodically, zapping specific points on both vocal folds. Flash. Thrum. Flash. Thrum. The rhythm was hypnotic. Jacqueline watched the screen, mesmerized and horrified. She was watching herself be unmade and remade, one laser pulse at a time.

The procedure took twenty minutes. When it was over, the doctor withdrew the camera tube from her nose with a slick, sliding sensation. Her throat felt swollen, full, alien. Like it belonged to someone else.

“All done,” the doctor said cheerfully. “You did great. No talking for twenty-four hours. Only whispers for the next week. Your voice will be raspy, then it will settle into its new range. You’ll sound lovely.”

They unstrapped her arms. She sat up slowly. The world tilted for a second. She tried to clear her throat, but it was like trying to move a paralyzed limb. Only a weak, wet gurgle came out.

She was taken to a small recovery room. Brittany and Carla were already there, sitting in padded recliners. Each had a small table with a glass of apple juice and a straw. Brittany had a fresh, small white bandage taped to the arch of each eyebrow. A subtle brow lift, to give him a more “open, surprised” feminine expression. His eyes looked slightly more rounded, less hooded.

Carla’s eyes were red-rimmed and puffy. She’d either had more electrolysis on her eyelash line or maybe a procedure to implant fake eyelashes. She sipped her juice mechanically, staring at the blank wall.

They didn't look at each other. They didn't try to communicate. There was nothing left to say. They just sat in the quiet, sipping through straws, their bodies humming with the aftershocks of modification, waiting passively for the next violation.
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The true breaking, the one that mattered, wasn't physical. It happened in the dark, silent theater of her own mind.

Two days after the voice surgery, when she could manage a painful, whispered croak, they took her to the Virtual Reality immersion suite.

It was a perfect, circular room, all white, with a soft, padded platform in the center like a giant, flat marshmallow. The walls, ceiling, and floor were seamless. A technician, a young man with a bored expression, helped her into a sleek, black VR headset. It was heavier than she expected. Then he helped her step into a full-body sensor suit. It was tight, like a wetsuit, covered in hundreds of tiny nodules that would track her every movement.

“This is the final psychological synchronization,” Dr. Aris’s voice said, crystal clear, directly into her ears through the headset’s headphones. “You will experience a curated reality. A preview of the potential future that awaits the winner. A future of adoration, pleasure, and fulfillment. Allow yourself to be fully immersed. Your neural responses will guide the experience. The more you accept, the richer it becomes.”

The world inside the headset went black. A soft countdown appeared in glowing white numbers: 3… 2… 1…

Then, light.

Not a fade-in. A sudden, total immersion. One second she was in a white room, the next she was somewhere else entirely.

She was standing in a breathtaking penthouse apartment. The sense of space was immense. Floor-to-ceiling windows wrapped around the entire room, showing a glittering city skyline at night. Millions of tiny lights twinkled like fallen stars. She could see cars moving like distant beetles on ribbons of light far below. The room itself was decorated in minimalist luxury—a white shag rug, a single modern sculpture, a sofa that looked like a cloud.

She looked down at herself. She was wearing a stunning, backless white gown. The material was heavy, luxurious, cool against her skin. Real silk, she thought. It hugged her curves perfectly, draping over her hips and flowing to the floor. On her feet were delicate silver sandals with a slight heel.

She raised her hands. They were manicured to perfection. Long, strong acrylic nails, filed to a sharp oval, painted a deep, blood red. On her left wrist was a diamond bracelet, each stone catching the light and throwing tiny rainbows on the white walls. The weight of it was solid, real.

A full-length mirror stood against one wall. She walked toward it, the gown whispering against her legs. The reflection that greeted her was her, but… more. Hyper-real. Idealized. Her hair was long, past her shoulders, a flawless platinum blonde that shone like spun silver. It fell in soft waves. Her makeup was impeccable—flawless skin, contoured cheekbones, dark smoky eyes that made her look both innocent and knowing. Her lips were full, glossy. And her eyes… they were a vivid, startling sapphire blue. Contact lenses. She was a vision. A bombshell. She was so beautiful it almost hurt to look at.

A door she hadn't noticed before opened silently. A man walked in. He was handsome in a way that seemed genetically engineered. Tall, broad-shouldered, with tousled dark hair and a jawline that looked carved from marble. He wore a perfectly fitted black tuxedo. He smiled at her, and his smile was warm, intimate, loving.

“There you are, darling. I was starting to worry. The car is waiting. The photographers downstairs are going to go absolutely insane for you.”

His voice was deep, smooth, like rich chocolate. It washed over her, pleasant and reassuring. He walked over, his steps confident. He kissed her cheek. His lips were warm, soft. She could smell his cologne—something expensive, woody, with a hint of spice. It was all incredibly, tangibly real. The heat of his body near hers. The scent. The texture of his tuxedo jacket under her fingertips as she instinctively reached out to steady herself.

“Come on,” he said, taking her hand. His hand was large, enveloping hers completely. “Your public awaits.”

He led her out of the penthouse, into a private elevator lined with polished brass. The descent was smooth, silent. When the doors opened, they revealed a grand hotel lobby bustling with beautiful people. As soon as she stepped out, camera flashes exploded like a silent fireworks display. Dozens of photographers, their lenses like black insect eyes, screamed her name.

“Jacqueline! Over here! Jacqueline! Look this way!”

The sound was a roar. She smiled, a practiced, graceful curve of her lips. She lifted a hand in a delicate wave. Her body moved with an instinctive, trained poise. This was her life. She was a celebrity. She was adored. A warm, golden feeling spread through her chest. This was right. This was where she belonged.

The scene shifted seamlessly. No fade, no blink. One moment she was in the lobby, the next she was at a lavish rooftop party. String music played. Champagne flowed. People—beautiful, important people—clustered around her. They fawned over her. A famous director, whose face she recognized from magazines, kissed her hand and asked her to star in his next film. A world-renowned fashion designer draped a gorgeous emerald necklace around her throat and offered her an exclusive clothing line collaboration.

She was the sun, and everyone else orbited around her. And it felt good. It felt natural. It felt like power, but a soft, accepting power. A power that came from being desired, not from dominating.

The scene shifted again. She was in a bedroom even more luxurious than the penthouse. The bed was enormous, covered in black silk sheets. Rose petals were scattered across them. The handsome man from before was there. He had shed his tuxedo jacket. He stood by the bed, smiling at her.

“You’re so beautiful,” he murmured, his voice husky.

He came to her. He undressed her slowly, worshipfully, as if unwrapping the most precious gift in the world. His touch was expert. He knew exactly how to touch her, where to kiss her. He mapped her body with his lips—the sensitive spot behind her ear, the slope of her neck, the valley between her breasts. He took her nipple into his mouth, swirling his tongue around the hardened peak until she cried out.

He laid her back on the silken petals. They were cool and velvety against her skin. He entered her with a smooth, practiced motion, filling her completely.

The sex was exquisite. Mind-blowing. Every stroke, every thrust was calculated to bring her maximum pleasure. He whispered in her ear, filthy, adoring things. “You’re my perfect girl. You take me so well. Come for me, Jacqueline. Let me feel you.”

She came over and over, her body singing with a pleasure so intense it bordered on religious ecstasy. It was better than the drugged, frantic coupling with Brittany. This was connection. This was being cherished. This was bliss.

And throughout it all, woven into the very fabric of the simulation, was that warm, blissful feeling flooding her brain. The same direct neurological reward sensation from Dr. Aris’s treatments, but now it was constant, a background hum of happiness that peaked with every compliment, every kiss, every orgasm. Her brain was being welded to this reality. This simulation was happiness. This was success. This was truth.

Then, abruptly, the scene changed.

The penthouse, the city lights, the man, the pleasure—all vanished. She was standing in a grey, formless, foggy space. It was silent. Empty. Cold.

In front of her, a figure coalesced from the mist.

It was a man. He was muscular, but in a rough, utilitarian way. His clothes were stained cargo pants and a torn black t-shirt. His knuckles were scarred and calloused. His face was set in a permanent scowl, etched with lines of anger and disappointment. His eyes were hard, flinty, and full of a confused, impotent rage. He looked pathetic. Ugly. Unkempt. He was everything the VR world was not. He was lack, and need, and failure.

It was Jax.

The ghost of who she used to be. Not the memory, but a caricature of him, created by the program to be rejected.

The figure took a stumbling step toward her. It reached out a hand, its fingers rough and dirty. Its mouth opened, but no sound came out. It was a mute, desperate, grasping thing. A pitiful remnant.

A voice, gentle yet firm, spoke in her ear. It was Dr. Aris.

“That is the past, Jacqueline. That is pain. That is limitation. He is a prison you built for yourself. You don’t need him anymore. He only holds you back. He makes you weak. Push him away. Reject him. Embrace your future. Embrace who you truly are.”

Jacqueline looked at the figure of Jax. She felt nothing for him. No nostalgia. No connection. Only a deep, cold disgust. He was crude. He was angry. He was weak. He had lost. He was an anchor dragging her down into the grey fog.

She raised her hand. It felt light, powerful. She placed her palm flat on the figure’s chest. The fabric of the t-shirt was coarse under her perfect red nails.

She pushed.

The figure stumbled back, a look of shock and betrayal on its ugly face. It was hurt.

“Again,” Dr. Aris’s voice urged, a note of excitement in it. “Reject him. He is not you. He never was.”

Jacqueline pushed harder, putting all her will into it. The figure of Jax shattered like glass struck by a hammer. It didn't break into pieces; it dissolved into a million shimmering fragments that hung in the air for a second before evaporating into the grey fog, gone forever.

As he disappeared, a wave of pure, undiluted, ecstatic bliss crashed over her. It was the strongest reward yet, a white-hot tsunami of pleasure that wiped every thought from her mind. It felt like victory. Like purification. Like being born clean.

She had killed him. And it felt better than any orgasm.

The VR experience lasted for hours. Days, in simulation time. She lived a whole, vivid life as Jacqueline the superstar. She accepted a prestigious award, giving a tearful, graceful speech. She made tender, passionate love to different beautiful partners—men and women—each encounter more fulfilling than the last. She shopped in exclusive boutiques where money was no object. She was happy. Perfectly, completely, effortlessly happy. This was her reality. This was her truth.

When they finally removed the headset and peeled the sensor suit from her sweat-damp skin, she was back in the blinding white room. She was disoriented, dizzy. The real world seemed dull, flat, washed-out, and wrong compared to the vibrant, hyper-real fantasy. She blinked, her eyes struggling to focus. Dr. Aris was there, her mask off now, smiling warmly.

“Welcome back,” she said, taking Jacqueline’s hand and helping her sit up on the platform. “How do you feel?”

Jacqueline blinked. Her throat was sore, but the numbness was gone. She could talk, though it was a raspy whisper.

“I feel…” she began, searching for the word. The memory of the bliss was still a warm echo in her veins. The grey fog and the shattered man were gone, meaningless. “…amazing,” she breathed. And she meant it with every fiber of her being.
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The final pre-finale interview was two days later, a one-on-one sit-down beamed live to the waiting audience.

The set was designed to look like a cozy, intimate library. Two deep armchairs faced each other. A fake fireplace flickered with electric logs. Jacqueline wore a chic, knee-length navy blue dress with a modest neckline and a cinched waist. Her heels were sensible. She looked elegant, approachable. Her new voice, though still slightly raspy, was unmistakably higher, softer, devoid of the old gravel.

The host was Linda Carlyle, a legendary talk show host known for her warmth. She smiled, leaning forward as the camera’s red light glowed.

“Jacqueline, your journey has absolutely captivated the world. We’ve all watched this incredible transformation unfold. It’s been raw, it’s been real. Looking back now, from this place of such poise and beauty, what do you think about the person you were before all this? About… Jax?”

The question landed in the quiet room. The name hung in the air between them.

For a split second, a crack appeared in the perfectly lacquered facade. A memory, raw and unbidden, flashed not from the VR, but from somewhere deeper. A real sensory memory. The gritty feel of granite under bleeding, split knuckles. The sharp, chemical smell of gun oil on a green towel. The chalky, sweet taste of vanilla protein powder mixed with water. A name. A identity. Jax.

Her mouth opened. Her tongue moved against the back of her teeth, shaping the syllable. The name was there, on the tip of her tongue, ready to be spoken into the world. To assert that he had existed.

Jax.

At that exact moment, a subtle, painful electric pulse shot through the frame of the plush armchair. It was a precise, targeted current. It entered her body through the small of her back, a sharp, stinging jolt that made the muscles along her spine seize involuntarily. It was over in a millisecond, invisible to the cameras.

She gasped, a tiny, sharp intake of breath. The memory in her mind—the rock, the smell, the taste, the name—dissolved into static, like a television channel swallowed by roaring snow. The feeling was gone. Replaced by a faint, buzzing confusion, a headache blooming behind her eyes.

Linda’s smile was fixed, but a flicker of concern showed in her eyes. “Are you alright, dear? You seemed to drift off for a second.”

Jacqueline blinked rapidly. What had she been thinking about? Something unimportant. Something from the boring, blurry time before.

She giggled, a light, airy, practiced sound. She brought a hand up to touch her perfectly styled platinum hair, a fluttering gesture.

“I’m fine! Just a little chill from the air conditioning.” She waved her other hand dismissively. “My past?” She let out another little laugh. “It’s so boring, Linda! Really, it’s just a blank. I feel like I was born for the cameras, silly! I don’t really remember much before the show. It’s all just a happy blur.”

Linda laughed, a relieved, sparkling sound. “Well, you certainly belong in the spotlight now! America agrees!”

The interview moved on. Jacqueline chatted easily about her favorite designers, her dreams of starting a perfume line, her overwhelming gratitude to the fans who had “supported her real self.” She was charming. Vacant. Perfect. The moment of hesitation was forgotten, erased as thoroughly as the man it referenced.
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The day of the live finale dawned in a whirlwind of controlled chaos.

Jacqueline was taken to the main preparation suite hours before the evening broadcast. It was a war room of beauty. Hair stylists, makeup artists, wardrobe assistants, nail technicians swarmed like agitated, talented bees. The air was thick with the smells of hairspray, acetone, foundation, and perfume.

She sat before a huge, brightly lit mirror framed by glowing bulbs. Her own face looked back at her, but it was merely a canvas, a base layer.

First, the hair. Her natural brown hair, with its grown-out blonde highlights, was deemed “too pedestrian,” “too real.” They wanted shock value. They wanted iconic, unforgettable platinum.

A senior stylist sectioned her hair with sharp, fast clips. He mixed a powerful bleaching powder with a creamy developer in a plastic bowl. The acrid, ammonia-like smell burned her nostrils and made her eyes water. He applied the thick, cold paste to her roots first, working it quickly with a brush, then pulled it through the length of her hair. The chemical felt cool, then it began to heat up, a prickling, itching sensation on her scalp. They wrapped sections of her hair in silver foil, turning her head into a space-age sculpture. They sat her under a heated dryer hood. The heat amplified the chemical burning on her scalp. It itched fiercely, but she knew better than to scratch. She sat perfectly still for forty-five minutes, the heat cooking her, the smell trapped under the hood.

When they rinsed it out at a deep sink, the water ran pale yellow. Her hair was a stark, brassy blonde, dry and straw-like. Next came the toner. A violet-colored liquid was painted onto her hair to neutralize the yellow undertones. Another wait. Another rinse. When she was finally towel-dried and led back to the mirror, her hair was a stark, icy, almost white platinum. It was the color of moonlight on snow. Of expensive champagne. It was inhumanly perfect.

Next, the makeup. This was not the everyday TV makeup. This was heavy, theatrical stage makeup designed to withstand the blistering heat of the studio lights and read powerfully in high definition. A makeup artist applied a thick, creamy foundation with a sponge, covering every pore. She contoured Jacqueline’s face aggressively, shading her temples and under her cheekbones to create dramatic hollows, highlighting the tops of her cheeks and brow bone. Dark, smoky eyeshadow in shades of charcoal and silver was blended up to her eyebrows. False eyelashes, individual clusters, were applied one by one with tweezers, creating a thick, spiky fringe so long they brushed against her eyebrows when she blinked.

Then, the contacts. A technician with steady hands gently held her eyelids open. She dropped in saline solution, then slid in a blue-tinted contact lens. The world took on a sudden, cool, azure haze. She repeated the process with the other eye. Now her ordinary, forgettable hazel eyes were a startling, artificial, mesmerizing sapphire blue. The color of tropical water. The color of a doll’s eyes.

Finally, the dress. It was her finale gown, kept under a cloth until this moment. It was revealed with a flourish. A collective gasp went up from the assistants. It was a masterpiece of sequins and illusion. Thousands of tiny silver sequins were hand-sewn onto a sheer mesh base. It was backless, held up by sheer luck and double-sided tape. It plunged in a deep V to her navel in the front, showcasing the full, round cleavage of her now substantial C-cup breasts. The skirt was a tight mermaid cut, hugging her hips and thighs before flaring out at the knees. It weighed a ton. It glittered under the lights like a disco ball.

They helped her step into it. It was like being encased in a glittering, scaly second skin. They zipped it up the side, the sound a slow, final hiss. They adjusted the bodice, taping her breasts into position for maximum effect. She stood up, the weight of the dress pulling on her shoulders.

She turned to the full-length mirror.

A stranger stared back.

A platinum blonde fantasy with ice-blue eyes and a body carved by science and sacrifice, poured into a river of liquid silver. The face was pretty, but eerily empty. The smile that was practiced on those glossy pink lips was a mere configuration of muscles. It didn't reach the dazzling, vacant blue eyes.

She stared at her reflection. The girl in the mirror was Jacqueline. She was the winner. She was America’s manufactured sweetheart, their perfect creation.

There was no Jax in that reflection. No memory of rock faces, of cold rifles, of defiant anger. There was only a vacant, sparkling prettiness. A beautiful, hollow product. A doll waiting for its owner’s command.

Slowly, as she watched, a smile spread across the reflection’s face. It was not a smile of joy or recognition. It was a calibrated, measured expression. The corners of the lips turned up precisely forty-five degrees. The eyes crinkled at the outer edges just so, a technique called “smizing” they’d taught her. It was the smile of a pageant queen accepting a crown, of a porn star facing the camera, of a doll switched to its “happy” setting.

It was the smile they had built.

Jacqueline felt the smile on her own face. The muscles obeyed without thought. It felt comfortable. Familiar. Right. This was her face now. This was who she was. This was all she was.

She held the pose, gazing at the beautiful, empty stranger in the mirror, until a producer in a headset burst into the room, clapping his hands.

“Places, Jacqueline! Two minutes to curtain! You’re on!”

The reflection in the mirror winked one brilliant, soulless blue eye, and then Jacqueline turned away from the glass, ready to walk out and claim the crown that had been designed for her, and her alone.


Chapter Eight




The roar hit her first. A physical wave of sound that vibrated through the heavy, velvety stage curtain and into the very bones of her feet, transmitted up through the thin soles of her silver stilettos. It was a deep, rhythmic chant, thousands of voices mashed together into one pulsing, hungry beast.

“JAC-QUE-LINE! JAC-QUE-LINE! JAC-QUE-LINE!”

She stood in the hot, dusty darkness of the wings, just behind the thick, burgundy curtain. The air here smelled of sweat, electrical wiring, and hairspray. The sequins of her dress itched against her skin, each tiny disc a point of abrasive heat. The silver material was so tight it felt like a second layer of epidermis, constricting her ribs, making every breath a shallow, careful sip of air. Her heart hammered against her sternum, a frantic little bird trapped in a glittering cage. But it wasn't fear she felt. It was a buzzing, electric excitement, a chemical thrill that fizzed in her veins like champagne. The noise was for her. They were screaming her name. Not Jax’s. Hers.

A stage manager with a headset clamped to his ear touched her bare arm, his fingers cold and dry.

“Stand by, Jacqueline. You’re on right after the recap montage. Wait for your cue light.”

On the giant LED screens flanking the massive stage, the live season finale of Project: Metamorphosis was in full, garish swing. The live studio audience, a sea of blurred, excited faces under the blistering hot television lights, was a living, roaring entity. The co-hosts, a man and a woman in matching sequined evening wear, stood at a central Lucite podium, their smiles so wide and white they seemed to generate their own light.

“What an unbelievable journey it has been!” the female host, Serena, trilled into her headset microphone. Her voice was slick and sugary, echoing in the vast, high-ceilinged studio. “From rugged, untamed men to these absolutely radiant women! Let’s take one last, hilarious look at where our amazing candidates began!”

The screens cut to a fast-edited, mocking montage. It was edited for maximum contrast, for cheap laughs, with wacky sound effects and sarcastic captioning.

There was Mike, now Mia, in his bulky firefighter turnouts, his face streaked with dramatic soot, shouting orders that were muted and replaced with the sound of a squawking chicken. The clip was played in slow motion, making his movements look comically sluggish and angry. The audience erupted in knowing chuckles.

Then it cut to Mia now, in a slinky, backless red satin gown, batting his heavily mascaraed eyelashes at the camera, blowing a delicate kiss. The audience cheered, the laughter melting into approval.

There was Derek, now Brittany, in the MMA cage, snarling like an animal, throwing a wild haymaker. The sound of the punch was amplified with a cartoonish “BAM!” and a visual “POW!” bubble popped on screen. The audience howled with laughter, pointing at the screens.

Then it cut to Brittany now, in a studded black leather corset and fishnet stockings, pouting his glossy lips, running a hand over his own hip. The audience whistled and hooted, a more visceral, hungry sound.

There was Carlos, now Carla, in desert camouflage fatigues, moving through simulated dust with a rifle held tight, his face a grim mask of concentration. The music swelled with overly dramatic, patriotic horns.

Then it cut to Carla now, in a sheer black chiffon negligee, looking away from the camera with a tragic, distant expression, a single tear (likely glycerin) tracking down her cheek. The audience made sympathetic, confused “aww” sounds, unsure how to react.

Then it was Jax’s turn. The music dropped to a suspenseful drone.

The screen showed his audition tape. Him on the cliff face, the wind ruffling his hair, his knuckles bloody and raw against the grey granite. His eyes, the color of cold slate, stared directly into the lens. His voice, low and rough as gravel, boomed through the surround-sound speakers.

“I am the limit. Bring your worst.”

The clip froze on his defiant, unyielding scowl. The audience erupted in a unified, gleeful roar of laughter. It was a cruel, cathartic sound. They were laughing at him. At the arrogant, muscle-bound man who had dared to say he couldn't be broken. They were laughing at Jax, at his pain, at his futile resistance. They were exorcising him.

Jacqueline watched from the sweaty darkness of the wings. She felt nothing. No flicker of recognition. No pang of empathy. That angry, dirty man on the screen was a stranger. A crude, unpleasant character from a boring, violent movie she’d seen once and forgotten. His suffering meant less to her than the itch of the sequins on her hip.

The screen then cut to a recent, slow-motion clip of her. It was a highlight reel from the “Object of Desire” challenge. She was in the black lace bodysuit, arching her back so her new breasts strained against the fabric, a vacant, inviting smile on her glossed lips. The camera zoomed in on the curve of her ass, the swell of her cleavage. A giant, glowing “9.2” flashed over her image, pulsating with approval.

The audience’s derisive laughter melted instantly into a deafening roar of lustful approval. They weren't laughing at this. They were cheering for it. They were claiming it.

“And now,” the male host, Greg, boomed, his voice dropping to a theatrical whisper, “the moment you’ve all been waiting for! The reveal of our fully transformed, spectacular finalists! Give it up for… Mia!”

Upbeat, bubblegum pop music blasted through the speakers, the bass thumping in Jacqueline’s chest. The heavy curtain on the far left of the stage parted with a smooth hydraulic hiss. Mia walked out. He looked stunning, but awkward. His red gown was beautiful but he moved in it like a man wearing a costume, which he was. His hair was styled in soft, bouncing curls. He smiled, a stiff, practiced expression that didn't reach his haunted eyes. He walked down the long, narrow runway that extended like a tongue into the heart of the audience, waving a shy, little wave. The audience cheered, a polite, supportive sound.

“Brittany!”

The curtain next to it snapped open. Brittany strutted out as if born to the runway. He owned the walk completely, his hips swinging with a confident, aggressive rhythm in the tight leather corset. He blew a kiss to the crowd, winking boldly. The audience went wild, especially the men, their cheers louder, more aggressive. They saw the fighter still in him, and it turned them on.

“Carla!”

Carla emerged silently. She moved with her usual quiet, military grace, the sheer black negligee floating around her legs like smoke. She didn't smile. She didn't wave. She just looked out at the roaring crowd, her gaze distant, as if viewing them from the other side of a thick pane of glass. The audience cheered, but it was more respectful, confused, dotted with pockets of uneasy silence.

“And finally…” Serena’s voice dropped to a hushed, reverent whisper. The bubblegum music cut out. A new track swelled—something epic, with soaring strings and a choir. The lights dimmed across the entire stage except for a single, brilliant, blinding spotlight aimed at the center of the main curtain. The audience fell into a tense, anticipatory hush. “…the people’s choice! The phenomenon! The breakout star of the century! Give a thunderous, historic welcome to… JACQUELINE!”

The curtain didn't just open. It was ripped apart with dramatic flair by two unseen stagehands.

The roar that greeted her was deafening, apocalyptic. It was a physical force that pushed against her, a wall of hot, moist sound. The spotlight was blinding, hotter than the sun, bleaching all color from her vision. For a second, she was frozen, a glittering insect pinned in the white light, utterly exposed.

Then her training, drilled into her muscles and nerves over countless hours, took over. Her body moved on its own, a perfect machine executing its prime function.

She stepped forward, one silver stiletto after the other, onto the smooth surface of the runway. Her dress, a constellation of sewn-on sequins, caught the spotlight and threw it back in a thousand dazzling, painful shards. The light burned her blue-contact-lensed eyes, but she didn't blink. Her platinum hair, extensions added for extra volume and drama, flowed over her bare shoulders and down her back like a cape of spun sugar. The hairspray holding it stiff crackled faintly in the dry, heated air.

She waved. Not a full-arm wave. A delicate, wrist-only, fingers-fluttering wave, the way she’d been taught. She turned her head to the left, formed her glossy lips into a kiss, and blew it to that side of the audience. She repeated the gesture to the right. The audience screamed louder, a frenzied, escalating feedback loop of adoration. She could see their faces now, rows and rows of them, mouths stretched wide in screams, eyes bulging with excitement, hundreds of phone screens held aloft like devotional candles, recording her every breath. They loved her. They worshipped her. She was their creation, and they were proud.

She reached the end of the runway, the very tip that plunged into the audience. She stopped. She placed her hands on her cinched waist. She did a practiced, graceful twirl, making the tight skirt of her mini-dress ride up dangerously high on her thighs. The sequins flashed. Then she curtsied, dipping low, one leg extended behind her, one hand sweeping out to the side in a balletic gesture. She held the pose, head bowed, offering herself.

The audience lost its collective mind. The sound was no longer separate cheers but a solid, sustained wall of noise, a tsunami of approval that washed over her. It was the loudest thing she had ever heard.

She rose from the curtsy, beaming. There was no conflict on her face. No hidden pain, no shadow of the man who had once stood on a cliff. Only a vapid, radiant, empty joy. She was happy because they were happy. Their pleasure was her purpose. It was simple. It was perfect.

She walked back up the runway, her hips swaying in the precise, metronome rhythm she’d practiced, each step a click of the heel on the hard stage. She took her place on a marked X of tape next to Carla. She waved again at the crowd, giggling girlishly as they renewed their chant of her name. The sound was a drug, and she was mainlining it.

The hosts came over, microphones in hand. Greg stood next to Mia and Brittany. Serena glided to stand between Carla and Jacqueline. She put a comforting, proprietary arm around Jacqueline’s bare, cool shoulders. Her perfume was strong, floral.

“Wow, Jacqueline! Just… wow!” Serena said, gesturing dramatically to the still-cheering, stamping audience. “Look at this! Listen to this! This is for you!”

Jacqueline giggled, a high, tinkling sound. She covered her mouth with a manicured hand, her long red nails stark against her pale skin. “I know! It’s so, like, completely amazing! Thank you, guys! You’re, like, the actual best!” Her voice was high, bright, airy, devoid of any lower register. It had settled into its new, surgically-assisted pitch perfectly. It was the voice of a cartoon princess, bubbly and insubstantial, designed to be pleasing and non-threatening.

Serena smiled, a tear glistening in the corner of her eye. It was a masterclass in fake sincerity. “Jacqueline, we have to ask. After this incredible, emotional journey, do you feel like you’ve finally found yourself? Your true, authentic self?”

Jacqueline tilted her head to the side, a gesture of cute contemplation. She put a pointed red fingernail to her chin, tapping it lightly. The gesture was rehearsed, designed to look spontaneously thoughtful.

“Ohmygod, yes! Totally, one hundred percent!” She gestured animatedly with her hands. “Before, I was just, like, all confused and icky and gross. Now I get it! It’s so simple! I love sparkles!” She indicated her dress with a sweep of her hand. “And taking selfies! And making people happy when they see me! It’s, like, my whole purpose! To be pretty and make everyone smile! That’s, like, a superpower!”

The audience ate it up. They roared their approval. This was the payoff. This was the narrative they wanted. A simple, happy, uncomplicated ending. A beautiful, blank girl who was grateful to be beautiful, who existed for their visual pleasure. No messy complexity. Just a bimbo in a shiny dress, thanking them for making her.

Serena nodded, dabbing at her real tear with a tissue. “Beautiful. Just beautiful. America, what do you think?” she shouted to the crowd. “Is this our winner?”

The chanting started again, but now it was mixed with guttural shouts of “YES!” and “JACQUELINE!” and “SWEETHEART!”

They briefly interviewed the others. Mia mumbled something unconvincing about finding inner strength through vulnerability. Brittany talked in his new, softer contralto about the confidence his new body gave him. Carla said nothing, just nodded when asked if she was proud. But the energy, the camera focus, the crowd’s love—it was all magnetized to Jacqueline. She was the sun. The others were fading planets.

Then it was time. The music changed to a tense, drum-rolling track, all snare drums and timpani. Greg held up a large, gold-foiled envelope sealed with the show’s chrome butterfly logo.

“The votes… are IN!” he bellowed. “America has voted in record-shattering numbers! Over two hundred million votes cast! And now, the moment of truth. The winner of Project: Metamorphosis, and the official title of America’s Sweetheart… is…”

He dramatically tore open the envelope with a sharp rip that echoed in the suddenly silent studio. He pulled out a crisp white card. He paused, milking the moment for all it was worth, his eyes scanning the audience, the other contestants. The audience held its breath. Jacqueline felt her own breath catch, a performative hitch in her chest.

He looked straight into the main camera, his face grave.

“JACQUELINE!”

The word exploded through the speakers like a bomb. Simultaneously, confetti cannons mounted in the ceiling and along the stage apron fired with a series of deep thumps. A blizzard of glitter, shiny metallic ribbons, and butterfly-shaped foil rained down over the stage, catching the light and swirling in the hot air currents. Streamers shot from the walls. The triumphant, brassy theme music blared, overwhelming everything.

Jacqueline’s hands flew to her mouth. Her eyes went impossibly wide with perfectly feigned, utter shock. Her jaw dropped. Then she let out a high-pitched, piercing squeal of delight that cut through the music.

“OHMYGOD! OHMYGOD! NO WAY!”

She jumped up and down, bouncing on the balls of her feet like an over-excited child. Her large, augmented breasts, barely contained by the strategic strips of double-sided tape and the straining sequined bodice, bounced wildly with each jump, a hypnotic, jiggling spectacle. The cameras, anticipating this, zoomed in tight, capturing every tremble and wobble in high-definition slow motion. The audience roared its approval, a sound that was now equal parts cheer and lustful, voyeuristic hunger.

Tears, real ones triggered by the sheer sensory overload, streamed down her face, cutting tracks through her heavy foundation and smudging her waterproof mascara into pretty, dramatic streaks. She ran over to Greg and Serena, hugging them both tightly, feeling the scratch of their sequins against her own. She hugged Mia, who patted her back stiffly, his body tense. She hugged Brittany, who gave her a quick, hard squeeze and a muttered “congrats, bitch” that was swallowed by the noise. She turned to Carla, who stood rigid and unresponsive as Jacqueline wrapped her arms around her; it was like hugging a marble statue.

Then a stagehand was pressing the massive, glittering trophy into her arms. It was heavier than she expected, cold and slippery. It was shaped like the show’s chrome butterfly, but three feet tall, crafted from faceted crystal with wings plated in actual gold leaf. It must have weighed thirty pounds. She struggled to lift it, her biceps straining, holding it above her head in a classic victory pose. Her arms trembled visibly. The flashbulbs from the press pit went off in a continuous, epileptic strobe, freezing her in a hundred images of tear-streaked, triumphant ecstasy. The confetti stuck to her wet cheeks, her hair, her sweaty cleavage.

The celebration seemed to go on forever, a loop of noise and light and falling glitter. She was the queen of a tiny, screaming world.

Adrian walked onto the stage then. They had been watching from the shadows of the wings. They wore a sleek, minimalist black suit that absorbed the light. They took a microphone from a handler. The music faded to a background hum.

“Congratulations, Jacqueline,” Adrian said, their calm, melodic voice a shock after the cacophony. “A truly historic, unanimous victory. And your prize, as stipulated in your contract, is one million dollars.”

A giant, prop check was wheeled out on an easel by two smiling models. The check was absurdly large, taller than Jacqueline. The number had so many zeros it looked like a cartoon. Jacqueline squealed again, blowing kisses at the check, playing to the cameras.

“But,” Adrian continued, their tone shifting to one of grand announcement, “that financial reward is merely the beginning. True metamorphosis deserves a global platform. An eternal legacy. That is why Project: Metamorphosis is thrilled to announce tonight a groundbreaking, exclusive partnership with Velvet Vice Studios!”

The audience reaction shifted instantly. A collective murmur of shock rippled through the crowd, followed by a rising, titillated wave of scandalized excitement. Velvet Vice Studios. Everyone in the room, everyone watching at home, knew that name. It wasn't just an adult film company. It was the empire. The largest, most lucrative, most technologically advanced, and most infamous porn conglomerate on the planet. They produced glossy, feature-length films with Hollywood production values. They had their own award shows, their own streaming service with millions of subscribers. Their stars were mainstream celebrities, gossiped about in tabloids. This wasn't a descent into seedy underworld; it was a coronation into a parallel, equally glamorous universe of sanctioned sin.

On the giant screens, the Velvet Vice logo appeared—a sleek, silver, stylized ‘VV’ that looked like two interlocking, sensuous bodies.

“As America’s Sweetheart,” Adrian announced, their voice swelling with pride, “Jacqueline’s first act will be to star in her own exclusive, high-budget film series for Velvet Vice. A multi-picture contract worth tens of millions of dollars. We will follow her journey beyond the transformation… into her ultimate, unfettered expression of freedom, beauty, and sexuality!”

The audience lost all pretense of decorum. They screamed. They stamped their feet so hard the bleachers shook. Men whistled, long and loud. Women shrieked with a kind of hysterical glee. This was the secret, salacious reveal they had been craving. The beautiful, blank, plastic doll they had voted for was not going to fade away. She was going to be used for their ultimate, collective fantasy. They weren't just getting a reality show winner. They were getting a brand-new, custom-built porn superstar, delivered to their screens, tailor-made to their every specification. The line between mainstream entertainment and hardcore fantasy dissolved in that moment, and the audience reveled in it.

Jacqueline stood there in the swirling confetti, still clutching the heavy, cold trophy to her chest. She blinked her big, artificially blue eyes, trying to process the words. Velvet Vice? Movies? She’d be in real movies? Like a movie star? People would watch her… in movies. A warm, fuzzy feeling spread through her. More attention. More cameras. More people loving her.

A man in an impeccably tailored, charcoal-grey suit walked onto the stage. He was in his late fifties, with a full head of carefully styled silver hair and a deep, even tan. He moved with the calm, powerful, unhurried air of a man who owned continents. This was Martin Ford, the legendary founder and CEO of Velvet Vice. A billionaire icon. He took the microphone from Adrian with a nod.

“Jacqueline,” he said, his voice a smooth, warm, fatherly baritone that somehow carried to the back of the studio without effort. “Welcome to the family. We’ve been watching your journey with great interest. You possess a… unique quality. A rare, perfect blend of innocent allure and raw, untapped sensuality. America has fallen in love with you. Now, the entire world will.”

He gestured with a hand, and a young, slick-looking man in a designer jacket and open-collar shirt hurried on stage. He carried a large, important-looking contract on a leather portfolio. He opened it with a flourish, presenting a fat, gold-plated pen.

“Just a formality, my dear,” Martin Ford said, smiling a benevolent, crinkly-eyed smile.

Jacqueline looked at the contract. The pages were dense with small, intimidating type. Words like “exclusivity,” “licensing,” “merchandising,” and “content perpetuity” swam before her eyes. She didn't need to read it. Reading was hard. Thinking was hard. They were giving her more money. Bigger numbers. They were making her a global star. This was good. This was what she wanted. This was the logical, glorious next step.

She shifted the heavy crystal trophy to one arm, the edge digging painfully into her bicep. She took the pen. It was weighty, expensive. She found the signature line, marked with a bright yellow arrow sticker. She signed her name—Jacqueline Miller—in her big, loopy, diligently practiced feminine handwriting. The ink flowed smoothly.

The audience cheered as if she’d just won a war. Martin Ford took her free hand and shook it, his grip firm, dry, and final. The flashbulbs from the press pit became a continuous, blinding white glare. She was now a multimillion-dollar asset.
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Backstage was a madhouse of controlled chaos. It was a narrow, poorly lit corridor packed with sweating crew members hauling cables, anxious producers shouting into headsets, security guards holding back a few lucky VIP fans, and the other contestants being shepherded away by handlers. The noise from the studio was a dull, throbbing boom through the walls, but the energy in the corridor was just as intense, a frantic, post-victory scramble.

Jacqueline was ushered by two large security guards into a private, temporary green room. It was a small space, but someone had filled it with massive bouquets of white roses and lilies. Their cloying, sweet scent fought with the smell of sweat and champagne. Bottles of expensive French champagne sat in ice buckets on a table. People swarmed around her the moment she entered.

A harried publicist dabbed carefully at her smudged, tear-streaked makeup with a damp sponge. “Hold still, sweetie, we have photo ops in five.” A hairdresser attacked a stray strand of platinum hair with a can of aerosol spray, making it stiff as wire. Someone else tried to take the heavy trophy from her, but she clutched it tighter, her fingers numb. It was hers. Her proof.

The door opened, and Martin Ford entered, followed by the slick producer, Lucas, and two other serious-looking men in suits who had the air of lawyers. The room cleared out as if by magic, leaving her alone with the four men. The sudden quiet was jarring. The only sound was the muffled roar of the departing audience and the rapid thump of her own heart.

Martin Ford looked at her. He didn't look at her face, not really. His gaze traveled over her like a scanner—the shine of her hair, the curve of her body in the ruined dress, the trophy pressed against her chest. He was assessing his new property. A prized racehorse after a winning race. A valuable painting acquired at auction.

“Outstanding performance out there, Jacqueline,” he said, his voice losing some of its paternal warmth back here, becoming more matter-of-fact. “You connected with them. You’re a natural. A once-in-a-generation find.”

Jacqueline beamed, hugging the cold trophy closer. The crystal edges dug into her breasts. “Thank you, Mr. Ford! It was so, so fun! I didn't want it to end!”

Lucas, the producer, stepped closer. He was younger, maybe forty, with sharp, calculating eyes that didn't miss a detail. He scanned her body quickly, clinically, noting the way the dress gaped slightly where a sequin had popped, the smear of lip gloss on her chin. He leaned in, his voice dropping to a low, confidential murmur. He smelled of expensive cologne and mint.

“We start shooting Monday, sweetheart. At the Malibu estate. Ocean view. Don’t worry about a single thing. We’ll have everything ready for you. The best wardrobe. The top male talent. The most experienced directors. You just bring that amazing, fresh energy you have. That ‘wow’ factor.”

Jacqueline looked up at him, her blue contact lenses reflecting the fluorescent lights of the green room. Her eyes were wide, eager, utterly trusting. The trophy was a dead weight in her arms. Shooting. Movies. On a beach. She’d be on camera again, for days, maybe weeks. People would watch her everywhere. In their homes, on their phones. She would be constant. She would be forever.

“Will I…” she started, her voice a hopeful, breathy whisper. She bit her plump, glossed lower lip. “Will I get to have lots of fun?”

Lucas’s grin widened. It was a knowing, utterly transparent grin. He saw the vacancy in her eyes, the perfect plasticity of her, and it delighted him. This was the easiest mark in the world. He reached out and gently tucked that same stubborn strand of stiff hair behind her ear, his fingers lingering on the shell of it, brushing the sensitive skin of her neck.

“So much fun, baby,” he purred. “More fun than you can even dream of. You’ll be the center of the universe, always. Every scene, every shot, every angle—all about you. Making you feel good. Making you look incredible. It’s what you were built for. It’s your destiny.”

His words sank into her, warm honey poured into the hollow spaces inside. Center of the universe. Always. Built for this. Destiny. The concepts were simple, beautiful, absolute. They erased the last, faint ghost of a question, the last whisper of a memory of a different path. This was it. The summit. The endless, shining plateau of adoration.

A sigh escaped her lips. It was a deep, shuddering, full-body sigh of pure, unadulterated blissful contentment. All the artificial tension of the performance, the rare, fleeting flickers of something like confusion or fear—they melted away under the radiant heat of this promise. This was the ultimate reward. Not a check, not a trophy, not a title. This. An endless, looping reel of being desired, filmed, penetrated, adored. An eternal, blinding spotlight with no off switch.

She smiled up at Lucas, a vacant, gorgeous, perfectly engineered smile. Her eyes sparkled, empty and bright.

“Perfect.”


Chapter Nine




“Action!”

The director’s voice cracked through the hot, still air of the soundstage. It was a sharp, impatient sound.

Bright lights, hotter than the sun, blazed down on Jacqueline’s skin. They were mounted on towering metal rigs, dozens of them, turning the set into a white-hot box. Sweat instantly beaded on her upper lip, between her breasts, in the small of her back. The air smelled like dust, electronics, and the sweet, cloying scent of artificial fruit from the lube bottle on a nearby table.

A man’s hands, rough and possessive, gripped her newly-surgically-enhanced hips. His fingers dug into the soft flesh just above the curve of her ass. The surgery had given her a more pronounced, rounder shape, and his hands were holding her like she was a handle.

She was on her hands and knees on a large, fake bed covered in cheap black satin sheets. The sheets stuck to her sweaty knees. She was naked except for a pair of white lace thigh-high stockings held up by a garter belt. Her hair was teased into big, voluminous curls. Her makeup was heavy, glittery.

The man behind her was named Rod. He was a veteran performer, muscular and tattooed, with a bored expression. He was already hard, his cock thick and veiny, slick with gel. He didn't look at her face. He was looking past her, at the camera operator getting into position.

“Okay, Jacqueline, remember,” the director’s voice came from the darkness beyond the lights. “You’re the eager new girl in the sorority house. Rod here is the frat president who’s helping you with your… initiation. You’re nervous but excited. You want to please him. On my mark, he enters you. You gasp, then you look back over your shoulder at him with a sexy smile. Then you start moving with him. Got it?”

Jacqueline nodded, the motion making her curls bounce. “Got it.”

Her voice was breathy, eager. Inside, her mind was quiet. There was a script. There were directions. She would follow them.

“Sound speed!”

“Camera speed!”

“Marker!”

A guy clapped a slate in front of the camera. The clack was loud.

“And… action!”

Rod didn't wait. He positioned himself behind her. The broad, slick head of his cock pressed against her opening. He pushed forward in one smooth, practiced thrust.

He entered her completely, filling her up in one go.

Jacqueline gasped. It was a real gasp. The sudden fullness was always a shock, no matter how many times they did this. The sensation was intense, a stretching, burning pressure that quickly melted into a deep, penetrating ache.

“Good! Good gasp!” the director called. “Now look back! Smile!”

Jacqueline twisted her neck, looking back over her shoulder. She could see Rod’s sweaty chest, his focused face. She forced her lips into a wide, inviting smile, her eyes half-lidded.

“Perfect! Now move! Give us that ass, Jacqueline! Show him how much you want it!”

She began to move. She rocked her hips back against him, meeting his thrusts. The bed squeaked rhythmically under their weight. The sound was loud in the silent studio, punctuated by the wet, slapping sounds of their bodies connecting.

Rod fucked her with mechanical efficiency. His thrusts were deep and steady, not passionate, just professional. He was hitting all the right angles for the camera. One hand stayed on her hip, the other reached around to roughly fondle her breast, pinching her nipple hard.

“Moan for us, baby,” the director instructed. “Let us hear how good he makes you feel.”

Jacqueline opened her mouth. A low, practiced moan spilled out. It started soft, then grew louder, higher in pitch. She tossed her head, her hair flying.

“Oh yeah… oh god… you’re so big… you feel so good inside me…”

The words were automatic. Filthy lines fed to her by scriptwriters. They meant nothing. But her body, trained and flooded with hormones, responded. A familiar warmth spread through her pelvis. Her inner muscles clenched around him involuntarily. She was getting wetter, the slick sounds growing louder.

“That’s it! Beautiful! Rod, pick up the pace! Give it to her harder!”

Rod grunted, increasing his speed. The slapping sounds became faster, sharper. The bedframe groaned in protest. Jacqueline’s moans turned into sharp cries with each deep drive. Her body jolted forward with the force. Her breasts swayed heavily.

“Camera two, get in close on her face! I want to see those tears!”

A second camera operator, a woman, moved in silently, the lens hovering just inches from Jacqueline’s face. She was crying. Real tears, from the overwhelming physical sensation and the strain of holding the position. They tracked through her thick foundation.

“Gorgeous! Now, Rod, you’re gonna pull out and finish on her back. On my mark… and… now!”

Rod pulled out of her with a slick pop. He stroked himself quickly, his fist a blur. With a harsh groan, he came. Thick, white streaks splashed across the small of her back, warm and sticky. They oozed down over the curve of her ass.

“And… cut! Great! Reset! Wipe her down! We need the close-up money shot next! Jacqueline, on your back, legs up!”

The lights dimmed slightly. The intense heat lessened by a degree. Rod stepped away from her without a word, walking off to a corner where a towel waited. A production assistant, a young woman with a kind face, hurried onto the set. She carried wet wipes.

“You okay, Jac?” the PA asked softly, starting to wipe the cooling semen from Jacqueline’s back.

“Mmhmm,” Jacqueline murmured, still on her hands and knees, catching her breath. Her body throbbed. She felt empty and used. But it was a familiar feeling. A good feeling. She had done her job well. The director had said “great.”
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The porn set was not glamorous. It was a factory. A clinical, brutal assembly line for fucking.

The soundstage was huge, divided into several permanent sets: a fake college dorm room, a generic office, a tacky living room, a dungeon-like room with suspension hooks. The air was constantly recycled, cold except under the blazing lights. Crew members in black moved quietly, setting up lights, adjusting reflectors, checking sound equipment. There was no laughter, no passion. Just quiet, focused work.

Jacqueline was the prized product on the line. They treated her with a combination of reverence and impersonal efficiency. Her makeup artist was an artist, carefully painting her face into whatever fantasy was needed—the innocent schoolgirl, the horny secretary, the dominant mistress. Her hair stylist sculpted her extensions into perfect styles. Wardrobe dressed her in flimsy costumes that were ripped off within minutes.

Her co-stars were interchangeable. Muscled men with stage names like Brick, Jaxson, and Diesel. They were polite but distant. They didn't talk to her between scenes except to discuss mechanics. “You good with me lifting you here?” “Can you arch your back more on that angle?” It was all about the shot. About the sale.

The scenes were graphic, demanding, and often degrading. They went on for hours. Multiple takes from multiple angles. They would do a wide shot of the entire act. Then close-ups of penetration. Close-ups of her face. Close-ups of her breasts jiggling. Close-ups of his cock going in and out of her. They would shoot her oral scenes until her jaw ached. They would shoot anal scenes that left her sore for days.

Her programming held perfectly. She performed every time with enthusiastic, vacant energy. She moaned on cue, a symphony of fake ecstasy. She begged prettily. “Please fuck me! I need your big cock!” She screamed as if in passion when they told her to. She came on command, a skill she had learned, her body convulsing beautifully for the camera even if the real orgasm wasn't always there.

Her body, however, responded. That was the testament to the thoroughness of her conditioning. The hormones had made her hypersensitive. The constant sexual stimulation, even when mechanical, triggered physical reactions. She got wet easily. Her nipples stayed hard. Sometimes, amidst the choreography, a real spark of pleasure would ignite, and her eyes would glaze over for a second with something genuine before the vacancy returned. Her body was a perfect, compliant instrument.
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Between takes, she was empty.

She would sit in her designated chair in the “green room” area, which was just a corner of the soundstage with a few folding chairs and a table. A robe would be draped over her shoulders. She would sip water through a straw so as not to ruin her lipstick.

She would take out her phone. It was a company phone, monitored, but it had internet access. She would open her social media accounts.

Her profiles were massive. Tens of millions of followers. The official “America’s Sweetheart” accounts, now rebranded with the Velvet Vice logo. Every post was managed by a team, but she liked to scroll through the comments.

The comments were a torrent. Thousands per minute.

“OMG Jacqueline you are perfection!”

“I want to fuck you so bad!”

“That new trailer is fire! Can’t wait to see you get destroyed!”

“You’re living the dream, girl! So jealous!”

“Take all that cum you slut!”

She would smile, her glossed lips curving upward. She would tap the heart icon on the nice comments. The mean ones, the explicitly violent ones, she scrolled past without seeing them. The praise was a warm bath. It filled the hollow spaces. They loved her. They wanted her. They were talking about her.

A PA would bring her a small paper cup with two pills. One was a pink energizer, a mild stimulant to keep her alert and smiling through the fourteen-hour shoot days. The other was a small blue pill, an anti-anxiety medication that kept her relaxed, pliant, and untroubled by deeper thoughts. She would swallow them dry, feeling the chalky taste in her throat.

Then a voice would call, “Jacqueline! You’re needed on set three! Schoolgirl fantasy!”

And she would stand up, let the robe fall, and walk back into the blinding lights.
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One afternoon, during a break in shooting a particularly grueling “gangbang audition” scene, a ripple went through the crew.

Martin Ford, the CEO, was on set.

He arrived with two assistants, moving through the soundstage like a king touring his kingdom. He stopped to watch the current take. Jacqueline was on her knees between two performers, taking one in her mouth while the other fucked her from behind. The director called cut.

Martin Ford nodded slowly, a slight smile on his tanned face. He spoke quietly to the director, who listened intently. Then Ford’s eyes landed on Jacqueline, who was being helped up, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

He gestured for her to come over.

She walked to him, unsteady on her heels, aware of the semen drying on her stomach. She smiled her bright, empty smile.

“Mr. Ford! Hi!”

“Jacqueline. You’re working hard. It shows.” His gaze was assessing, not leering. He was checking his investment. “The dailies are impressive. You have a unique… authenticity.”

“Thank you!”

He leaned closer, his voice dropping. “I’d like to see a private audition. A more… nuanced performance. My trailer. Fifteen minutes.”

He didn't ask. He stated. He turned and walked away, his assistants following.

The director looked at Jacqueline, then jerked his head toward the exit that led to the private parking lot. “You heard the man. Go get cleaned up quick. Don’t keep him waiting.”

A PA rushed her to a small shower stall. She rinsed off quickly, the water lukewarm. She was given a simple silk robe to put on. No underwear. Her hair was hastily towel-dried.

She was led out a side door into the bright California sun. Parked near the soundstage was a massive, black luxury motorhome. One of Ford’s assistants stood by the door. He opened it for her without a word.

The interior was cool, dark, and opulent. Leather seats. A marble countertop. Martin Ford sat on a large sofa, a glass of amber liquid in his hand. He had taken his suit jacket off.

“Close the door,” he said.

She did. The door shut with a solid, muffled thud, sealing them in silence.

“Come here.”

She walked over, standing in front of him. The robe felt flimsy.

“The robe. Take it off.”

She untied the sash. The silk slid off her shoulders and pooled at her feet. She stood naked under the dim LED lights, her surgically enhanced body on full display.

Ford took a slow sip of his drink, his eyes traveling over her. It was a different kind of look than the camera gave her. This was ownership. Appraisal.

“Turn around. Slowly.”

She turned, giving him a full view. She knew the pose. Back arched, ass out.

“Good,” he murmured. “Very good. The surgeons earned their fee. Now, come here. Kneel.”

She walked to him and sank to her knees on the plush carpet between his legs. He put his drink down. He unzipped his trousers.

What happened next was methodical. He used her mouth with the same detached efficiency as the performers on set, but there was a chilling intimacy to it. He didn't speak. He just guided her head with a hand in her damp hair, setting a slow, deep rhythm. He watched her the entire time, his expression unreadable.

It didn't last long. When he finished, he withdrew. He zipped himself up. He picked up his drink again.

“You can go,” he said, his voice even. “Tell Lucas I’m pleased. Your contract bonus will reflect it.”

She stood up, her knees aching. She felt used in a deeper way, a cold emptiness in her gut that the blue pill couldn't quite touch. She found her robe, put it on, and left the trailer without a word.

Outside, the sun was blinding. Lucas was waiting, smoking a cigarette. He saw her face.

“Everything good?”

She nodded, forcing a smile. “He said he’s pleased.”

Lucas grinned, patting her shoulder. “Atta girl. Here.” He pulled a thick envelope of cash from his jacket and handed it to her. “A little extra. For being so accommodating.”

She took the envelope. It was heavy. She clutched it to her chest as she was led back inside. The confusion was a faint, distant buzz, like a fly trapped in a far-off room. She couldn't place the feeling. It was just… a blank space where something else might have been.
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Later that same day, they were shooting a close-up. A “sensual” solo scene for her website. She was lying on a white fur rug, bathed in soft, golden light. She was touching herself, her fingers circling her clit, her other hand squeezing her breast. The camera was inches from her face, capturing every micro-expression.

She was moaning softly, her eyes closed, her head thrown back in feigned ecstasy. The director wanted a specific look—rapture mixed with innocence.

As her fingers worked, a flash erupted behind her eyes.

Not a thought. A sense memory.

The feel of a wooden axe handle, smooth and worn, in her palms. The strain in her shoulders and back as she swung it down, the clean thwack as it split a log of pine. The smell of fresh-cut wood, sap, and cold mountain air. The satisfying ache of real work in her muscles.

It was Jax. Chopping wood outside his father’s cabin. A moment of simple, pure physicality. Of existing without being watched.

For a millisecond, her perfect, pleasured expression wavered. Her moan caught in her throat. Her eyes, behind closed lids, saw not the white fur, but chips of wood flying against a grey sky. Her smile faltered, replaced by a frown of intense, confused concentration.

“CUT!”

The director’s scream shattered the moment. The lights seemed to harshen instantly.

“What the fuck was that, Jacqueline? You looked like you were having a stroke! What happened to ‘blissful ecstasy’? Huh?”

The memory vanished, shattered by the yelling. It left behind only a vague, dizzying disorientation. She blinked her eyes open, the golden light hurting them.

“I… I’m sorry,” she stammered, her programmed persona snapping back into place like a rubber band. She sat up, pulling her hand away from between her legs. “I don’t know what happened. I just… spaced for a second. I’m so sorry, Dave. It won’t happen again.”

She looked at the director with wide, pleading blue eyes, her lower lip trembling in a perfect pantomime of remorse. The memory of the axe, the wood, the cold air—it was gone. Erased once more, buried under layers of chemical compliance and trained response.

The director scowled, but her apology was so pretty, so pathetic. “God damn it. Okay. Reset. Get her some water. And someone give her another blue. She’s getting in her head. We need her out of her head.”

A PA rushed forward with a water bottle and a single blue pill. Jacqueline took it gratefully, swallowing it down. Within minutes, the last ghost of the feeling, the confusion, melted away into a smooth, calm nothingness.
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The shoot day ended after fourteen hours. Her body felt like one giant bruise. Her jaw ached. Her insides felt raw and tender. Makeup was caked in the corners of her eyes. But she was humming with a dull, satisfied exhaustion. She had been good. She had performed.

A company driver took her back to her apartment. It was a sleek, modern high-rise in a “nice” part of Los Angeles, paid for by Velvet Vice. It was sterile and impersonal. White walls, grey furniture, floor-to-ceiling windows showing a view of endless city lights. There were no personal touches. No photos. No books. Just a giant flat-screen TV and a fully stocked fridge with pre-made meals and vitamin water.

She walked in, dropped her bag by the door, and peeled off her clothes, leaving them in a sweaty, glittery pile on the polished concrete floor. She was naked.

She walked to the full-length mirror that spanned one wall of the bedroom. It was there for her to practice, to check her angles, but also because they liked the footage.

She stood before it, tracing the curves of her body with her eyes and then with her fingertips. Her hips, wide and round from surgery and hormones. Her waist, nipped in by a corset and careful dieting. Her breasts, full and high with perfect, pink nipples. The plumpness of her collagen-injected lips. The artificial, sparkling shine in her blue contact-lens eyes.

She turned to the side, examining her profile. The curve of her ass. The arch of her back. She was a sculpture. A masterpiece of modern science and conditioning.

She practiced a moan. A low, breathy sound that rose in pitch. She giggled, covering her mouth with her hand, her eyes crinkling.

She turned back to face the mirror directly. She ran her hands up her sides, cupped her breasts, pinched her nipples until they hardened. She gave her reflection a practiced, sultry look—head tilted, lips parted, eyes heavy-lidded.

In the upper corner of the ceiling, a small, discreet camera with a red recording light watched her. It was always on. Part of her contract. Her life was the show now. A 24/7 subscriber-only feed called “Jacqueline: Unfiltered.” Thousands of people were watching her right now, watching her admire herself, watching her practice her expressions.

She knew they were watching. It didn't bother her. It comforted her. She was never alone. She was always the center of attention.

She blew a kiss to the camera in the mirror, then turned and walked toward the shower, her naked body moving with a tired, graceful sway, ready to wash the day away and do it all again tomorrow.


Chapter Ten




The pop of a champagne cork was sharp and festive, cutting through the low hum of conversation and the thumping, bass-heavy music. It was a clean, decisive sound that made people nearby flinch and then laugh. Laughter followed, bright and artificial, like the glitter raining from a ceiling-mounted confetti cannon.

Jacqueline, draped over a deep purple velvet couch in the center of the VIP loft, let her head fall back against the plush cushions. She laughed too, the sound a perfect, tinkling echo of the others. The champagne flute in her hand was cold, the slender stem slick between her fingers. The bubbles fizzed violently at first, then settled into a gentle stream tickling her upper lip as she took a sip. The liquid was dry and expensive, tasting of green apples and minerals. It was nothing like the cheap, sweet stuff they’d sometimes given her on the show.

She was at the launch party for her new perfume, “Sweetheart.” The loft was a cavernous industrial space in downtown LA, all exposed brick and steel beams, now transformed with miles of pink silk drapes and glowing neon signs in the shape of hearts. It was packed with beautiful people, influencers with frozen faces, minor celebrities chasing relevance, and sleek executives from Velvet Vice holding court in dark corners. Strobe lights cut through a haze of smoke machine fog, making the scene look like a paused music video. On a giant screen behind the long marble bar, a looped commercial played—a slow-motion fantasy of Jacqueline, naked and glistening with oil, rolling in a field of white flowers, her laughter, recorded separately in a sound booth, playing over a dreamy synth track.

A man in a tight black silk shirt, unbuttoned to his sternum, slid onto the couch next to her, his thigh pressing firmly against hers. He was a famous DJ, known for his remixes. He leaned in close, his breath smelling of vodka and mint gum.

“You’re even hotter in person, you know that? The cameras don’t do you justice.”

Jacqueline giggled, a practiced, breathy sound. She looked up at him through her thick, spidery false lashes. Her blue contact lenses caught the strobe light and reflected it back. “Thank you! I love your music! It’s so, like, energetic! It makes me want to dance!”

He put a hand on her bare knee, his fingers warm and slightly damp. They slid a little higher on her thigh, where the hem of her tiny silver sequined dress had ridden up. “Maybe we can make some music together later. My studio is just a few blocks away.”

She just giggled again, taking another delicate sip of champagne. She didn't say yes. She didn't say no. Her smile was a permanent fixture, a brand logo etched onto her face. His hand stayed on her thigh, a possessive weight. It was part of the scenery, like the throbbing music or the smell of perfume and sweat in the air. A PA approached with a tray of the new perfume bottles, miniature replicas nestled in pink satin. Jacqueline took one, held it up, and smiled for a photographer who appeared out of the crowd. Flash. The DJ’s hand was in the shot. It would be in the tabloids tomorrow.

[image: ]



Jacqueline was now a bona fide smut star. A household name in the households that mattered to Velvet Vice’s bottom line.

Her face, with its stark platinum hair and wide, dazzlingly vacant blue eyes, was on billboards along Sunset Boulevard. Not subtle, artistic billboards. Huge, towering, garish images. One showed her from the waist up, wearing only a pair of white lace gloves, biting her own finger with a look of mock surprise. The Velvet Vice logo glowed in the corner, and in hot pink, neon-inspired script, the words screamed: “AMERICA’S SWEETHEART IS WAITING… ARE YOU READY?” Her movie trailers played as unskippable pre-roll ads on mainstream video sites. Clips of her, moaning, begging, being penetrated, were edited into fifteen-second teasers that flashed before millions watching music videos or news clips. Her social media follower count was a number so large it was abstract, a testament to a global, insatiable appetite.

The public consumed her relentlessly. Her films, with titles like Sweetheart’s Initiation and Platinum Gangbang, broke sales records on the Velvet Vice streaming platform the hour they were released. Compilation videos of her “best moments”—the money shots, the screaming orgasms, the double penetrations—were pirated and uploaded to free sites, garnering hundreds of millions of views. Memes used her smiling, empty face superimposed on everything from cartoon characters to political figures. She was a product, a utility, a renewable resource of fantasy. And business was booming.

Her life off-camera was a curated montage of empty, exhausting glamour.

There were the photo shoots for high-end men’s magazines that existed in the liminal space between fashion and hardcore porn. She would be flown to a villa in Tuscany or a penthouse in Dubai. She’d spend eight hours being painted and primped. The photographers, usually European men with expensive watches and cold eyes, would direct her with a chilling, clinical precision.

“Look hungry. No, not for food. For cock. Look like you want to be eaten alive. Good. Now arch your back more. Isolate the pelvis. Think of a dog in heat. Perfect. Now, for this series, we need the ‘post-coital bliss.’ Look like you’ve just been fucked senseless by ten men and you loved it. Give me that inner glow. Think of… sparkles.”

She would obey. Her body would move into the poses. Her face would arrange itself into the required expressions—rapture, submission, voracious hunger. The resulting images were stunning, artful, and deeply pornographic. They sold magazines and drove traffic.

She made the talk show circuit. She was a ditzy, beloved guest, a modern-day Marilyn Monroe for the porn-saturated age. She’d sit on the plush couch next to A-list actors promoting their sober action movies, her legs crossed demurely at the ankle, a flash of thigh-high stocking visible. The hosts would treat her with a condescending affection, a nudge-nudge wink-wink knowingness.

“So, Jacqueline,” a late-night host would ask, leaning forward with a smirk, the audience tittering in anticipation. “Your life has changed so dramatically. From obscurity to… well, to being everywhere. What’s the biggest difference? Be honest.”

She’d tilt her head, a gesture that was now as instinctual as breathing. “Ohmygod, the shoes! I have, like, a whole room just for shoes now! It’s crazy!” She’d giggle. “And everyone is just so nice to me all the time! It’s, like, a non-stop slumber party with the coolest people! It’s a dream!”

The audience would roar with laughter and applause. They loved her simplicity. Her joy was a polished mirror that reflected their own uncomplicated fantasies back at them, shiny and guilt-free. She never challenged them. She never made them think. She just was. A beautiful, happy thing.

The endorsement deals were a river of money. The “Sweetheart” perfume, which smelled like synthetic strawberries, vanilla, and a musky note they called “skin.” A line of pastel-colored diet pills called “Bimbo Bites” that promised to “curb your appetite and boost your glow from within!” A collaboration with a massive cosmetics company for a line called “Blank Slate,” featuring extremely pale foundations, glittery lip glosses, and blue-tinted contact lenses.

She recorded chirpy, hyperactive video ads for these products. In the diet pill ad, she wore a hot pink cropped top and matching short shorts, bouncing on a mini-trampoline in a sun-drenched studio. Her augmented breasts strained against the fabric with each jump, a mesmerizing, jiggling focal point.

“Feeling blah? Like your energy is, ugh, totally gone?” she chirped to the camera, barely out of breath. “Try Bimbo Bites! They give me the energy to be me all day long! To smile, to laugh, to have fun!” She’d wink, a big, exaggerated wink. “Get your glow on!” The camera would zoom in on her sweating, grinning face.

The money was an abstract, insane flood. It flowed into complex trusts and accounts managed by Velvet Vice’s team of financial handlers. She received a monthly allowance that was more than a neurosurgeon made in a year, loaded onto a heavy, black titanium credit card with no limit. She spent it without thought. Designer dresses worn once. Jewelry that felt heavy on her neck and wrists. More plastic surgery—a slight refinement to her nose to make it even smaller, fuller cheek implants to give her that coveted “pillow face” look, periodic Botox injections to keep her forehead perfectly smooth and her eyebrows permanently slightly raised in a look of vapid surprise.

Her life was a constant, exhausting cycle of work and sanctioned hedonism. Shoot days at the Velvet Vice studios, which could last eighteen hours. Club appearances where she’d be paid five figures to show up, pose for pictures, and sip a single drink for three hours. Product launch parties. Magazine anniversary parties. Her calendar, managed down to the fifteen-minute increment by Lucas, was a mosaic of colored blocks on an iPad. She was never alone. There was always a driver in a black SUV, a makeup artist touching up her lip gloss, a hulking security guard named Ivan shadowing her, or a fan with a phone camera shoving it in her face. Even her solitude in the Malibu mansion was a performance for the 24/7 “Jacqueline: Unfiltered” feed, itself a lucrative product for the hardest-core subscribers.
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The most viscerally disturbing event of her new life was the “Platinum Fan Experience,” a premium meet-and-greet held in a sterile ballroom of a Las Vegas convention center.

It was for the top one percent of subscribers to her website—men (and a handful of women) who had paid upwards of five thousand dollars for a professional photo and a strictly timed thirty-second interaction.

The ballroom was vast and coldly lit. She was set up on a small, raised platform against a fake pink backdrop dotted with floating chrome butterflies. She wore a “outfit” that was essentially dental floss and glitter: a silver sequined bikini that covered less than a handkerchief, and clear Lucite high heels that made her feet ache after ten minutes. Her hair was styled in two high, bouncy ponytails, a look meant to scream “cheerleader” and “barely legal.” She looked like a cartoon parody of a porn star, a living anime character.

A line of men stretched out of the ballroom, down the carpeted hallway, and around the corner. There were hundreds of them. They were all ages, all body types, all styles. Nerdy guys in video game t-shirts, clutching their tickets with trembling hands. Older men in cheap suits, their eyes hard and calculating. Muscle-bound gym rats in tank tops, flexing subtly as they waited. Younger guys with acne, trying to look cool and failing. They all had the same look in their eyes—a hungry, possessive, almost religious gleam. They weren't here to meet a person. They were here to touch a myth they’d jacked off to a hundred times.

One by one, they were ushered forward by a bored-looking bouncer with a stopwatch.

The first was a sweaty, balding man in his late forties. He wore a polo shirt stretched tight over a soft gut. He stood next to her, his arm snaking around her waist before the hired photographer even raised the camera. His hand was damp through the sequins. It slid down, cupping her ass cheek, his thick fingers digging into the soft, surgically-enhanced flesh. He smelled powerfully of old cigarettes, cheap cologne, and nervous sweat.

“God, you’re even softer than you look online,” he breathed directly into her ear, his lips actually touching her skin. His breath was hot and sour. “I knew you would be.”

Jacqueline kept her dazzling, wide-eyed smile aimed at the camera’s lens. Her body didn't tense. It remained pliant, a doll in his grip. “Thank you! You’re so sweet! Say cheese!”

The flash went off, blinding white.

The man’s hand lingered for an extra two seconds, squeezing hard enough to leave a mark, a possessive claim. The bouncer finally tapped his shoulder. “Time’s up, sir. Move along.”

The man’s hand reluctantly fell away. He was handed his printed photo by an assistant. He stared at it, at his own red, triumphant face next to her perfect smile, as he was gently but firmly guided away.

Next was a younger guy, maybe twenty-two, twitchy with nerves and adrenaline. He stood stiffly beside her, hands clenched at his sides. As the photographer lifted the camera and started the countdown—“Three… two…”—the guy blurted out, his voice cracking, “I’ve cum to you like a hundred times. Maybe more.”

Jacqueline’s smile didn't waver by a millimeter. She didn't look at him. She kept her gaze on the camera. But as the flash was about to go off, she turned her head at the last second and gave him a slow, exaggerated, stage wink. “I’m so glad I could help!” she whispered.

The flash captured his stunned, euphoric, almost tearful face. He looked like he’d been touched by an angel.

Another man, heavy-set with meaty hands, pulled her tight against his side, his arm like a vise around her shoulders. His other hand came up and groped her breast openly, his palm covering it entirely, his thumb rubbing roughly over her nipple through the thin sequins. He leaned down, his mouth against her ear, and whispered something long, filthy, and specific about what he wanted to do to her with a series of toys. His breath was hot and damp on her neck.

She laughed. A light, airy, genuine-sounding laugh, as if he’d just told the most adorable joke. She even leaned her head briefly against his shoulder for the photo, a picture of affectionate, submissive intimacy. The flash captured his smug, victorious expression.

For three solid hours, it continued. A parade of grasping hands. Crushing hugs that squeezed the air from her lungs. Whispered degradations that were meant to shock her. Wet, slobbery kisses on her cheek that left patches of saliva she could feel cooling on her skin. Fingers pinching her nipples through the bikini top. A hand sliding between her thighs from behind during a group shot, a thick finger pressing against the sequins over her pussy.

Through it all, she maintained the smile. It was a fixed, radiant mask. She signed glossy 8x10 photos with her loopy, girlish signature, always taking the extra half-second to draw a little heart over the ‘i’ in Jacqueline. She thanked each one with the same chirpy sincerity. “Thank you for your support! You’re the best! Love you!”

When the last fan, a shaking older man who simply stared at her in silent awe, was led away, the ballroom doors were closed. The sudden silence was a physical relief. Her body felt like one giant, tenderized bruise. Her skin felt grimy, imprinted with a thousand fingerprints. The muscles in her cheeks and jaw ached from the unnatural, sustained smiling. A deep, hollow fatigue settled into her bones.

A PA, a young woman named Chloe with sympathetic eyes, hurried over with a fluffy white robe. “Here, get covered up. That was intense.”

Jacqueline slipped her arms into the robe, pulling the soft fabric tight around her. The warmth was immediate and comforting. Another PA handed her a cold bottle of water. She took it, the plastic cool in her hot hands, and drank half of it in one long, desperate gulp.

“Tough crowd, huh?” Chloe said softly, beginning to gather the discarded pens and leftover photos.

Jacqueline lowered the water bottle, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. She blinked, her expression clearing of the professional vacancy. She looked at Chloe, her blue eyes wide and sincere.

“They were so sweet!” she said, her voice still a little hoarse from the constant talking and laughing. “They really love me. You could feel it.”

She meant it. In her world, this was love. Attention was affection. Being desired was validation. The grabbing, the groping, the whispered filth—it was just the physical, tangible form of the thousands of comments that flooded her posts every hour. It was proof of her worth. It was the transaction completed. She had given them a fantasy, and they had given her their hunger. It was balanced. It was good.
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The final, haunting scene was filmed on a bright, cloudless California day, the sky a perfect, untroubled blue.

It was the one-year anniversary of the Project: Metamorphosis finale. To capitalize on the nostalgia, Velvet Vice was producing a slick, feature-length documentary, “Jacqueline: One Year of Sweetness.” A full film crew had taken over her rented Malibu cliffside mansion for two days.

The mansion was a monument to sterile luxury. All white walls, bleached oak floors, and floor-to-ceiling glass that showcased the breathtaking, indifferent expanse of the Pacific Ocean. The only sounds inside were the soft whirr of the climate control and the distant, rhythmic crash and sigh of the waves eighty feet below. The air smelled of salt, lemon-scented cleaner, and the faint, ever-present aroma of her “Sweetheart” perfume.

Jacqueline was being interviewed on the vast, sun-drenched balcony that cantilevered over the cliff edge. She wore a simple, sleeveless white linen sundress. It was modest, almost virginal, contrasting deliberately with her platinum hair and the subtle, telltale swell of her augmented breasts. She looked clean, angelic, reborn. A makeup artist had just dabbed translucent powder on her nose and forehead to kill the shine from the intense midday sun.

The interviewer was Sarah Vance, a respected documentary filmmaker in her fifties known for serious, empathetic profiles. Her presence was meant to lend the special an air of legitimacy, of gravitas. This was the “reflective” segment, the part that would make viewers feel they were getting the “real” Jacqueline.

They sat in comfortable, expensive wicker chairs with cream-colored cushions. A camera on a tripod was focused on Sarah. Another was on Jacqueline, its lens a dark, unblinking eye. A sound man with headphones held a fuzzy boom mic just out of frame, catching every sigh of the wind, every clink of ice in a glass.

“So, Jacqueline,” Sarah began, her voice warm and measured, the voice of a trusted therapist. “It’s been one year since that incredible night when America crowned you. Your life has since become… a cultural phenomenon. A whirlwind. How do you even begin to process it all?”

Jacqueline smiled, a soft, reflective smile. She reached up and tucked a stray strand of platinum hair behind her ear, a gesture that seemed genuine. The ocean breeze was playful, ruffling the skirt of her dress. “It’s crazy, right?” she said, her voice lighter than Sarah’s, a bird to Sarah’s cello. “But in, like, the best way possible. I’m just so, so grateful. Every single day I get to wake up in a beautiful place like this,” she gestured vaguely at the ocean, “wear pretty things, and just… make people happy. It’s like a fairy tale I never have to leave.”

“You work incredibly hard,” Sarah noted, leaning forward slightly. “The filming schedule I’ve seen is brutal. The public demands on you are constant. The scrutiny is absolute. Is it ever… too much? Do you ever want to step away from the spotlight, even for a day?”

A slight, delicate frown of confusion touched Jacqueline’s perfectly smooth brow, then smoothed away as quickly as it appeared. “Too much?” she repeated, as if the concept were foreign. “No! It’s fun! I love being on set. The crew is like my family. We laugh all day. And my fans…” Her eyes lit up with a vacant, earnest sparkle. “They give me so much love. It’s like… fuel. I actually just got the script for my next big scene yesterday! It’s a poolside party scene with, like, six co-stars. Very ‘Roman Orgy’ but, like, modern. It’s going to be so wild! The costumes are amazing. I can’t wait.”

Sarah nodded slowly, her intelligent eyes studying Jacqueline’s face. “You speak about it with such genuine enthusiasm. It’s remarkable, really, when one considers how challenging, how painful, your journey was at the very beginning.”

“Oh, the show?” Jacqueline waved a dismissive, manicured hand. The sunlight caught the glitter in her nail polish. “That was just, like, boot camp for awesome-ness! Dr. Aris and Adrian and everyone… they just helped me scrub away all the icky, confusing stuff. They helped me become my best, happiest self. I owe them, like, everything.”

There was a pause. Sarah looked down at her notepad, then back up at Jacqueline. Her expression softened with something complex—not quite pity, not quite horror, a profound sadness. She asked the next question quietly, almost gently, as if it were an afterthought, a throwaway line to tie a bow on the “before” chapter of the story.

“Do you ever think about the person you were before all this? About… Jax?”

The name, a hard, single syllable, hung in the salty, sunlit air between them. It seemed absurd there, surrounded by so much light and luxury.

Jacqueline tilted her head. It was her signature gesture, but this time it seemed genuinely perplexed, not coquettish. Her perfectly shaped eyebrows drew together in a cute frown. She let out a light, tinkling laugh, the sound as fragile and out of place as crystal breaking on stone.

“Jax?” she repeated, as if tasting a strange, unpleasant fruit. “That sounds like such a boy’s name. So harsh. So… angry.” She picked up her mimosa from the glass table beside her and took a delicate sip. The orange juice was fresh, the champagne expensive. She shook her head slowly, her platinum waves shimmering like molten metal. “I don’t really remember anything from before the show, to be totally honest. It’s all just… dark and icky. A big, fuzzy blur. Like a bad dream I had once, a really long time ago.” She smiled again, wider now, her professionally whitened teeth gleaming, her blue contact-lens eyes sparkling with vacant, absolute sincerity. “I’m just so happy now, you know? This is who I was always meant to be. I feel like my life, my real life, was born the day I stepped onto that stage and heard people calling my name.”

Sarah held her gaze for a moment longer, a silent, futile search for a crack, a flicker, anything. She found only a beautiful, polished surface. She smiled, a professional, closing smile. “Well, you certainly seem to have found your calling. Thank you for your time, Jacqueline. And your honesty.”

“Thank you!” Jacqueline chirped, setting her glass down with a soft click.
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The interview wrapped. The sound man lowered his boom with a quiet sigh of relief. The camera operators powered down their equipment, the red recording lights winking out. Sarah stood, smoothing her linen trousers, and shook Jacqueline’s hand. Her grip was firm, dry.

“You were great. Really. Thank you.”

“Thanks! You too! You’re so good at asking questions!”

The crew began the efficient process of packing up. They coiled thick black cables into neat loops. They placed lenses into padded cases with soft clicks. They loaded heavy equipment onto wheeled carts. They filed out of the balcony, through the silent, sun-drenched living room, and were gone. The heavy front door shut with a definitive thud.

The sudden quiet was profound, a vacuum after the low-grade buzz of human activity. The only sounds were the eternal, rhythmic crash and pull of the waves far below and the faint whisper of the wind through the balcony railings.

Jacqueline was left utterly alone on the vast, empty balcony. The afternoon sun had begun its slow, majestic dip toward the watery horizon, painting the sky in violent, glorious streaks of tangerine, rose, and lavender. The light turned golden, laying a gilded path across the shifting surface of the ocean. The air grew cooler, carrying the crisp, clean scent of impending evening.

She stood at the railing, her hands resting on the warm metal. She looked out at the immense, timeless, indifferent sea. For a few minutes, she simply existed. A pretty, solitary object in an impossibly pretty landscape. The wind played with the hem of her white dress and teased strands of her platinum hair across her face. She didn't brush them away. The peace was nice. It was a pause. A comma in the endless, run-on sentence of her life.

Then, movement. Her hand went to the pocket of her sundress. She pulled out her phone. The screen lit up, a rectangle of artificial blue light in the golden sunset. Notifications cascaded down in a relentless waterfall—likes, comments, tags, direct messages. The digital heartbeat of her existence.

She opened her direct messages. The list was a sewer of human id. Declarations of obsessive love. Marriage proposals. Graphic, detailed propositions. Hate mail from religious groups. Pleas for attention from lonely souls. She scrolled with a bored, practiced finger, her faint smile not changing. It was all data. Noise.

One message, near the top, caught her eye. The username was BigFan88. The preview text was long. She tapped it.

The message unfolded. It was a block of text, meticulously typed. It detailed, in explicit, degrading language, exactly what he wanted to do to her. It listed acts, in sequence. It described the tools he would use. It specified how he wanted her to react—the sounds she should make, the words she should beg with. It focused on her surgically altered body parts, describing what he would do to her enhanced breasts, her widened hips. The language was clinical in its filth, a fantasy rendered in stark, ugly detail.

A year ago, in the deep, locked vault of her mind, a ghost might have recoiled. A spark of outrage, of violated dignity, might have flared. Now, Jacqueline felt nothing but a mild, professional interest. This was a dedicated fan. A high-value subscriber, likely. He was engaging deeply with the product. He was participating in the fantasy they had sold him. This was good for metrics.

She bit her plump, glossed lower lip, a thoughtful, almost cute gesture. Her thumbs, with their long, pointed acrylic nails painted shell pink, hovered over the glowing screen.

She typed back a single emoji: a winking face.

She paused, then added four more characters: “Can’t wait [image: face blowing a kiss].”

She hit send.

The message whooshed away with a soft swoosh sound, a tiny, invisible transaction of fantasy and commerce completed in the ether. A contract of degradation, accepted and acknowledged.

She slipped the phone back into her pocket. The screen went dark. She took a deep, slow breath of the cool, salty air, letting it fill her lungs until they ached, then exhaled slowly. She looked out at the sunset, now a spectacular, dying conflagration of color over the endless water. Her gaze was placid, beautiful, utterly, profoundly vacant. A perfect, polished mirror reflecting the magnificent, meaningless fire in the sky.

Inside her, in the deep, ruined architecture of her brain, in the sub-basement where wires had been forcibly crossed, neural pathways cauterized, and memories chemically dissolved, something that was once a man named Jax finally, completely, stopped screaming.

The silence there was absolute. It was not a peaceful silence. It was the silence of extinction. The last, guttering spark of resistance, of a coherent identity, of a memory of granite and sweat and autonomy, had flickered out unnoticed weeks, maybe months ago. Like a candle in a sealed, airless tomb, it had simply consumed the last of its oxygen and died. There had been no fanfare. No final, heroic struggle. Just a slow dimming, and then an end. The programming was total. The overwrite was complete.

On the balcony, Jacqueline let out a soft, contented sigh. It was a sound of pure physical satisfaction, like after a good meal or a warm bath. The wind, freshening now, tousled her platinum hair into artful disarray, a picturesque moment fit for a postcard.

She turned, the white linen of her dress swirling around her calves, and walked back through the open sliding glass doors into the cool, sterile, echoing expanse of the mansion. The silence inside was different—hollow, expectant.

She had to choose an outfit for the night’s orgy. It was a themed event—“Roman Decadence”—being held at a producer’s estate in the hills. Lucas had sent over rack of options. She wondered if the costumers had found the edible gold leaf body paint she had requested. It would photograph beautifully under the torchlight, she thought.

The glass door slid shut behind her with a quiet hiss, cutting off the view of the sunset, leaving only the vast, darkening, empty sea.
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