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Chapter One




Brad’s ancient Civic sputtered to a stop outside the imposing, modernist gates of a Bel Air estate. The engine made a sound like shaking pennies in a can before it finally died. He sat there for a second, the silence feeling heavier than the heat.

He checked his cracked phone. The delivery app was still open. The order details glowed up at him.

Estimated tip: $200.00.

His heart hammered against his ribs. He blinked hard, thinking the screen would reset. It didn’t. Two hundred dollars. For dropping off some groceries. It had to be a glitch. Maybe someone fat-fingered an extra zero. Maybe it was some rich person’s idea of a joke.

But his bank account balance flashed in his mind. $47.12. Rent was due in four days. Eight hundred bucks he didn’t have. His shift manager at the shitty pizza place had cut his hours again. This delivery gig was supposed to be filler. It wasn’t supposed to be life-changing.

He got out of the car. The air in Bel Air smelled different. Clean and dry, like money had been baked into the hills. His own sweat felt cheap against it. He was wearing a stained gray t-shirt and jeans that were fraying at the cuffs. He suddenly wished he’d worn something nicer, which was stupid. He was just dropping off bags.

The gate was ten feet tall, black wrought iron between concrete pillars. There was no call box he could see. Just a sleek, dark lens of a camera mounted above.

“Uh, delivery,” he said to the air, feeling like an idiot.

Nothing happened for a long moment. Then, with a soft hydraulic hum, the gates began to swing inward, silent and smooth. No voice asked who he was. They just opened.

Weird. Okay.

He got back in the Civic, coaxed it to life with a prayer, and drove up the winding driveway. The pavement was perfect, not a single crack. Manicured shrubs and strange, twisty trees lined the way. The house came into view, and his mouth went a little dry.

It was all sharp angles and glass. A white concrete box with walls of windows reflecting the sky. It looked like a spaceship that had landed gently in the middle of a garden. There was no front door he could see, just more glass.

He parked behind a silver sports car that probably cost more than he’d make in ten years. He grabbed the four heavy paper grocery bags from his back seat. The order had been big. Organic everything, weird fruits he didn’t recognize, bottles of wine with French labels.

As he approached the glass wall, a section of it slid open without a sound. An entrance revealed itself. He stepped inside onto cool, polished concrete flooring.

The inside was worse. Or better. It was huge and almost completely empty. White walls, white floors, a few pieces of furniture that looked like art sculptures. A staircase floated in the middle of the room with no visible supports. The place was a sterile museum. It felt like you could get arrested for leaving a fingerprint.

“You can set them on the island.”

The voice came from his right. He jumped, nearly dropping a bag of what looked like black carrots.

A woman was walking toward him from a hallway he hadn’t noticed. She was tall and thin, maybe in her late forties, but it was hard to tell. Her face was smooth and unlined, her dark hair pulled back in a severe, perfect bun. She wore a crisp white lab coat over what looked like a pale blue silk blouse. Her eyes were the thing. They were a light, piercing hazel, and they were fixed on him with an unnerving directness. She wasn’t just looking at him. She was examining him.

“Right. Sorry,” Brad mumbled, hustling over to the massive kitchen island. It was a slab of white marble veined with gray. He started unloading the bags, placing items carefully. He felt clumsy. His sneakers squeaked on the floor.

She didn’t help. She just stood a few feet away, watching. Her arms were crossed. Her gaze tracked his hands, his arms, his face. It was clinical, like he was a specimen she was cataloging.

“You are Bradley? From the app?” Her voice was cool, precise. Not unfriendly, but not warm either.

“Yeah. Brad. Everyone calls me Brad.”

“Bradley,” she repeated, as if testing the weight of the full name. “I am Ms. Lavelle.”

He finished unpacking the last bag. The fancy groceries looked ridiculous on his dingy countertop back home. Here, they looked like they belonged.

“That’s everything, Ms. Lavelle.” He wiped his hands on his jeans. “You want me to, uh, put anything away?”

“No. That will be all.”

He nodded, relief mixing with a weird disappointment. The two hundred dollar tip was probably a mistake. She’d see it on the app receipt and cancel it. He turned to go.

“A moment, Bradley.”

He stopped. She was walking closer now. He could smell her perfume. Something expensive and subtle, like flowers and clean sheets.

She stopped right in front of him, closer than most people would. He had to look up a little to meet her eyes. She was taller than him in her low heels.

“You deliver for many of the homes in this area?” she asked.

“Sometimes. Not usually places like this.”

“I see.” Her eyes roamed over his face again. “You have interesting bone structure, Bradley.”

He didn’t know what to say to that. “Thanks?”

“High cheekbones. A defined jawline. Good symmetry.” Her head tilted slightly. “It is all hiding under quite a lot of… neglect, however.”

A hot flush crept up his neck. Neglect. He knew what he looked like. Tired. Rundown. He hadn’t gotten a real haircut in months, just hacked at it himself. He had stubble because razors were expensive. His skin was okay, he guessed, but he used whatever soap was on sale.

“Long hours,” he said, the excuse sounding pathetic even to him.

“Indeed.” She didn’t seem to judge him for it. She stated it as a fact. “The tip for today’s delivery. It is two hundred dollars.”

Here it comes, he thought. The correction.

“That is correct,” she said. “But it is conditional.”

Brad’s brain stuttered. Conditional? What did that mean?

Ms. Lavelle turned and walked to a drawer beneath the island. She pulled out a small, opulent jar. It was glass, heavy, with a gold-colored lid. She placed it on the marble with a soft clink.

“I am a cosmetic chemist. I develop proprietary formulas for a very exclusive clientele. I am currently perfecting a new line of artisan skincare. All-natural, bioactive compounds.”

She tapped the jar with a perfectly manicured fingernail.

“This is a restorative night cream. Phase one. I require a test subject. The skin must be resilient, but currently under-maintained. To see the true efficacy.” Her eyes locked back onto his. “You will apply this cream to your entire face and neck every night before bed. You will do this for seven nights. Each morning, before you wash your face, you will take a clear, well-lit photograph of your face and send it to the secure number I will provide. You will not discuss this with anyone.”

Brad stared at the jar. It looked like it belonged in a jewelry store.

“You want me… to use your face cream?”

“I want you to be my human trial. For one week. If you comply fully, the two hundred dollar tip is yours upon completion. If you refuse…” She gave a small, elegant shrug. “The tip reverts to the standard twenty percent. Approximately twenty dollars.”

The numbers exploded in his head. Two hundred versus twenty. One hundred and eighty dollars difference. For putting on lotion.

Price rose up in his throat, bitter and familiar. He was a guy. He didn’t use fancy face cream. It was weird. It was embarrassing. What if someone found out? What would Ashton say?

But then he saw the rent notice in his mind. He heard his landlord’s bored, threatening voice on the phone. He saw the disconnect warning on his utilities page.

One hundred and eighty dollars. For lotion.

It was the easiest money he’d ever been offered. And the strangest.

“Why me?” he asked, his voice quieter than he meant it to be.

“As I said. Your skin type is useful. And you are… available.” She smiled then, a thin curve of her lips that didn’t reach her eyes. “You are a delivery driver. You are accustomed to following instructions for payment. This is simply a more specialized delivery. You are delivering data to me. Photographic evidence of absorption and effect.”

He looked from her face to the jar and back again. Her gaze was steady. She wasn’t joking. This was a business proposition.

The part of him that was still Brad, the guy who played video games and drank cheap beer with his friend, screamed that this was insane. That he should take the twenty bucks and run.

The part of him that was about to be homeless won.

“Okay,” he said. The word felt like it came from someone else. “Okay, I’ll do it.”

“Excellent.” She didn’t sound surprised. She picked up the jar and held it out to him. “Apply a generous amount. Massage it in until it is fully absorbed. Do not wash it off. Photographs at 7 AM are preferable. Consistency is key.”

He took the jar. It was cold and heavy in his hand.

She plucked a plain white business card from a holder on the island. On it, in simple black font, was just a phone number. No name. No title.

“Send the images here. Do not call. Do not text questions. Only photos.”

He pocketed the card, feeling like he was making a drug deal.

“The first payment will be released after I receive the seventh photograph,” she said, turning away, dismissing him. “You may go. I will place another order in one week’s time. Do not be late.”

Brad stood there for a second, clutching the stupid jar. Then he turned and walked out, his shoes squeaking all the way. The glass door slid shut behind him, sealing the silent, white world inside.

The drive back to his neighborhood was a blur. The jar sat on the passenger seat like a bomb. His mind raced. Was this illegal? Was the cream some weird drug? Would it burn his face off? She was a chemist. She had a lab. She could put anything in there.

But she was also rich. And rich people didn’t need to poison delivery guys. They could pay someone to disappear you if they wanted. This was probably just some rich lady eccentricity. She got off on having control over some broke kid. Fine. He could be a puppet for a week for two hundred dollars.

His studio apartment was on the third floor of a building that sagged in the middle. The hallway smelled like old cabbage and weed. His door stuck, and he had to shoulder it open.

Inside was one room. A mattress on the floor. A small fridge that hummed too loud. A TV from the last decade. Clothes piled in a corner. It was the opposite of the Lavelle house in every way. Dirty, crowded, loud, and poor.

He set the jar on his wobbly Ikea desk. It looked absurd there. He sat on his mattress and stared at it.

What the hell was he doing?

He picked up his phone. He could text Ashton. Dude, you won’t believe what this crazy rich lady wanted me to do for a tip.

But he didn’t. A shameful heat spread through him. He couldn’t tell Ashton. Ashton would laugh at him. He’d call him a sellout. Worse, he might call him something else. Something soft.

Brad wasn’t soft. He was just broke. There was a difference.

Night came. He microwaved a frozen burrito and ate it standing over the sink. He watched some dumb show on his phone to drown out his thoughts. But his eyes kept drifting to the jar.

Finally, around eleven, he knew he had to do it. If he was going to do this, he had to commit. He couldn’t pussy out on the first night.

He went to the tiny bathroom. The light was harsh and fluorescent. It showed every pore, every bump, the dark circles under his eyes. He looked tired. He looked rough. He looked neglected.

He washed his face with the generic bar soap he used for everything. His skin felt tight and dry afterwards.

He brought the jar into the bathroom. He unscrewed the gold lid. The smell hit him first. It was incredible. Deep and floral, like a whole garden packed into the jar. Underneath it was a clean, almost medicinal scent. It smelled like money. It smelled like her house.

The cream itself was pure white, thick and rich. He scooped out a blob with two fingers. It was shockingly cold, like it had been in a fridge. He hesitated, then smeared it on his cheek.

The cold was intense. It made him gasp. He rubbed it in, spreading it across his cheekbone, down to his jaw. The cream seemed to melt into his skin, absorbing quickly. It left no greasy residue, just a soft, matte finish. It felt… good. Really good.

He put more on his fingers and did the other cheek, his forehead, his nose, his chin. He coated his neck, rubbing it into the rough stubble there. The cold sensation was everywhere now, a tingling, alive feeling. It wasn’t unpleasant. It was just weird. Very weird.

He stared at himself in the mirror. His face looked the same. A little shinier where the cream was still settling. But he felt different. Hyper-aware. Every inch of his face felt separate from the rest of him, tingling with that strange cold energy.

He was a guy putting on fancy face cream in a shitty bathroom because a rich lady told him to.

The thought made his stomach clench. He was a joke. He was so fucking pathetic.

But two hundred dollars. Two hundred dollars would keep the landlord off his back for another week. It would buy real groceries. Maybe even a new pair of shoes that didn’t have holes.

He finished, screwed the lid back on, and turned off the bathroom light. In the dark, the tingling on his face felt even stronger. He lay down on his mattress, staring at the water-stained ceiling.

He fell asleep with the cold feeling seeping into his skin, dreaming of white rooms and silent, watching eyes.

The next morning, his alarm blared at 6:55 AM. He groaned, rolling over. The first thing he felt was his face. It felt… normal. Soft. The tingling was gone.

He stumbled to the bathroom and flipped on the light. He braced himself for a rash, for red splotches, for his face to have fallen off.

He looked exactly the same.

A weird mix of relief and disappointment washed over him. Of course nothing happened. It was just lotion. He was an idiot for worrying.

He remembered the instructions. Photo before washing.

He grabbed his phone, leaned close to the small window where the morning light was coming in, and took a picture. His face, puffy with sleep, hair sticking up. He looked like crap. He sent it to the number on the card.

No reply. He didn’t expect one.

He washed his face. The water beaded on his skin weirdly, like it was more slick. His face felt smoother to the touch afterwards. Probably his imagination.

The week became a routine. Work his shitty pizza shift. Come home exhausted. Force himself to apply the cold cream every night. The smell started to become familiar, almost comforting in its richness. The intense cold sensation lessened each night, becoming just a mild, refreshing chill.

Take a photo every morning. Send it. Never get a response.

On the fourth morning, as he was shaving—a task he did with a cheap disposable razor every three days—he noticed something odd. The stubble on his cheeks and neck seemed… thinner. Lighter. It didn’t scrape against the razor with its usual resistance. It just sort of melted away. He figured the razor was getting dull.

On the sixth night, he caught his reflection in the dark TV screen as he applied the cream. His skin in the dim light looked different. Not just clean, but sort of glowing. Even. The zit he’d had near his temple was completely gone, not even a red mark left behind.

He told himself it was the lighting. He was just seeing what he wanted to see. Placebo effect.

The seventh morning arrived. He took his final photo. He looked at it before sending it. His skin looked clear. Healthy. His face seemed… softer somehow. Less angular. It was probably just the angle, the morning light.

He sent the photo.

Ten minutes later, as he was burning his tongue on cheap coffee, his phone chimed. A payment notification. From the delivery app. A $200.00 tip had been added to his earnings from the Lavelle order last week.

It was real. The money was in his account. Just like that.

A wild, giddy laugh burst out of him. He did it. He’d actually done it. He’d sold a week of his dignity for two hundred bucks, and it had worked. He felt a surge of power. He’d beaten the system. He’d taken the weirdo’s money and given her nothing but some dumb photos.

He was a genius.

Later that day, another order popped up on his app. The same Bel Air address. Lavelle. He accepted it without hesitation. This time, the estimated tip was listed as $300.00.

His breath caught. Three hundred. For more groceries?

The following afternoon, he was back in front of the stark, modern gates. They opened for him again. He drove up, his heart thumping now with a greedy kind of excitement. He carried the bags inside, his eyes scanning for her.

The house was just as silent and white as before. He unloaded the bags onto the island. He was faster this time, more confident.

“You are prompt. Good.”

Ms. Lavelle emerged from the same hallway. She was dressed similarly, the lab coat over silk. Her eyes went straight to his face.

She walked right up to him, closer than last time. He could see the fine, perfect texture of her own skin. She didn’t smell like perfume today. She smelled like alcohol and something clean, like a hospital.

“Let us see,” she said, her voice quiet.

Before he could react, her hand came up. Her fingers were cool as they cupped the side of his face, her thumb pressing against his jawline. She turned his head slightly, studying him in the harsh, natural light from the windows.

Her touch was clinical, but intimate. It made his skin prickle. He stood very still, not breathing.

Her thumb stroked along his jaw, right where he shaved. The motion was slow, thoughtful.

“Smoother already,” she murmured, more to herself than to him. “The peach fuzz is nearly gone. The cellular turnover is accelerating nicely. The inflammation is reduced to zero.”

She dropped her hand and took a half-step back, her assessing gaze sweeping over his whole face.

“Compliance is profitable, Bradley. You see?”

He nodded, his throat tight. Her touch had left a phantom warmth on his skin.

“The results are acceptable for Phase One,” she said. She turned to the drawer again. This time, she pulled out a tall, elegant bottle made of dark amber glass. A matching pump top was sealed on it.

“Phase Two. A scalp-treatment shampoo. It will nourish the follicles, promote strength and shine. You will use this, and only this, to wash your hair every day for the next week. Same conditions. Photographs of your hair, dry and styled naturally, each morning. The tip for today’s delivery will be three hundred dollars, released upon receipt of the seventh photograph.”

She placed the bottle next to the empty grocery bags. It looked like something from a salon that charged five hundred dollars for a haircut.

Brad looked from the bottle to her face. The math was automatic, compulsive. Three hundred dollars. For shampoo. He had already done the cream. That was the weird part. The shampoo was nothing. Everybody used shampoo.

This was easy money. It was falling into his lap.

He thought about saying no. He thought about taking the standard tip and walking away. But three hundred dollars was three hundred dollars. It was half his rent. It was breathing room. It was maybe getting his car’s brakes fixed so they’d stop squealing.

He had already crossed the line. He had already put on the cream. What was one more step?

“Okay,” he said. His voice sounded far away.

A faint, satisfied smile touched her lips. “I will place the next order in one week.”

He took the bottle. It was heavy. He gathered up his empty delivery bags, feeling like he was in a dream.

He walked out to his car. He placed the fancy shampoo bottle carefully on the passenger seat. He started the engine, the sound loud and crude in the quiet driveway.

He pulled out his phone. The app was open. The pending tip for today’s delivery glowed on the screen: $300.00.

He stared at the number until his eyes blurred. The image of his sad bank account was being overwritten by this new, shining digit.

He put the car in drive and pulled away from the beautiful, terrifying house.

As he drove down the winding hill, back toward the messy, noisy city below, he whispered the words to himself, a shaky mantra against the rising tide of doubt in his gut.

“It’s just lotion. It’s just shampoo. It’s just money.”


Chapter Two




“Dude, did you get a facial or something?”

Brad looked up from his beer. He was sitting on the lumpy couch in Ashton’s apartment. The place smelled like old pizza and weed. A video game was paused on the TV screen.

Ashton was staring at him from the other side of the coffee table. His brow was furrowed.

“What?” Brad asked.

“Your face. It looks… weird. Soft.” Ashton leaned forward, squinting. “Did you like, go to one of those places? Get a treatment?”

A cold trickle of panic went down Brad’s spine. He forced a laugh. It sounded fake even to him.

“A facial? With what money? No, man. I’ve just been drinking more water or some shit.”

“Bullshit,” Ashton said, but he was already losing interest, reaching for the bag of chips. “You look like a girl. It’s creepy.”

The words landed like a punch. Brad took a long swig of his beer to hide his face. You look like a girl. It was a joke. Just Ashton being an asshole. But it hooked into the secret part of Brad’s brain that had been whispering the same thing for days.

He hadn’t shaved in four days. He realized it with a jolt. Normally, by now, his jaw would be rough with dark stubble. He’d be scratching at it. He brought a hand up, rubbing his chin. The skin was perfectly smooth. Not just shaved-clean smooth. Baby-skin smooth. There was no grain, no hint of hair growing back.

The cream. It wasn’t just a moisturizer. It was a hair inhibitor. That’s what she meant by ‘peach fuzz nearly gone.’ She meant all of it.

“You’re zoning out,” Ashton said, crunching a chip loudly. “You good? You’ve been acting spacey.”

“I’m fine,” Brad said quickly. “Just tired. Long shifts.”

He wasn’t fine. He was freaking out. But the three hundred dollars was in his account. The shampoo was in his shower. He’d used it for five days. His hair felt different. Softer. Silkier. It dried faster. He told himself it was just good shampoo. That’s what expensive products did.

But now, sitting here with Ashton’s comment hanging in the air, he couldn’t ignore it. Something was changing. Something real.

He made an excuse and left early. In the car, he kept touching his face. Smooth. Unnaturally smooth. He pulled down the visor and looked in the little mirror under the harsh dome light. His cheeks looked… rounder. His jawline seemed less sharp. It was subtle. Maybe it was the light. Maybe he was imagining it.

But the beard wasn’t imagination. It was just gone.

The next morning, he had a delivery downtown. He needed to piss. He pulled into a gas station and went into the men’s room. He was at the urinal when another guy walked in. A big guy in work boots.

Brad felt the guy’s eyes on him. He glanced over. The guy was just standing there, not going to a urinal, just looking at him. His expression was confused, then suspicious.

Brad finished quickly and went to wash his hands. He avoided looking in the mirror. He could feel the guy still watching him.

“This is the men’s room,” the guy said suddenly, his voice a low growl.

Brad froze, his hands under the lukewarm water. “Yeah. I know.”

“You sure about that?”

Brad turned off the tap and grabbed a paper towel. He didn’t look at the guy. “I’m sure.”

He walked out, his heart hammering. He heard the guy mutter something behind him. He didn’t catch all of it, but he heard the word “faggot.”

He got in his car and sat there, gripping the steering wheel until his knuckles were white. He wasn’t gay. He liked girls. That wasn’t the point. The point was the guy hadn’t seen a guy. He’d seen something else. Something that didn’t belong.

It happened again two days later. He was walking from his car to a restaurant to pick up an order. A big pickup truck with a lift kit rumbled past him on the street. The passenger window was down.

A whistle cut through the traffic noise. A sharp, catcall whistle.

Brad instinctively turned his head.

The guy in the passenger seat, a construction worker with a tan hardhat in his lap, was looking right at him. The guy grinned, showing crooked teeth. He opened his mouth, probably to yell something.

Then the grin faltered. The guy’s eyes narrowed. He scanned Brad up and down, from his face down his body to his worn-out sneakers. The confusion was instant and total.

The truck was slowing down.

“The hell?” the driver yelled.

The passenger’s face twisted from lust into something ugly. Disgust. Rage.

“Fucking freak!” he screamed out the window. His voice was raw and violent. “What are you, a fucking tranny? Trying to trick people?”

The words hit Brad like physical blows. He stopped walking, frozen on the sidewalk.

The truck braked hard, tires squealing. The passenger door flew open. The guy started to get out. He was huge, shoulders straining his t-shirt.

Pure animal fear shot through Brad. He didn’t think. He ran. He bolted across the street, not looking for cars, just running. Horns blared. Someone shouted.

He didn’t stop until he was around the corner, leaning against a dirty brick wall, gasping for air. His whole body was shaking. The guy’s snarling face was burned into his mind. Freak. Tranny.

He looked down at himself. He was wearing a plain black t-shirt and his usual jeans. Nothing feminine. But his face. His hair. It was his face.

He was changing. And the world was starting to see it.

That night, he stood in his bathroom for a long time. The shampoo bottle was almost empty. His hair, which he usually kept cropped short and messy, now brushed against the tops of his ears. It wasn’t just longer. It was a different texture. Fine and wispy, like a girl’s hair. It fell in soft, gentle waves. When he moved his head, it swayed.

He found a pair of old scissors in a drawer. His hands were shaking. He grabbed a thick handful of hair at the side of his head. He sawed at it roughly. The scissors were dull. It took several tries to cut through the clump.

Brown hair fell into the sink. He felt a surge of victory. Take that. He cut more, hacking at it, trying to get back to something that looked like him. Short. Messy. Male.

It took twenty minutes. When he was done, his head was covered in uneven, choppy tufts. It looked terrible, like a child had cut it. But it was short. It was a guy’s haircut.

He went to bed feeling better. He had taken control.

When he woke up the next morning, his head felt oddly heavy. He stumbled to the bathroom. He flipped on the light.

His hair was back. Not exactly the same style, but the length. It brushed his ears again. The choppy, hacked-off pieces had somehow… grown. Or straightened. Or filled in. It was impossible. Hair didn’t grow six inches overnight.

But this hair did. It was soft, waving around his face. It looked intentional. It looked pretty.

He let out a strangled sound. He picked up the scissors again. He cut another chunk, right in the front this time. He watched it fall. He stared at his reflection, waiting for the hair to magically regrow. It didn’t happen. Not right away.

But by that evening, when he got home from work, the front chunk had grown out to match the rest. It was like the shampoo was forcing his hair into a specific length and style. A feminine length. A feminine style.

He was trapped in it.

The next delivery to Ms. Lavelle’s was a week after the shampoo started. The tip on the app said $400.00.

Four hundred dollars. For more groceries. For more steps.

He drove up to the house with a knot in his stomach. The gates opened. The house loomed. He felt like he was driving into the belly of a beast.

He carried the bags inside. Ms. Lavelle was waiting by the island. Her eyes swept over him, head to toe. They lingered on his hair. A small, approving nod.

“The shampoo agrees with you,” she said. Her voice was warm, almost maternal. It made his skin crawl. “Such an improvement. Your hair has a natural wave now. Very attractive.”

He didn’t say anything. He unloaded the bags. He could feel her watching him, studying the changes.

“Your skin continues to improve as well,” she noted. “The residual effects of the night cream are quite remarkable. You look refreshed.”

He finished and turned to go, hoping to just get the money and leave.

“One more thing, Bradley.”

She held out a small glass jar this time. It was clear, with a white lid. Inside were gummy candies. They were pale pink and shaped like little hearts.

“Dietary supplements,” she said. “They will boost epidermal health from the inside. Support the work of the topical applications. They will also… increase your tip eligibility for future engagements.”

He took the jar. The hearts looked innocent. Like candy.

“Take one each morning with food. They are quite pleasant. A berry flavor.”

He unscrewed the lid. The smell that wafted out was sweet, like strawberry syrup. Underneath it was a sharp, chemical tang. He picked up one of the hearts. It was sticky.

“What’s in them?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

“Proprietary blend of vitamins, collagen peptides, and plant-based phytoestrogens. All very safe. All very effective.” She smiled. “Consider it part of your employee wellness program.”

Employee. The word stuck in his head. Was that what he was? Her employee?

The money said yes. The four hundred dollars pending on his phone said yes.

He put the heart back in the jar and screwed the lid on.

“Same conditions?” he asked.

“Simply take them. No photographs required for this phase. The results will be self-evident. And profitable.”

He left with the jar of candy hearts rattling in his passenger seat next to the empty shampoo bottle. That night, he stared at them for a long time. Phytoestrogens. He didn’t know exactly what that was, but it sounded like estrogen. The female hormone.

Was she giving him hormones?

No. That was insane. That was illegal. She couldn’t do that. They were just vitamins. Fancy gummy vitamins for skin and hair.

He thought about the four hundred dollars. He thought about the five hundred dollar tip that would probably come next if he kept playing along. He had opened a new bank account online, just for the Lavelle money. He called it the “House Fund” so it wouldn’t look suspicious. The balance was already over nine hundred dollars. More money than he’d had at once in years.

He opened the jar. The sweet, fake berry smell filled his nose. He took out one pink heart. He put it on his tongue.

It was sweet at first, like a cheap gummy bear. Then the aftertaste hit. Metallic and bitter, like sucking on a penny. It made his saliva go thick. He chewed quickly and swallowed, chasing it with a gulp of water. The bitter taste lingered at the back of his throat for an hour.

He took one every morning after that. The metallic aftertaste never went away. It was the taste of the money, he told himself. The price of admission.

A week later, he was getting dressed for his pizza shift. He pulled on his favorite pair of jeans. They were old, relaxed fit. He buttoned them.

They were tight. Not just snug. Tight across his hips and around his thighs. He sucked in his gut, but that wasn’t the problem. The problem was his hips. The denim strained over them. And his ass. The fabric pulled across his rear in a way it never had before.

What the hell?

He looked in the full-length mirror nailed to his closet door. He turned to the side.

His shape was different. His waist looked the same, maybe a little narrower. But his hips flared out. And his ass… it was rounder. Fuller. It pushed against the jeans, creating a curve.

He must have gained weight. Stress-eating ramen and frozen burritos. That was it. He was putting on fat in a weird pattern. Some guys got love handles. He guess he got… ass and hips.

It freaked him out. He changed into a pair of baggy cargo pants. They hid the shape better. He started wearing them all the time, and loose hoodies. Hiding his body felt as important as hiding his face.

The world kept sending him confusing signals. At the pizza place, a group of college girls came in. One of them, a blonde with a nose ring, smiled at him when he handed her the receipt.

“Thanks,” she said, her eyes lingering on his face. “I love your hair.”

He just nodded, mute. Her friend giggled.

Later, a dad with his kids scowled at him in the parking lot, ushering his sons away as if Brad was contagious.

He was living in two worlds. One where he was seen as a potential threat, a freak, a thing that didn’t belong. Another where he was seen as something approachable, maybe even attractive, in a way he never had been before. Both felt wrong. Both were because of the changes.

The tips from Ms. Lavelle kept coming. Four hundred dollars. Then five hundred. His special bank account grew. He transferred money to his rent, paid his utilities ahead of time. He bought new tires for the Civic. The dread was always there, a cold pit in his stomach, but it was smothered by the sheer relief of not being poor. The thrill of watching numbers go up instead of down was a drug.

He was hers. He knew it. Every time he swallowed that bitter gummy heart, every time he saw his hair in the mirror, every time he struggled to zip his old jeans, he knew it. He was buying his life with his own body.

The next delivery to her house was for a box, not groceries. It was a long, flat cardboard box, sealed with tape. It was light.

He carried it inside. Ms. Lavelle wasn’t in the main room. A note on the island, written in elegant script on heavy paper, said: “Place in the walk-in closet down the hall. First door on the left.”

He’d never been deeper into the house. He walked down a wide hallway with more white walls and abstract art. The first door on the left was open. He stepped inside.

It was a closet, but it was bigger than his entire apartment. Racks of clothes, shelves of shoes. Everything was organized by color. It smelled like cedar and her perfume.

He set the box down on a low bench in the center of the room. As he straightened up, his elbow knocked against a high shelf lined with shoe boxes.

One of the boxes teetered and fell. It hit the plush carpet with a soft thud. The lid came off.

A single high-heeled shoe spilled out.

It was a pump. Sleek, black leather. It had a pointed toe and a heel that looked three, maybe four inches tall. It was elegant and severe.

He should just put it back. He bent down and picked it up. The leather was buttery soft. He’d never held a woman’s shoe like this. It was shockingly delicate. Heavier than he expected.

Without thinking, he sat down on the bench. He looked at the shoe in his hand. He looked at his own foot. He was wearing his usual worn-out sneakers.

A crazy impulse seized him. Just to see. Just to compare.

He tugged off his right sneaker and his sock. His foot looked pale and vulnerable. He held the black pump next to it.

The shoe was not much bigger than his foot. He slid his toes toward the pointed opening. He pushed.

His toes slipped inside. The leather was cool and smooth. He pushed further. His arch settled into the high curve of the sole. His heel hovered at the back.

It almost fit. It was a little snug across the top of his foot, but his heel was close to settling into the cup. If his foot was just a little smaller, a little narrower…

A jolt of electric horror shot through him.

He jerked his foot out of the shoe like it was on fire. He threw the pump across the room. It hit a rack of silk blouses and slid to the floor.

His heart was pounding so hard he could hear it in his ears. His breath came in short gasps.

What was he doing? Why did he try it on? What did that mean?

He shoved his sock and sneaker back on, fumbling with the laces. He left the shoe where it lay. He fled the closet, hurried down the hall, and practically ran out of the house. He didn’t look back.

That night, in his bathroom, he couldn’t avoid it anymore. He had to look. Really look.

He turned on all the lights. The fluorescent bulb overhead was merciless. He stood in front of the mirror.

His hair was now brushing his shoulders. Soft, chestnut brown waves. It framed a face that was not his own. The skin was flawless and smooth, no trace of beard. His cheeks were fuller. His lips looked… pinker. Softer. His eyebrows had thinned and arched slightly on their own.

His eyes were the same color, but they looked bigger. Lashes longer.

He reached up with both hands and gathered all the hair back from his face, pulling it tight behind his head. He exposed his hairline, his ears, the full, naked shape of his face.

The person in the mirror was a stranger. A young woman. She had a worried expression. Anxious brown eyes. A delicate neck.

She was pretty.

The thought came unbidden, and it shattered him.

He wasn’t pretty. He was Brad. He was a guy. He delivered pizzas and had a shitty car and drank beer with his friend.

This person in the mirror was someone else. Someone Ms. Lavelle was building. Someone the world saw as a freak or a target.

A hot, helpless rage boiled up inside him. It was directed at her, at the money, at the creams and the gummies. But most of all, it was directed at the face in the mirror. That lying, stolen face.

His fist clenched. He didn’t think. He just swung.

His knuckles connected with the mirror, right in the center of that pretty, feminine face.

The glass exploded with a loud, cracking sound. A spiderweb of fractures radiated out from the point of impact. Shards tinkled into the sink and onto the floor.

Pain bloomed across his hand. He looked down. His knuckles were split and bleeding.

He looked back at the mirror. His reflection was now broken into a dozen jagged pieces. The young woman’s face was fractured, distorted, multiplied. In every shard, her anxious eyes stared back at him, surrounded by cracks.

He stood there, breathing heavily, blood dripping from his hand onto the dirty linoleum. The face was still there. Broken, but still there. It wasn’t going anywhere.

He was.


Chapter Three




“Your vocal cords are simply adjusting to reduced dermal tension.”

Ms. Lavelle’s voice was calm, dismissive. She didn’t even look up from the tablet she was holding.

Brad stood in her kitchen, his face burning. He had just tried to ask about the next delivery. The words had come out fine at first, then his voice had hit a weird, squeaky note halfway through the sentence. It had cracked like he was thirteen years old again.

It wasn’t the first time. For the past week, his voice had been doing that. Unreliable. Sometimes it sounded normal, or what passed for normal now—softer, lighter. Other times it would just give out, rising into a humiliating falsetto.

“A harmless side effect,” Ms. Lavelle continued, finally glancing at him. “The collagen restructuring in your neck and jaw is affecting the surrounding tissues. It’s temporary. Your voice will find its new baseline soon.”

Its new baseline. Not his old one. A new one.

He swallowed, trying to feel his throat. It felt tight. Different.

“Now,” she said, setting the tablet aside. She walked to her now-familiar drawer and pulled out two new bottles. These were smaller than the shampoo bottle, made of blue glass with dropper tops. “For the six hundred dollar tip, we move to Phase Three. Targeted serums.”

She placed them on the marble island. They clinked softly.

“This one,” she said, tapping the left bottle, “is for the hips and flanks. This one is for the lower back and gluteal region. You will apply them twice daily. Morning and night. Massage thoroughly into the skin until fully absorbed. Focus on the areas where you have noted… tightness in your clothing.”

His stomach dropped. She knew. Of course she knew. She had planned for it.

“These will help refine your shape. Streamline you for the premium service.” She smiled that thin, non-smile. “You are accumulating quite a nest egg, Bradley. Over eight thousand dollars in your special account, yes? Consistency is rewarded.”

He stared at the bottles. Six hundred dollars. Just for rubbing more of her chemicals into his skin. Into his hips. His ass.

The math was a monster in his head, eating every protest. Eight thousand dollars. That was security. That was a life without constant panic. All it cost was his body. A body that was already changing without his permission.

He took the bottles. They were cool in his hands.

“Remember,” she said as he turned to leave. “Twice daily. The clock starts now.”

That night, in his bathroom, he faced the broken mirror. He had taped over the worst of the cracks with duct tape, but his reflection was still a fractured puzzle. He pulled off his t-shirt and looked at his body.

He wasn’t fat. But his shape was all wrong. His waist dipped in slightly above his hips, which now curved outwards. There was a soft swell where his ass used to be flat. When he turned to the side, the curve was obvious. It was a woman’s silhouette under his pale skin.

His hands shook as he opened the first blue bottle. The serum was clear and slick, with no smell. He filled the dropper.

He didn’t want to do this. He wanted to throw the bottles against the wall. But he saw the number six hundred in his mind. He saw his bank balance.

He squeezed the dropper, letting the cool liquid drip onto the skin over his right hip. He spread it with his fingers. The serum absorbed instantly, leaving a faint, tightening sensation. Like his skin was being pulled inward, then plumped out from underneath.

It felt invasive. Sexual. He was massaging this stuff into the parts of him that were becoming female. He was helping it happen.

He did the other hip. Then he opened the second bottle for his lower back and ass. Applying it there was worse. He had to reach behind himself, rubbing the serum into the full, rounded cheeks. The skin felt hypersensitive. The tightening sensation was stronger here, a deep, internal pulling and shifting.

When he was done, he felt dizzy. He leaned on the sink, head down. His body hummed with a strange, alien energy. It felt like it was buzzing, reshaping itself in real time.

He did it again in the morning. And the next night. And the next.

The serums worked fast. Terrifyingly fast. Within days, the changes weren’t subtle anymore.

His hips widened. Not just from fat, but from the bone itself feeling broader, creating a shelf. Fat redistributed, padding the new width, sculpting a pronounced, swaying curve. His waist nipped in by comparison, making the hourglass shape dramatic and unmistakable.

His ass transformed. It became rounder, plumper, two firm, high mounds that jiggled slightly when he walked. No amount of baggy pants could hide it. The cargo pants now strained across his rear, outlining its new shape for anyone to see.

At the same time, his muscle mass melted away. His arms, which had never been huge but had some definition from lifting boxes, became slender and smooth. His shoulders lost their squared-off look, becoming softer, more sloping. His legs lost their muscularity, becoming long and graceful, tapering down to ankles that now seemed delicate.

He was trapped in a body that moved differently, that occupied space differently. A body that drew stares.

His voice settled. It didn’t crack anymore. It found its “new baseline,” just like she said.

It was a woman’s voice. Light, clear, melodic. There was no trace of his old baritone left. It was completely gone.

He discovered it when he called the internet company to dispute a charge. The rep came on the line.

“Thank you for calling, how can I help you today, ma’am?”

Ma’am.

He froze. He hadn’t said anything yet.

“Hello?” the rep said.

“Hi,” Brad said. And the word came out in that new, feminine voice. High. Soft. Undeniably female.

The call was a blur. He got the charge reversed, but he didn’t hear a word. All he heard was his own voice in his ears, a stranger’s voice coming from his mouth.

After that, he stopped speaking on deliveries. He would nod, point to his phone, mime writing on a receipt. People just shrugged. They saw a shy, pretty delivery girl who didn’t talk. It fit their expectations.

He felt like a ghost in his own life. Silenced.

A week after starting the serums, a package arrived at his apartment door. No return address. Inside was a garment made of soft, black leather. It looked like a weird harness.

There was a note on Ms. Lavelle’s heavy paper.

Posture correction device. Wear under clothing for minimum eight hours daily. It will train proper spinal alignment and pelvic tilt for optimal presentation. Non-negotiable for continued tip eligibility.

He held the thing up. It had straps that went over the shoulders, a band that circled the ribcage, and another, wider band that sat low on the hips. It was designed to pull his shoulders back, arch his lower spine, and tilt his pelvis forward.

He put it on. It was snug, but not painful. The moment he fastened the last clasp, his body was forced into a new position. His chest pushed forward slightly. His back arched, making his ass stick out. His pelvis tilted, forcing his weight onto the balls of his feet.

He walked across his apartment. His gait changed immediately. His hips had to swing from side to side to maintain balance in the new posture. It was a slow, deliberate, swaying walk.

A woman’s walk.

He wore it for eight agonizing hours that day. When he took it off, his body tried to go back to his old slouch, but it felt wrong. Uncomfortable. The new posture, the sway, felt more natural. His muscles had already begun to retrain themselves.

He was being reprogrammed from the inside out.

Then came the final change. The one that broke something inside him.

He was taking a shower. The water was hot, beating down on his shoulders. He went to wash himself, his hand moving automatically down his stomach.

His fingers touched something that was not right.

He looked down. Water streamed over his body. His stomach was flat, smooth. Lower.

His genitals were gone.

Not literally gone. But they were so shrunken, so retracted, they were almost invisible. His penis had shriveled to a tiny, soft nub, less than an inch long, nestled in a thatch of pubic hair that had also become finer, lighter. His testicles had drawn up tight inside him, tiny little marbles you could barely feel.

He touched the small, soft flesh. There was no sensation. No arousal. No response at all. It was like touching a doll. Inert. Useless.

A wave of nausea hit him so hard he bent over, gripping the shower wall. He dry-heaved, the water pouring over his back.

This was it. The last piece. The final masculine pillar. Gone.

He wasn’t a man anymore. Not in any way that mattered. He couldn’t even get hard. The thing that had defined his sex, his private sense of self, was a limp, tiny scrap of flesh.

The horror was so profound it was like falling into a cold, dark hole. He slid down the shower wall and sat on the tile, knees pulled to his chest, the water pounding on his head. He cried, but even his sobs were in that high, feminine voice. The sound of his grief was wrong.

He was alone. Completely, utterly alone in this new body. There was no one to tell. No one who would understand.

Except maybe Ashton. Ashton was his friend. Or he had been. Before all this.

A desperate, crazy need for connection seized him. He had to tell someone. He had to see a familiar face, someone who knew Brad. Maybe if Ashton saw him, really saw what was happening, he could help. He could snap Brad out of this. Tell him to stop. Give him the courage to walk away.

It was a stupid hope, but it was all he had.

He put on the baggiest clothes he still owned—a huge hoodie and sweatpants. He drove to Ashton’s apartment complex. He sat in the car for twenty minutes, working up the nerve.

Finally, he got out and knocked on the door.

He heard footsteps inside. The door swung open.

Ashton stood there, holding a game controller. He was wearing a stained t-shirt and shorts. He looked at Brad, and his expression was blank. No recognition.

“Yeah?” Ashton said, his tone impatient.

“Ashton,” Brad said. His new voice came out, soft and hesitant.

Ashton’s eyes narrowed. He scanned Brad’s face, hidden partly by the hood but framed by the long, soft hair. He looked at the curve of the hips that even the sweatpants couldn’t fully hide. Confusion twisted his features.

Then, slowly, the confusion cleared. It was replaced by dawning horror. And disgust.

“Brad?” Ashton whispered. He took a step back, as if Brad was contagious. “What the fuck?”

“I need to talk to you,” Brad said, the words tumbling out. “Something’s happening. This woman, she’s giving me stuff, money, and my body, it’s changing, I can’t stop it⁠—”

“What the fuck did you do to yourself?” Ashton’s voice rose, sharp with revulsion. He wasn’t listening. He was just staring. “Your face. Your hair. What is that? Are you wearing makeup?”

“No, it’s not makeup, it’s⁠—”

“Your voice!” Ashton interrupted, his face screwing up like he’d smelled something rotten. “You sound like a fucking girl. What is wrong with you?”

The words were punches. Brad felt each one physically.

“I didn’t want this,” Brad pleaded, his voice trembling. “I needed the money, and she⁠—”

“You needed money so you turned yourself into a fucking freak?” Ashton spat. He shook his head, a harsh, brutal motion. “I heard about this shit. Men thinking they’re women. Taking hormones. Cutting their dicks off. Is that what you’re doing? You’re a tranny now?”

“No! It’s not like that! She’s doing it to me!”

“She? Who, some doctor? You paid someone to do this?” Ashton laughed, a mean, ugly sound. “You always were weak, man. But this? This is pathetic. You’re disgusting.”

Brad felt the last thread of hope snap. There was no help here. Only hatred.

“Get the fuck away from my door,” Ashton said, his voice low and full of venom. “Don’t come back. I don’t know you. You’re not my friend. You’re a… thing.”

He slammed the door in Brad’s face.

The sound of the lock turning was final.

Brad stood there on the cheap welcome mat, shaking. The rejection was total. It hollowed him out. Ashton had seen what he had become, and it was monstrous.

He had no one.

He drove back to his apartment on autopilot. A cold, hard anger was building inside him, cutting through the grief. It was all her fault. Ms. Lavelle. She did this. She took his money, his friend, his body, his voice, his dick.

She took everything.

He didn’t have another delivery scheduled. He didn’t care. He got back in his car and drove to Bel Air. The sun was starting to set, painting the sky in angry oranges and reds.

The gates were closed. He got out of his car and marched up to them. He looked straight into the camera lens.

“Let me in!” he yelled, his feminine voice shrill with fury. “I know you can see me! Let me in right now!”

For a moment, nothing. Then, with that same soft hum, the gates began to open. She was expecting him. Or she didn’t care.

He drove up to the house, tires spitting gravel. He didn’t bother parking neatly. He threw his car door open and stormed up to the glass entrance. It slid open before he reached it.

He didn’t see her in the main room. He heard a faint hum coming from the hallway. The lab. He’d never been in there.

He followed the sound. The door at the end of the hall was slightly ajar. He pushed it open.

The room was a professional laboratory. Stainless steel counters, microscopes, centrifuges, shelves lined with chemical bottles and jars. Ms. Lavelle stood at a counter, peering through a microscope. She was wearing a full lab coat and safety goggles. She didn’t look up.

“What are you doing to me?!”

The scream tore out of him, raw and ragged. It echoed in the sterile room.

Ms. Lavelle straightened up slowly. She removed her goggles and turned to face him. Her expression was calm. Annoyed, like he was a buzzing fly.

“Bradley. You are not scheduled for a delivery. This is an intrusion.”

“You’re turning me into a girl!” he shrieked, advancing into the room. “My voice! My hips! My… my dick is gone! What did you put in that stuff? What are those gummies?”

“They are exactly what I said they were,” she replied, her voice ice. “You agreed to the treatments. You accepted payment. Voluntarily.”

“I didn’t agree to this! I didn’t know!”

“You didn’t read,” she corrected him. She walked to a tablet lying on a nearby counter. She tapped the screen a few times, then turned it to face him.

On the screen was a legal document. The terms of service for the delivery app. The text was tiny. She zoomed in on a specific clause.

Section 12.7: Client Promotional Activities. Driver agrees that participation in client-requested promotional activities, including but not limited to product testing, physical assessments, and appearance modifications related to client services, is voluntary and may be compensated at the client’s discretion. Driver assumes all risk.

“You clicked ‘Agree,’” Ms. Lavelle said flatly. “Just like everyone else. You consented to product testing and appearance modifications. My products. My modifications.”

Brad stared at the text. It was legalese. Gobbledygook. He’d never read it. Nobody did.

“That’s not… you can’t…”

She swiped the screen. A new document appeared. It was a simple ledger. Dates. Descriptions: Phase 1 cream compliance. Phase 2 shampoo compliance. Phase 3 serum compliance. Posture device compliance. Next to each entry was a dollar amount. $200. $300. $400. $500. $600.

At the bottom was a total: $15,200.00.

“This is the value of the tips you have accepted,” she said. “Conditional tips. For services rendered. If you choose to terminate our agreement now, you are in breach of contract. You have accepted funds under false pretenses. That is fraud. That is theft.”

She set the tablet down and looked at him, her gaze pitiless.

“I will sue you for every penny, plus damages and legal fees. Who do you think a jury will believe, Bradley? A respected, established chemist with impeccable records? Or a broke, unstable delivery driver who willingly took hormones and altered his appearance, and is now trying to extort more money?”

The room spun. The walls felt like they were closing in. The legal words swarmed in his head. Fraud. Theft. Sue. Jury.

She had him. She had thought of everything. The tips weren’t gifts. They were payments. And he had cashed every one. He had built a paper trail of his own compliance.

The anger drained out of him, leaving only a terrible, hollow weakness. He was trapped. He had sold himself, and now he owed the debt.

His shoulders slumped. The fight went out of him. He was just a body in a room. A changed body.

He looked at the floor. The shiny, clean lab floor.

“What do you want me to do?” he whispered. The words were barely audible. Defeated.

Ms. Lavelle smiled. A real smile this time, warm and triumphant.

“That’s better,” she said, her voice softening into something almost gentle. “First, we attend to those eyebrows. They are still too masculine. Then, we go shopping. Your current wardrobe is an embarrassment. ‘Brad’ is no longer suitable. We need a name for the premium service. Something elegant. Something that fits your new presentation.”

She walked over to him. She placed a cool finger under his chin, lifting his face until he met her eyes.

“Something like… Brielle.”


Chapter Four




Wax strips tore away the last remnants of Brad’s brow line.

He sat in a white leather chair in a room that smelled of antiseptic and lavender. A woman with sharp features and silent hands worked on him. She had applied hot wax above his eyes, pressed down cloth strips, and then ripped them off with a quick, brutal motion.

Each rip made a soft, tearing sound. It stung. A sharp, bright pain that made his eyes water.

He didn’t flinch. He didn’t make a sound.

The pain was nothing. It was a pinprick compared to the vast, hollow void inside him. That was where the real hurt lived. The pain on his face was just noise. Inside, he was numb. He was a shell. Brad was gone, packed away in some dark corner of his mind, watching all this happen to someone else’s body.

The aesthetician worked methodically. Rip. Rip. Rip. She was removing what little masculinity his face had left. The straight, low line of his eyebrows was being erased. She was reshaping the territory above his eyes into high, delicate arches. Feminine arches. Each strip took more hair, more of him, with it. He could feel the heat of the wax, the sudden coolness as the air hit the newly exposed skin, and then the throbbing aftermath. His skin felt raw and tender.

When she was done, she held a mirror up to his face.

“See?” she said, her voice flat. “Much better.”

He looked. His forehead looked larger, more open. His eyes looked bigger, more doe-like, framed by those thin, perfect arches. It was a final touch. It erased the last hint of Brad. The person in the mirror was a pretty girl with sad eyes. The brows changed everything. They made his face look surprised, vulnerable, permanently questioning.

He felt nothing. Not even disgust. Just a heavy, cold acceptance.

“Now for the hair,” Ms. Lavelle said from the doorway. She had been watching the whole time, a faint smile on her lips. She enjoyed this. She enjoyed watching him be unmade.

He was led to another chair in front of a large, well-lit mirror. The silent woman washed his hair. Her fingers massaged his scalp. It felt good in a distant way, like something happening to someone else. The water was warm. The shampoo smelled like almonds and something chemical. It was probably another one of Ms. Lavelle’s special formulas. He wondered if it would make his hair grow even faster, even softer.

She rinsed and conditioned. Then she sat him back in the chair, wrapped a towel around his shoulders, and began to cut. The scissors made a crisp, snipping sound near his ears. He watched long strands of his chestnut hair fall to the floor. They coiled on the white tile like dead things.

She didn’t cut much. Just trimming the ends, shaping the long waves so they fell perfectly around his shoulders and down his back. She sectioned his hair, clipping parts up. She was meticulous. When she was done with the scissors, she blow-dried it with a round brush. The blast of hot air was intense on his neck and scalp. She brushed and pulled, curling the ends under.

When she was finished, his hair looked luxurious. Soft, shiny, bouncing with gentle movement. It was the hair of a girl in a shampoo commercial. It framed his face in a soft cascade. He reached up to touch it. It felt like silk. Alien.

“Ears next,” Ms. Lavelle instructed.

He was turned in the chair. The aesthetician cleaned his earlobes with a cold swipe of alcohol. It smelled sharp and clean. She marked dots with a pen, little blue points on his lobes. Then she produced a piercing gun. It was a small, plastic device that looked cheap and menacing.

She placed the cold metal tip of the gun against his right earlobe, right on the blue dot. She positioned it. He tensed, waiting.

There was a loud, percussive click. A punch of pressure, sharp and deep, and then a hot, throbbing pain bloomed in his lobe. It was a dense, insistent ache. She quickly fastened the backing onto the stud already lodged in his flesh. The diamond stud felt heavy, a foreign object embedded in him.

She didn’t pause. She moved to the left ear. Click. Pressure. Throb. The pain was fresh and bright again.

Tiny diamonds twinkled in his earlobes. They caught the light from the vanity bulbs. He watched them in the mirror. Each throb of pain felt like a tiny anchor, tying him deeper to this new body. Every pulse of blood through his ears reminded him they were there. Permanent holes. Permanent decorations.

“Makeup,” Ms. Lavelle said.

The aesthetician laid out an array of powders, pencils, and pots on the white counter. It looked like a surgeon’s toolkit. She started with a moisturizer, smoothing it over his face. Her hands were impersonal, efficient. Then a primer. Then a liquid foundation the color of his skin. She dotted it on his forehead, cheeks, nose, and chin, then blended it with a damp sponge. The sponge patted and swept over his skin, covering every pore. His already flawless skin became utterly uniform, a perfect canvas.

She concealed nothing because there was nothing to conceal. No stubble, no blemishes. She dusted his cheeks with a peachy blush, sweeping the brush up along his new cheekbones. The color made him look alive, flushed, healthy. It was a lie.

She lined his eyes with a dark brown pencil, getting right into the lash line. She smudged it slightly with a tiny brush, making it look smoky, soft. She curled his lashes, which were already long, with a metal contraption that pinched. Then she applied two coats of black mascara. They became dark, lush fans that made his eyes look even bigger, more dramatic.

She filled in his new, arched brows with a powder, making them darker, more defined. She painted his lips with a nude pink gloss that made them look plump and wet.

She worked in silence, turning his face this way and that with a finger under his chin. He was clay. She was the sculptor. He watched his own transformation in the mirror, but it wasn’t him. It was a mask being painted onto the stranger who lived in his skin. The makeup didn’t hide him. It revealed her. Brielle.

When she finally stepped back, Ms. Lavelle came to stand behind him, her hands resting on his shoulders. She looked at their shared reflection in the mirror. The elegant older woman and the beautiful, blank-faced girl.

“There she is,” Ms. Lavelle murmured, her voice full of satisfaction. “Brielle.”

The name was a key turning in a lock. It clicked into place with finality. Brad was gone, locked away somewhere deep inside. The person in the mirror was Brielle. She had perfect skin, big eyes, plush lips, and waves of beautiful hair. She was beautiful. And she was empty. A doll waiting for instructions.

“Stand up,” Ms. Lavelle said. “Let’s see the full picture.”

He stood. The robe he wore was soft, white terrycloth. It fell open as he rose. He tied it closed, but not before he saw his body in the full-length mirror beside the vanity.

His body underneath was the one the serums had built. The hourglass curve was stark even under the robe. His waist dipped in sharply above the dramatic flare of his hips. His ass was a rounded, prominent curve. The posture device had done its work over the weeks. He stood without thinking now with a natural arch in his back, his shoulders pulled back, his weight balanced in a way that made his hips want to sway even when he was still.

“Excellent,” Ms. Lavelle said, circling him. “The posture is becoming innate. The muscle memory is setting. Now, we dress her.”

They didn’t go to a mall. Ms. Lavelle drove them in her silent electric car through winding hills to a part of Beverly Hills where the stores had no signs, just discreet addresses etched into stone walls. The boutique was called simply “M.” Inside, it was all cream carpets, hushed voices, and soft lighting. The air smelled like money and jasmine.

Two saleswomen glided forward. They were both older, maybe in their fifties, impeccably dressed in neutral tones. They looked at Brielle with professional, appraising eyes. They didn’t seem surprised or curious. They were in on it. They knew what Ms. Lavelle brought here. This was part of their business.

“We need everything,” Ms. Lavelle told them. “Start with foundations.”

Foundations meant lingerie. The base layer of the new identity.

He was led to a private fitting room bigger than his old apartment. It was lined with mirrors on three walls. A velvet stool sat in the center. The saleswoman, who introduced herself as Constance, brought in armloads of lace and silk. She hung them on a rack.

“Arms up, dear,” Constance said, her tone polite but firm.

Brielle obeyed. The robe was taken away. He stood naked in front of the three women. Ms. Lavelle watched from a plush chair in the corner, legs crossed. Constance and the other saleswoman, who hadn’t given her name, looked at his body without a hint of embarrassment or desire. They were measuring meat. Assessing a product.

Constance held up a bra. It was black lace, delicate and sheer with a satin trim. The cups were lightly padded. She stepped behind Brielle and fastened it around his ribcage. The band tightened, snug but not painful. The straps bit into his soft, sloping shoulders. The cups cupped his chest, which was still flat but now had a definite, soft swell of pectoral tissue from the hormones. It wasn’t breasts, not really, but the padding gave him the clear, unmistakable shape of small, pert breasts. The lace was scratchy against his sensitive skin.

The bra changed his silhouette instantly. It created cleavage where there was none, drawing the eye to the center of his chest.

“Lovely,” the other saleswoman said, nodding.

Next came panties. A matching black lace thong. Constance knelt on the plush carpet. She guided his feet through the leg holes one at a time. Her hands were cool and dry on his ankles. She pulled the scrap of lace up his legs. The fabric slid over his thighs, over the new curves of his hips. It settled in the cleft of his ass, a thin string bisecting his rounded cheeks. The front was a small triangle that covered his tiny, useless sex. The lace pressed against him there, a constant, intimate reminder.

He felt exposed in a way that nakedness hadn’t achieved. The lingerie highlighted everything. It framed and presented his new form. It felt more naked than being nude. This was clothing designed to draw attention, to accentuate, to sexualize.

“Walk a bit, let us see the fit,” Ms. Lavelle said from her chair.

He took a few steps in the carpeted room. The lingerie moved with him. The lace whispered against his skin with every motion. The thong strap dug into the crack of his ass. He saw himself in the mirrors from every angle. A slim, graceful figure in black lace. A doll dressed for display. His own reflection multiplied, an army of Brielles in black lace, all moving in unison.

“Perfect,” Constance said. “Now, daywear.”

They brought dresses. A slim-fitting sheath dress in navy blue that zipped up the back. A cream-colored wrap dress made of silk. A pale pink blouse with a delicate bow at the neck and puffed sleeves. A pair of tailored black trousers that hugged the new width of his hips and flared slightly at the ankle.

He tried them all on, parading in front of the women like a model at a private show. They would murmur to each other, adjust a hem, tighten a belt. They cooed and nodded.

“Her figure is exceptional,” Constance said to Ms. Lavelle, as if Brielle wasn’t there. “Such a narrow waist. And the hips! She’ll look stunning in a pencil skirt. It will showcase the proportions.”

They brought skirts. A tight black pencil skirt made of a stretchy wool blend. It had a side zipper. He had to wiggle to get into it, sucking in his stomach. It clung to every curve, from his cinched waist over the swell of his hips and down the length of his thighs. It ended just above his knees. It forced him to take short, careful steps. When he walked, the fabric pulled across his ass and thighs, outlining them clearly.

“Yes,” Ms. Lavelle said, her eyes gleaming. “That’s the one. We’ll take it in black and the navy.”

Then came the moment he had been dreading. The shoes.

He had tried on that one high heel in secret, in panic. Now it was done in the open, as part of the ritual.

Constance brought a box. Inside, nestled in tissue paper, were several pairs. Nude pumps with a classic shape. Black patent leather stilettos with a needle-thin heel. Strappy silver sandals with crystals.

“Sit,” Constance instructed, pointing to the velvet stool.

He sat. Constance knelt before him again. She took his right foot in her hand. His foot looked pale and slender. She slipped off his plain white sock. She held a nude pump. It was simple, elegant, deadly.

She guided his foot into it. His toes slid into the pointed toe box. It was snug, a firm pressure all around. The arch of the shoe matched the new, higher arch of his own foot—another change he hadn’t noticed until now. His heel settled into the cup. Constance fastened a small, clear strap across the top of his ankle. It clicked shut.

She did the same with the left foot.

The shoes felt strange. Heavy. Precipitous. They tilted his whole world forward.

“Stand up. Slowly. Use the rack for balance.”

He put his hands on the clothing rack and pushed himself up. The world tilted. The heels added four inches of height, throwing his balance forward onto the balls of his feet. His calves tightened painfully. His ankles felt wobbly, unstable. His posture adjusted automatically, his back arching deeper to counterbalance, his ass pushing out, his chest lifting. He was on display, posed.

He took a tentative step, gripping the rack. Then another. The click of the heels on the hardwood floor outside the carpeted fitting area was a sharp, authoritative sound. Clack. Clack.

He looked in the mirror.

The transformation was complete.

Brielle stood there in the tight black pencil skirt and a simple white tank top they’d given him to try with it. The nude heels elongated his legs, making them look endless. The shoes forced his buttocks to clench with each step, making them appear even rounder, higher. His hair was perfect. His makeup was flawless. He was a beautiful, elegant young woman. A stranger in expensive clothes.

“Oh, yes,” Ms. Lavelle breathed, leaning forward in her chair. “That’s the look. That’s exactly the look.”

They bought everything. The lingerie sets, the dresses, the skirts, the blouses, the trousers, the heels. Boxes and garment bags were carried out to the car by a silent porter. Ms. Lavelle handed over a black credit card without even looking at the total.

Back at the Lavelle house, in the pristine bedroom suite that was now his, Ms. Lavelle had one more item. It was in a small velvet box.

She opened it. Inside, on a bed of black silk, was a delicate chain, finely wrought from gold. It was an anklet. Thin, but it looked strong. On it, in tiny, precise script, was engraved: Property of Lavelle Labs.

“A token,” Ms. Lavelle said. She knelt on the plush cream carpet. She took his bare right foot and placed it on her knee. Her fingers were cool as she lifted the chain from the box. She draped it around his ankle. The metal was cold against his skin. She fastened the clasp. It clicked shut with a final sound.

The gold was warm against his skin almost immediately, taking on his body heat. It was a brand. A collar for his ankle. It declared who owned him. He could feel its slight weight with every slight movement.

“It’s permanent,” she said, standing up and brushing invisible lint from her skirt. “A special alloy. It cannot be cut with ordinary tools. It’s also a tracker and a monitor. Vital signs, location. For your safety, of course.”

Of course. So she would always know where her property was.

She handed him a new phone. It was a slim, expensive model, all glass and metal. It had no case. It was spotless, reflecting the overhead lights.

“Your old life is over. Your old phone, your old accounts, they are being terminated as we speak. This is your device now. It has one purpose.”

She took the phone from him, woke the screen with a tap of her finger. She opened an app. The icon was a stylized high heel in gold against a black background. The app was called Couture Courier.

She navigated to a profile page. There was a photo. It was of Brielle, taken that morning after the makeup was done. She looked beautiful and vacant, staring just past the camera. The profile name was simply Brielle.

Below were stats. Measurements: 34-24-36. Height: 5'9" (with heels). Hair: Chestnut. Eyes: Brown. Special Notes: Compliant. New. Premium Tier.

“You are a luxury delivery service,” Ms. Lavelle explained, her voice taking on a lecturing tone. “But you don’t deliver groceries or packages. You deliver an experience. An atmosphere. You are the product. You will receive assignments through this app. You will go to the location. You will provide the service requested. Your tips are pre-negotiated and are very, very generous. You do not speak unless directly asked a question. You follow instructions precisely. You are polite, beautiful, and empty. You are a living accessory. Do you understand?”

He stared at the photo of Brielle. He understood. He was a thing to be ordered. A rental.

“Your first assignment is tonight,” Ms. Lavelle said. “A client in West Hollywood. A very important one. She helped fund some of my early research. She is expecting you at nine PM. The tip is one thousand dollars. It will be deposited upon completion.”

A thousand dollars. For one night. The number was so big it felt unreal. It was more than two weeks of pay from his old pizza job. For a few hours of… whatever this was. The math was still there, even now, a twisted comfort. His body for money. The exchange was clear.

Ms. Lavelle handed him a black garment bag from the shopping trip. “Wear this. The black velvet dress. The black lingerie set. The black heeled sandals. A car will pick you up at eight thirty. It will bring you home after. Do not be late. Do not make the client wait.”

She left him alone in the beautiful, silent room.

He unzipped the garment bag. Inside was the dress. It was short and black, made of a stretchy velvet material that felt plush and heavy. It had a high, mock-turtle neckline but was completely backless, held up by a thin strap around the neck. It was very short. The hem would barely cover his ass.

He put it on. It slithered over his skin, clinging to him like a second skin. It hugged every curve, highlighting the narrow waist and the flare of his hips. The velvet was soft but oppressive. The neckline was tight around his throat. The open back made him feel vulnerable, a huge expanse of bare skin. The hem stopped high on his thighs. If he bent over even slightly, everything would be exposed.

He put on the black lace thong and bra. The straps of the bra were visible in the back, but he supposed that was part of the look. He stepped into the black high-heeled sandals. They had a thin strap around the ankle and a four-inch stiletto heel. They made his legs look toned and long.

He looked at himself in the full-length mirror. Brielle looked like a high-end call girl. Sexy, expensive, and available. The kind of girl you saw in music videos, not someone you talked to. The makeup, the hair, the dress, the shoes—it all screamed one thing: fuck me. Or, more accurately, use me.

At eight thirty exactly, a black town car arrived silently at the house. A driver in a dark suit and cap held the door open for him. His face was impassive. Brielle got in, careful not to let the short dress ride up too much. The interior smelled of polished leather and clean, filtered air.

She didn’t look out the window. She kept her hands folded in her lap, feeling the cool metal of the new phone against her thigh. The gold anklet glinted in the passing streetlights, a flash of yellow every few seconds.

The car slid through the night, from the quiet hills into the brighter, louder heart of West Hollywood. It stopped under a canopy in front of a sleek, modern high-rise. The driver came around and opened her door.

“Penthouse A,” he said, his voice neutral, devoid of any emotion. “They’re expecting you. The elevator is keyed for the top floor.”

She walked into the sleek, cold lobby. Marble floors, a single piece of abstract art on the wall. A concierge behind a minimalist desk gave her a knowing, practiced smile and pointed a manicured finger toward a bank of elevators. “Private lift to your left, miss.”

She rode up alone in the mirrored elevator. Her reflection surrounded her, a hundred Brielles in a tiny black dress, all looking scared. She watched the numbers climb in silent, glowing digits. Her heart was a dull, heavy thud in her chest. Her mouth was dry.

The elevator doors opened directly into the penthouse. No hallway. It opened into the living space.

The space was huge, with floor-to-ceiling windows showing a breathtaking, glittering view of the city lights below. The decor was minimalist and expensive—a white sectional sofa, a chrome and glass coffee table, a single large sculpture that looked like twisted metal. Everything was clean, hard edges. It felt like a stage.

A woman was standing by the window, holding a glass of red wine. She turned as Brielle stepped out of the elevator, the click of her heels the only sound.

She was stunning. Maybe thirty, with long, perfectly straight blonde hair swept over one shoulder. She wore a silk robe the color of champagne, tied loosely at the waist. It gaped open, showing a deep V of tanned cleavage and a glimpse of a black lace bra underneath. Her face was sharp and beautiful, with high cheekbones and full lips. Her expression was bored, cynical. This was Heidi.

Heidi’s eyes traveled over Brielle slowly, from the top of her head down her body to her heels and back up. It was the look of someone inspecting a new purchase, checking for flaws. The gaze was so intense Brielle felt physically scanned.

“So you’re Lavelle’s new project,” Heidi said finally. Her voice was smooth, a little husky from smoke or drink. It was a voice used to being listened to. “She said you were pretty. She didn’t say you’d be so… tense.”

Brielle stood still, unsure what to do. Should she walk further in? Should she say hello? She remembered the rule: don’t speak unless asked a question. So she just stood there, her hands at her sides, trying not to shake.

Heidi took a slow sip of her wine, her eyes never leaving Brielle. Then she walked closer, circling her. Brielle could smell her perfume now, something strong and floral and expensive, mixed with the scent of wine. Heidi stopped behind her. Brielle could feel her presence, could feel her eyes on her back, on the exposed skin, on the curve of her ass outlined by the tight velvet.

“Turn around,” Heidi said, the command soft but absolute.

Brielle turned slowly on her heels, a difficult maneuver in the unfamiliar shoes. She faced Heidi again.

“Mm. The work is good. Very convincing. From the front, I’d never know.” Heidi’s eyes dropped to Brielle’s chest, to the hint of black lace at the neckline, then down to the swell of her hips. “What’s your name, sweetie?”

“Brielle,” she said. Her voice came out soft, barely a whisper. It sounded small and weak in the huge, quiet room.

“Brielle. Pretty. I’m Heidi. Welcome to your new job.”

Heidi walked over to a sideboard where a bottle of champagne sat in a silver ice bucket. She picked it up, peeled off the foil, and untwisted the wire cage with practiced, elegant fingers. She popped the cork with a muted, confident thud. She poured two glasses of the bubbling liquid into tall, thin crystal flutes.

She brought one glass over to Brielle.

“Here,” Heidi said, holding it out.

Brielle looked at the glass. This wasn’t a delivery of an item. This was a social gesture. She was supposed to drink with this stranger. To socialize. The rules hadn’t covered this.

“The delivery,” Brielle said quietly, confused. She was here to deliver something, right? That was the job.

“You are the delivery, darling,” Heidi said with a slow, catlike smile. “And this,” she gestured with her own glass toward the champagne bottle, “is just the lubricant. You’re part of the service, sweetie. Drink. Relax. Earn that tip.”

Brielle’s hands were shaking. She could see the tremor in her fingers as she reached out. She took the crystal flute. It was cold and heavy. The bubbles raced upward in tiny streams.

Heidi clinked her glass against Brielle’s. The sound was a sharp, clear ping that echoed.

“To new toys,” Heidi said, her eyes locked on Brielle’s. They were a cool blue, and they held no warmth, only a kind of hungry curiosity.

Heidi took a long sip, watching Brielle over the rim of her glass.

Brielle lifted the glass to her lips. The bubbles tickled her nose. She took a sip. The champagne was dry and crisp, burning a little as it went down her throat. It was the most expensive thing she’d ever tasted. It tasted like the thousand dollars she was about to earn.

“Good girl,” Heidi purred. She reached out with her free hand. Her manicured fingers, tipped in blood-red polish, stroked Brielle’s bare arm, from her wrist up to her elbow. The touch was slow, possessive. Her skin was warm. The stroke was intimate, claiming.

Brielle closed her eyes. A single tear, hot and full, welled up and escaped. It traced a path through her perfect foundation, cutting a clean, wet line down her cheek.

She didn’t wipe it away. She couldn’t. Her hands were full. She just stood there, holding the cold glass, feeling the slow, deliberate stroke of Heidi’s fingers on her skin, while the tear dripped from her chin onto the velvet of her dress, leaving a dark spot.


Chapter Five




“You’re not a person here, Brielle.”

Heidi whispered the words. Her breath was hot against Brielle’s ear. It smelled like wine and mint. Her lips brushed the sensitive skin just below her earlobe, making her shiver.

“You’re ambiance. You’re a living accessory. A beautiful thing to look at and touch. Now be a good girl and take off that dress.”

Brielle stood frozen, the champagne flute still cold in her hand. Take off the dress. Here. Now. In front of this stranger under the bright lights of the penthouse.

Heidi stepped back, taking another sip of her wine. She watched, her blue eyes sharp and expectant.

This was it. This was the job. The thousand dollars. She had to earn it.

Her fingers felt thick and clumsy. She set the champagne glass down on the chrome coffee table with a soft click. The sound was too loud in the quiet room.

She reached behind her neck, fumbling for the thin strap that held up the backless dress. Her nails scratched her own skin. She found the clasp. It was a small hook. She pinched it, trying to get it open. Her hands were shaking so badly she couldn’t manage it.

A tear, a sibling to the first one, tracked down her other cheek.

“Let me,” Heidi said, her voice dripping with false sweetness. She moved behind Brielle again. Her fingers, deft and sure, found the clasp. She unhooked it easily. The strap loosened.

The velvet dress, with nothing holding it up, slid down Brielle’s body. It pooled around her ankles on the polished concrete floor, a puddle of black. The cool air of the penthouse hit her skin, raising goosebumps. She stood there in just the black lace bra and thong, and the high heels.

“Turn around. Slowly,” Heidi commanded.

Brielle turned, stepping out of the circle of the dress. She kept her eyes down, staring at Heidi’s manicured toes peeking out from her own silk robe.

“Look at me.”

Brielle forced her head up. Heidi’s gaze raked over her body, lingering on the lace cups of the bra, the flat plane of her stomach, the triangle of the thong, the long legs made longer by the heels.

“Not bad,” Heidi murmured. “Lavelle does good work. The hips are perfect. The waist. But you’re holding too much tension. It’s unattractive. We need to soften you up.”

Heidi put her wine glass down. She walked to a large, upholstered armchair and sat down, crossing her legs. She looked like a queen on a throne.

“Come here. Kneel.”

Brielle walked forward, the heels clicking. She stopped in front of the chair. Kneeling in these heels, in this lingerie, felt like the most degrading thing she could imagine.

“Now,” Heidi said.

Brielle lowered herself slowly, one knee then the other, onto the plush rug. The position arched her back, thrusting her chest forward and her ass out. She was on display, kneeling before Heidi.

“Good,” Heidi said. She reached out and ran her fingers through Brielle’s hair, petting her like a dog. “Such pretty hair. You know, I have a whole closet of things that would look better on you than that basic black.”

Heidi’s mood seemed to shift. The cruel edge softened into something playful, but it was a dangerous play. She stood up.

“Stay there.”

Heidi disappeared into another room. Brielle stayed on her knees, staring at the pattern in the rug. She could hear drawers opening and closing. Heidi returned with an armful of lingerie. She dropped them on the floor next to Brielle.

“Let’s play dress-up,” Heidi said, her tone bright. “I want to see you in this one first.”

She picked up a set. It was baby pink, sheer lace with satin ribbons. The bra was a balconette style, meant to push the breasts up and together. The panties were a tiny, ruffled thong.

“Put it on.”

Brielle looked at the frilly, girlish set. It was humiliating. It was like something for a child, but designed for a sexual adult. She reached for it with trembling hands.

“Stand up. It’s easier,” Heidi said, settling back into her chair to watch.

Brielle got to her feet, unsteady. She unfastened the black bra, letting it fall away. Her small, soft breasts were exposed to the cool air and Heidi’s gaze. She quickly pulled the pink bra on, fastening it in the back. The padding was more substantial. It cupped her flesh, creating a deep, fake cleavage. The ribbons tickled her skin.

She hooked her thumbs into the sides of the black thong and pushed it down her legs, stepping out of it. She was completely naked except for the heels. She felt Heidi’s eyes on her, on the thatch of fine pubic hair, on the tiny, shriveled nub of her penis. She wanted to cover herself.

“The panties,” Heidi prompted, her voice lazy.

Brielle picked up the ruffled pink thong. She stepped into it and pulled it up. The lace was scratchy. The ruffles framed her sex, drawing even more attention to it.

“Turn. Let me see.”

Brielle turned in a slow circle. The pink lace was a violent contrast against her skin. She felt ridiculous. Like a parody of a woman.

“Cute,” Heidi said. “But too sweet. Try the red.”

The next set was crimson red, a sheer mesh with strategic satin panels. It was cut high on the hips. Brielle changed again, her movements becoming robotic. Off with the pink, on with the red. The mesh felt abrasive. The red made her skin look paler, more vulnerable.

“Better. More sophisticated. But I think black is your color after all. Put the black back on.”

It was a game. A power game. Heidi was making her change over and over, not because she cared what Brielle wore, but because she could. Because it made Brielle perform. Because it reinforced that her body was not her own. It was a mannequin for Heidi’s amusement.

Finally, Heidi seemed to tire of it. Brielle was back in the original black lace.

“Come here,” Heidi said, patting the space on the large sectional sofa next to her. “Sit.”

Brielle sat, perching on the edge of the cushion. Heidi immediately shifted closer. She put an arm around Brielle’s shoulders and pulled her close, tucking Brielle’s head against her shoulder. It was a mockery of intimacy. Heidi’s silk robe was smooth against Brielle’s bare skin. She could feel the warmth of Heidi’s body, the curve of her breast pressed against Brielle’s arm.

“See? This is nice,” Heidi cooed, stroking Brielle’s hair. “Just two girls hanging out. You can relax.”

Brielle couldn’t relax. Every muscle was a tight wire. Heidi’s touch was possessive, cloying. She was being treated like a pet, a teddy bear. It was somehow worse than the cruelty.

Heidi’s hand drifted from her hair down to her back, her fingers tracing the line of Brielle’s spine. Then her hand slid lower, over the curve of Brielle’s ass, resting on the lace-covered cheek. She squeezed.

Brielle flinched.

“Shhh,” Heidi whispered. “Just relax. You’re so tense. We need to fix that.”

Heidi’s other hand came up and cupped Brielle’s face, turning it toward her. Heidi’s eyes were half-lidded. She leaned in and kissed Brielle on the mouth.

Brielle’s mind went blank. The kiss was soft at first, then insistent. Heidi’s lips were slick with gloss. Her tongue pushed against Brielle’s closed lips, demanding entry.

Open your mouth, a voice in Brielle’s head screamed. It’s part of the job. Earn the money.

She parted her lips. Heidi’s tongue slid inside. The kiss was deep, wet, invasive. Heidi tasted like wine and expensive lipstick. Brielle just sat there, letting it happen, her own tongue limp and unresponsive.

Heidi broke the kiss, a string of saliva connecting their mouths for a second before it broke. She looked amused.

“You’ll need to be more enthusiastic for the next part,” she said. Her hand on Brielle’s ass slid around to the front, her fingers dipping beneath the waistband of the thong. They brushed against the fine hair, then lower, seeking the soft, small flesh between Brielle’s legs.

Brielle gasped, a short, sharp intake of breath. She tried to clamp her thighs together, but Heidi’s hand was already there.

“Oh, don’t be shy,” Heidi murmured. Her fingers found what they were looking for. The tiny, shriveled penis. The soft, empty sack where testicles used to be. She touched it, her fingers exploring the unfamiliar, doll-like anatomy. “My, my. She really did a number on you, didn’t she? There’s almost nothing left.”

The shame was a hot flood through Brielle’s veins. To have this part of her, this ruined, useless part, examined and commented on by this woman. It was the deepest violation.

“It’s cute,” Heidi decided, giving the soft nub a little pinch that made Brielle jerk. “Like a little button. But I doubt it does anything. Let’s find what does.”

Heidi withdrew her hand. She stood up and went over to a sleek sideboard. She opened a drawer and pulled out a small, black silicone object. It was a vibrator, slender and curved. She came back and sat down, placing it on the couch between them.

“I want to watch you,” Heidi said, her voice dropping to a husky whisper. “I want to see what Lavelle’s hormones have done to your wiring. I want to see if this new body of yours… works.”

Brielle stared at the vibrator. Her heart was hammering against her ribs. No. She couldn’t. This was too much.

“Do it,” Heidi said, the command clear and hard. “Or the tip gets cut in half. Five hundred dollars instead of a thousand. Your choice.”

The threat of losing money was like a cattle prod. The fear of Ms. Lavelle’s anger was worse. Brielle’s hand, moving as if detached from her body, reached out and picked up the vibrator. It was cool and smooth.

“Lie back,” Heidi instructed. “Legs open. Let me see.”

Brielle lay back on the huge white sofa. The leather was cool against her bare back. She spread her legs, bending her knees. The position exposed everything to Heidi’s view. The black lace thong was a thin barrier. She felt utterly, horrifyingly open.

“Take the panties off. I want a clear view.”

With trembling fingers, Brielle hooked her thumbs into the sides of the thong and pushed it down over her hips, down her thighs, past her knees. She kicked it off onto the floor. She was completely naked from the waist down except for the heels. The cool air touched her most intimate places.

“Good,” Heidi breathed, leaning forward, her eyes fixed between Brielle’s legs. “Now. Turn it on. Start slow.”

Brielle found the button on the vibrator. She pressed it. A low, steady buzz filled the air. The device hummed in her hand, making her fingers tingle.

“Touch yourself with it. Not on your little clit. Lower. On your perineum. The spot between there and your asshole.”

Brielle didn’t know what that meant, not exactly. But she guided the buzzing tip lower, past her soft penis, to the smooth, untouched skin between that and her anus. She pressed the vibrator there.

A jolt went through her. It wasn’t pleasure. It was a strange, electric sensation. A vibration deep in her core.

“Now move it up. Slowly. Trace the line.”

She dragged the vibrator upward, over the sensitive skin. As it passed over the soft, tiny shaft of her penis, something happened. A spark. A flicker of feeling in the dead flesh. It wasn’t an erection. That was impossible now. But it was a pulse of sensation, deep and internal.

A small, traitorous gasp escaped her lips.

“There it is,” Heidi said, sounding delighted. “See? The nerves are still there. They’ve just been… rerouted. Keep going. Find the spot.”

Brielle moved the vibrator in small circles. The buzzing was relentless. The sensation built, confusing and alien. It wasn’t the sharp, localized pleasure he used to feel. This was deeper, wider, a spreading warmth in his pelvis. It centered not on his dick, but somewhere inside, behind it.

His body was responding. Against his will. A flush spread across his chest. His breathing became shallow. His hips gave a tiny, involuntary buck against the vibrator.

“Yes,” Heidi encouraged, her own breath coming faster. “That’s it. Let me see you come. Come for me, Brielle. Show me what a good girl you can be.”

The words were filthy. The command was degrading. But his body didn’t care. The hormones, the new wiring, they had taken over. The pleasure built in a slow, inexorable wave. It was different from any orgasm he’d ever had as a man. Less explosive, more suffusing. It started deep in his belly and radiated outward, making his thighs tremble and his toes curl in the high heels.

He cried out, a high, feminine sound that echoed in the quiet penthouse. His back arched off the sofa. The climax washed through him, leaving him weak and shaking. Wetness, not semen but a clear, slick fluid, seeped from the tiny opening at the tip of his soft penis.

He lay there, panting, the vibrator still humming on the couch beside him. He felt hollowed out. Used. And worst of all, his body felt satisfied in a way that filled him with profound shame.

Heidi clapped her hands together softly, a slow, mocking applause.

“Bravo! See? You’re not broken. You’re just different. And quite responsive.” She picked up the vibrator and turned it off. “Clean yourself up. The bathroom is through there.”

Brielle stumbled to her feet, her legs like jelly. She found the bathroom, a huge space of marble and chrome. She cleaned the sticky fluid from between her legs with a washcloth, avoiding looking at herself in the mirror. She put the black thong back on. She walked back into the living room.

Heidi was back by the window, sipping a fresh glass of wine. She looked bored again. The plaything had lost its novelty.

“Your car is waiting downstairs,” Heidi said without looking at her. “You can see yourself out.”

Brielle gathered her black velvet dress from the floor. She didn’t put it on. She just held it in front of her like a shield. She walked to the elevator, her heels loud on the floor. The doors closed, sealing her alone with her reflection again.

The ride down was silent. The ride home in the town car was silent. She stared out the window, seeing nothing.

When she was back in the beautiful bedroom at Ms. Lavelle’s, she dropped the dress on the floor. She took off the heels. She stood in the middle of the room, in just the black lace, feeling dirty.

Her phone, sitting on the nightstand, chimed.

A notification. From her banking app. A deposit of $1,000.00.

The sound was cheerful. It was the sound of a prison bell ringing. Payment for services rendered.

The next morning, Ms. Lavelle summoned her to the lab. Brielle dressed in simple leggings and a sweater from her new wardrobe. She felt numb.

Ms. Lavelle was reviewing something on a tablet. She looked up as Brielle entered.

“Heidi’s report came in,” Ms. Lavelle said, her tone businesslike. “She found you passive. Compliant, but lacking in engagement. You performed the required acts, but without enthusiasm.”

Brielle said nothing. What was there to say?

“For a first time, this is acceptable. You followed instructions. You did not refuse. However, for the premium tier, passive is not enough. Clients pay for an experience. They pay for a fantasy. You must be more engaging. More responsive. Your income, and my reputation, depend on client satisfaction scores. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Brielle whispered.

“Good. You have the day to rest. There will be another assignment tomorrow. A different client. Her name is Olivia. She is… less patient than Heidi. Be prepared.”

Brielle went back to her room. She didn’t belong in this beautiful suite. She needed her own space, the shitty studio that used to be his. Maybe there, he could find a piece of himself.

She called for the car. Ms. Lavelle allowed it, as long as she was back by curfew.

The studio was different. Cleaner. He had used the Lavelle money to pay for a cleaning service. The broken mirror was gone, replaced with a new one. The place smelled like lemon cleaner instead of old takeout. It didn’t feel like his anymore. It felt like a museum of a dead person.

He sat on the edge of the bed, the mattress firm and new. He looked down at his ankle. The gold anklet gleamed dully in the afternoon light filtering through the dirty window.

Property of Lavelle Labs.

Rage, sudden and hot, erupted in his chest. It was the first real emotion he’d felt since the numbness set in. This thing. This collar. This mark of ownership.

He wouldn’t wear it. He couldn’t.

He stormed into the tiny kitchenette. He yanked open a drawer and pulled out the heaviest thing he had—a cheap, serrated kitchen knife. He went back to the bed and sat down. He grabbed his right ankle with his left hand, pulling his foot into his lap.

He placed the serrated edge of the knife against the thin gold chain. He started sawing back and forth, putting all his weight into it.

The metal screeched against the metal. A horrible, grating sound. The anklet didn’t give. Not even a little. He sawed harder, faster. The knife slipped, the teeth scraping against his own skin just above the anklet.

Pain flared. He saw a line of red appear. He kept sawing, desperate now. The knife skidded again, cutting deeper into his ankle. Blood welled up, dripping onto his leggings and the bedspread.

The anklet remained pristine. Unscratched. The gold wasn’t even dulled. The surgical steel links were stronger than his cheap knife.

He sawed until his arm ached and his ankle was a mess of raw, bleeding skin. The pain was sharp and bright. The anklet was untouched. It was permanent. She had told the truth.

The rage evaporated, leaving only a crushing despair. He dropped the knife. It clattered to the floor.

He sank off the bed onto the floor, his back against the mattress. He pulled his knees to his chest, hugging them. The sobs came then, huge, wracking things that shook his whole body. He cried for Brad, who was gone. He cried for Brielle, who was a prisoner. He cried for his broken body and his stolen life. He cried until his throat was raw and his eyes were swollen.

He sat there on the floor for a long time, covered in his own blood, exhausted and empty.

Then, on the floor beside the bed, his new phone buzzed.

The sound was insistent. A notification.

He didn’t want to look. He knew what it was.

But his hand, moving on its own, covered in drying blood, reached out. He picked up the phone. The screen glowed.

A notification from the Couture Courier app.

New Assignment.

Client: Olivia.

Time: Tomorrow, 8:00 PM.

Tip: $1,500.00.

Fifteen hundred dollars.

His bloody thumb hovered over the screen. He could decline. He could throw the phone against the wall. He could run.

But he saw the anklet, gleaming on his torn-up ankle. He felt the ghost of Heidi’s touch. He heard Ms. Lavelle’s voice. Who do you think a jury will believe?

He had no choice. There was never any choice.

His bloody thumb came down on the screen, smearing red across the glass. He tapped Accept.


Chapter Six




The black town car slid to a stop under a glowing canopy. Brielle sat in the back, her hands folded in her lap. She wore a sleek black cocktail dress. It was backless and short, with thin straps that dug into her shoulders. The material was tight, holding her new shape like a second skin. Her makeup was perfect, her hair fell in soft waves. She was a packaged product, ready for delivery.

The driver opened her door. The sound of music hit her first. A deep, pulsing bass throb that she could feel in her teeth. Then came the noise of voices, laughter, the clink of glasses. A party.

She stepped out onto the sidewalk. The building was another glass tower, this one in the heart of the city. The lobby was full of beautiful people in expensive clothes, milling around, waiting for elevators. She was ushered past them to a private elevator whose doors were guarded by a man in a black suit with an earpiece. He nodded at her and pressed the call button.

The elevator ride was smooth and fast. When the doors opened, the wall of sound and heat was overwhelming.

The penthouse was massive, a sea of polished concrete, dark wood, and floor-to-ceiling windows showing the glittering city grid. Colored lights swept across the ceiling. The music was loud, a driving electronic beat. Dozens of people filled the space. They were all beautiful, dressed in designer clothes, holding cocktails. They moved with a confident, predatory grace.

Brielle stood frozen in the elevator doorway, a deer in headlights.

Then she saw her. Ms. Lavelle.

She was across the room, standing with a small group of women. She wore a tailored navy pantsuit, her hair impeccable. She was holding a champagne flute, smiling politely at something someone said. Then her eyes scanned the room and found Brielle. Their gazes locked.

Ms. Lavelle gave a slight, almost imperceptible nod. An approving nod. Like a chef checking that a dish had been plated correctly before sending it to the table.

The nod was a command. Go on. Get to work.

Before Brielle could move, a woman detached herself from a nearby group and strode over. She was tall, with sharp cheekbones and dark hair cut in a severe bob. She wore a blood-red jumpsuit that clung to her athletic figure. Her eyes, a cold gray, appraised Brielle instantly. This was Olivia.

“There you are,” Olivia said, her voice cutting through the music. She didn’t smile. She grabbed Brielle’s upper arm, her grip firm and possessive. “You’re late. Come on.”

Olivia pulled her into the crowd. People parted for them, their eyes flicking to Brielle with casual interest. She was the new thing. The fresh meat.

Olivia led her to a cluster of women near a huge marble bar. There were three of them. One was a willowy blonde with a bored expression. Another had fiery red hair and a mischievous smile. The third was a brunette with warm, friendly eyes that didn’t match the calculating look she gave Brielle.

“Ladies, meet the new toy from Lavelle,” Olivia announced, releasing Brielle’s arm with a slight push, presenting her. “This is Brielle.”

The blonde looked her up and down. “Cute. The hips are fantastic. Did Lavelle do those from scratch?”

“Mostly serums and posture training,” Olivia said, as if discussing the features of a new car. “The bone structure was already decent. She just… refined it.”

The redhead stepped closer. “Hi, Brielle. I’m Kayleigh.” She reached out and pinched Brielle’s cheek, hard enough to sting. “So pretty. And so quiet.”

The brunette smiled. “I’m Alice. Don’t mind Kayleigh, she has no manners.” But Alice’s hand came up and brushed Brielle’s hair off her shoulder, her fingers lingering on the bare skin of her neck. “Such soft hair.”

“And this is Bailey,” Olivia said, nodding to the bored blonde. “She doesn’t talk much either. You two should get along.”

Bailey gave a tiny, humorless smirk.

Brielle stood there, surrounded by them. Their perfume was a confusing mix of scents. Their eyes were everywhere, on her face, her chest, her hips. She felt like a specimen in a lab. A shared novelty.

“She’s supposed to serve,” Olivia said. “That’s her function tonight. Go on, Brielle. The bar. Get us a round of martinis. Dirty. Three olives each.”

It was an order. A simple one. Brielle nodded, grateful for a task that didn’t involve being touched. She turned and made her way to the crowded bar. She had to squeeze between people. She felt hands brush against her back, her ass. Whether accidental or intentional, she didn’t know.

She caught the bartender’s eye. “Four dirty martinis, please. Three olives each.”

Her voice was barely audible over the music. The bartender, a handsome guy with tattoos, gave her a sympathetic glance but nodded. He made the drinks quickly, placing them on a small tray.

She carried the tray back carefully, the chilled glasses slippery. As she approached the group, Olivia plucked a glass off the tray.

“Slow,” Olivia commented. “We’ll work on that.”

The other women took their drinks. Kayleigh sipped hers and made a face.

“A little too dirty, sweetie. But it’s fine.” She put her glass down on a nearby table. “I’m bored of drinks. I want my welcome kiss.”

Brielle froze, the empty tray held in front of her like a shield.

“You heard her,” Olivia said, her tone leaving no room for argument. “Kayleigh wants a kiss. Give her one.”

All four women were looking at her. People nearby were starting to watch, sensing entertainment.

Kayleigh stepped right up to her. She was a little shorter than Brielle, even in heels. She tilted her head up, her lips parted. Her breath smelled of gin and olives.

Brielle leaned down. She pressed her lips to Kayleigh’s. It was a dry, closed-mouth kiss. Kayleigh’s lips were sticky with gloss.

Kayleigh pulled back after a second. “Boring. That’s not a kiss. Let me show you.”

She grabbed the back of Brielle’s neck, her fingers tangling in her hair, and pulled her down again. This time, Kayleigh’s mouth was open, her tongue pushing insistently past Brielle’s lips. The kiss was wet, deep, and humiliatingly public. Brielle could hear a few whoops and laughs from the surrounding partygoers.

When Kayleigh finally released her, Brielle’s lipstick was smeared.

“Better,” Kayleigh said, licking her own lips. “She tastes good.”

“My turn,” Alice said, her friendly smile still in place. She didn’t ask. She simply cupped Brielle’s face and kissed her, a softer, more exploring kiss. Her tongue swiped along Brielle’s lower lip. “Mmm. Sweet.”

Bailey watched, then simply pointed to her own cheek. Brielle understood. She leaned in and gave Bailey a peck on the cheek. Bailey wrinkled her nose but didn’t complain.

Olivia saved herself for last. Her kiss wasn’t about pleasure. It was about dominance. She bit Brielle’s lower lip, hard enough to make her gasp, before plunging her tongue into her mouth. It was a claiming. When she pulled away, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

“Now she’s properly introduced,” Olivia said to her friends. “Let’s play a game.”

A game. Brielle’s stomach twisted.

“What game?” Kayleigh asked, her eyes lighting up.

“Something simple. Let’s call it… ‘Make the Doll Blush.’” Olivia’s gray eyes fixed on Brielle. “The rules are easy. We give you a little command. You do it. If you blush, or hesitate, or cry, you lose. If you do it without a reaction, you win.”

“What do we win?” Alice asked.

“The satisfaction of breaking in a new toy,” Olivia said. “And the next round of drinks is on me. Brielle, you win… nothing. Because you’re not a person playing. You’re the doll. Ready?”

Brielle just stared. She had no choice. She never had a choice.

“First command,” Kayleigh said immediately. “Take off your shoes.”

A simple start. Brielle bent down, balancing on one heeled foot at a time. She unstrapped the delicate black sandals and stepped out of them. The cool floor felt good on her feet. She stood straight again.

No blush. No hesitation.

“Too easy,” Bailey murmured.

“Second command,” Alice said, her voice still kind. “Unzip the back of your dress. Just halfway.”

Brielle reached behind her, finding the hidden zipper at the back of the tight dress. She pulled it down slowly. The zipper teeth separated with a soft hiss. She stopped when the zipper was at the middle of her back. The dress gaped open, showing more of her bare skin to the room.

A few people nearby were openly watching now, drinks forgotten.

“Good,” Olivia said. “Now, turn around and let that guy by the pillar see down your dress.”

Brielle turned. A man in a tailored suit was leaning against a concrete pillar, talking to a woman. His eyes flicked to Brielle, then down to the opening of her dress. He could see the curve of her back, the top of her black lace bra. He smirked and said something to his companion, who laughed.

Heat flooded Brielle’s cheeks. She couldn’t stop it.

“Ah! She blushes!” Kayleigh crowed. “Point to us!”

“That was a cheap shot,” Alice chided, but she was smiling.

“My turn,” Olivia said, stepping closer. Her voice dropped, but it was still clear over the music. “Put your hand under your dress. I want you to touch yourself. Right here, in front of everyone. Just for ten seconds. Show us you’re getting wet for the party.”

Brielle’s breath caught. This was it. The line. She looked at Olivia’s face. It was stern, expectant. This was not a request. It was a test of ownership.

Her hand trembled as she brought it to the hem of her short dress. She lifted it slightly. She slid her hand underneath, over her thigh, towards the center of her body. She was wearing the black lace thong. Her fingers brushed over the lace, over the flat, soft mound beneath.

She closed her eyes. She couldn’t look at the crowd. She imagined she was somewhere else. She pressed her fingers against herself, through the lace. She moved them in a small, circular motion, mimicking what Heidi had taught her. She counted in her head. One. Two. Three.

She could feel the eyes on her. She could hear the music, the laughter, the conversations that had died down around them. Four. Five. Six.

Her body, traitorously, began to respond. A faint warmth spread through her pelvis. Seven. Eight. Nine.

She pulled her hand out, bringing it back to her side. She opened her eyes.

The women were staring at her, their expressions a mix of arousal and triumph. The surrounding party guests were clapping, laughing, a few whistling.

“Fuck, she actually did it,” Kayleigh breathed, impressed.

“She’s well-trained,” Olivia said, her gaze approving. “But the blush is still there. And her hand was shaking. We’re not done.”

The game continued. The commands escalated.

“Kneel down and tie Bailey’s shoe.” She knelt on the hard floor, her dress riding up dangerously high, and fumbled with the laces of Bailey’s designer sneaker while Bailey looked down at her with detached amusement.

“Let Alice feel your ass. Tell her if it’s real.” Alice’s hands groped her rounded cheeks, squeezing and kneading. “Feels real to me,” Alice declared. “Great work, Lavelle.”

“Go ask that waiter for a straw. Put it in your mouth and suck on it like it’s a cock.” Humiliated, Brielle did it, catching the young waiter’s horrified and fascinated stare as she mimicked the obscene act with a simple straw.

Each command was a small violation. Each one chipped away at the last fragments of her dignity. She was a party trick. A living doll they could pose and command. The laughter and attention of the crowd fueled the women, made them more creative, more cruel.

Brielle’s mind retreated. She went somewhere far away, up near the colored lights on the ceiling. She watched “Brielle” perform these acts down below. That girl in the black dress wasn’t her. That was the doll. She was just a passenger.

During a lull, as Olivia was arguing with Kayleigh about the next command, Brielle’s distant gaze swept across the room. It landed on another girl.

She was standing near a potted fern, holding a tray of empty glasses. She was stunning—tall, with long, platinum blonde hair and legs that seemed to go on forever. She wore a maid’s uniform, but it was a sexy parody of one, black and white, cut very short. Her face was a perfect, emotionless mask.

But her eyes. Her eyes met Brielle’s across the crowded room.

In that instant, the mask slipped. Brielle saw it. She saw the same hollow emptiness. The same trapped despair. The same understanding of being a thing in a room full of people.

The blonde’s eyes widened just a fraction. A silent communication passed between them. I see you. I am you.

Then a large woman in a sequined dress snapped her fingers near the blonde’s face. The blonde flinched, the mask slamming back into place. She lowered her eyes and scurried away with her tray.

That brief connection was like a lifeline thrown into a stormy sea. And then it was gone, yanked away. Brielle wasn’t alone. There were others. Other toys. Other prisoners. The knowledge was both comforting and horrifying.

“Eyes front, doll,” Olivia’s voice cut through her thoughts. Olivia had seen her wandering attention. “The game is moving to the terrace. We need more privacy for the finale.”

Olivia grabbed her arm again and led her, with her friends following, through a set of wide glass doors onto a sprawling rooftop terrace. It was cooler outside. The city lights stretched out forever. A few other couples and small groups were out here, smoking, talking quietly.

Olivia found a relatively secluded corner near a low wall lined with glass fire pits. The flames danced, casting flickering shadows.

“Okay,” Olivia said, turning to face Brielle. Her eyes were bright with alcohol and power. “I think it’s time to break in my toy properly. Everyone deserves a show, don’t you think?”

Alice looked slightly uneasy. “Liv, maybe take her inside…”

“Don’t be a prude, Alice,” Kayleigh said, grinning. “I want to see.”

Bailey just lit a cigarette and leaned against the wall, watching.

Olivia didn’t wait for more discussion. She pushed Brielle back against the cool concrete wall of a terrace structure. The rough surface scraped her bare back through the open zipper.

“You’ve been a good doll so far,” Olivia whispered, her face inches away. Her breath was hot and smelled of vodka. “But good isn’t enough. I want you to be mine. I want everyone to see you’re mine.”

She kissed Brielle again, a brutal, biting kiss. Then her hands went to the front of Brielle’s dress. She didn’t bother with the zipper. She grabbed the neckline and pulled, hard.

The fabric, already strained, tore. A loud ripping sound. The dress split down the front, sagging open to reveal the black lace bra beneath.

Brielle gasped, trying to cover herself.

“Hands at your sides,” Olivia commanded, her voice like steel.

Brielle forced her hands down. She stood there, her dress torn open, exposed to Olivia and her friends and anyone else on the terrace who cared to look.

Olivia’s hands were everywhere. She groped Brielle’s padded breasts through the bra, pinching the nipples hard enough to make her whimper. She squeezed her waist, her hips. Then her hand slid down, under the remains of the dress, over the lace thong.

“So this is what Lavelle makes,” Olivia muttered, her fingers finding the soft, small flesh between Brielle’s legs. She rubbed it through the lace, not gently. “A pretty hole with nothing in it. A blank slate.”

She hooked her fingers into the sides of the thong and yanked it down Brielle’s thighs. The lace tore. The thong fell to her ankles. Brielle was completely exposed from the waist down, pressed against the wall, her dress hanging open in the front.

Olivia dropped to her knees.

Brielle stared straight ahead, over Olivia’s head, at the distant city lights. She dissociated completely. She was a thousand miles away. This wasn’t happening to her.

She felt Olivia’s mouth on her. On the soft, hairless skin of her inner thighs. On the tiny, useless nub of her penis. Olivia didn’t kiss. She licked, she sucked, she bit. It was an act of marking, not pleasure. Her tongue probed lower, pushing against the tight, untouched pucker of her asshole.

Brielle made a sound, a choked-off sob.

“She’s crying,” Kayleigh observed, sounding delighted.

“Shut up,” Olivia snapped, pulling back. She stood up, wiping her mouth. Her lipstick was smeared. “Tears are boring. I want her to come. I want her to scream.”

Olivia turned to Bailey. “Give me your cigarette.”

Bailey handed it over. Olivia took a long drag, then held the glowing tip close to Brielle’s face. “You’re going to come for me. And you’re going to say thank you. Or I might get clumsy with this.”

The threat was clear. Brielle’s mind snapped back into her body, terror overriding the numbness.

Olivia’s hand went back between Brielle’s legs. Her fingers were rough, demanding. She shoved two fingers inside Brielle’s mouth, making her suck them wet. Then she brought them down and pushed them against her asshole, applying pressure.

It hurt. It burned. Brielle cried out.

“Quiet,” Olivia hissed. With her other hand, she pinched Brielle’s tiny clit, hard.

Pain and a shocking, unwanted jolt of pleasure mixed together. Olivia’s wet fingers pushed harder against her ass, breaching the tight ring of muscle. The intrusion was sudden and painful. Brielle screamed, a short, sharp sound.

Olivia worked her fingers in and out, a crude, punishing rhythm. At the same time, she rubbed and pinched Brielle’s clit with her thumb. The sensations warred—searing pain from behind, sharp, electric sparks from the front.

Her body, wired by Lavelle’s hormones, betrayed her utterly. The pain blurred into a strange, overwhelming stimulation. The climax built not as pleasure, but as a tidal wave of involuntary sensation she couldn’t control. It crashed over her, wrenching a ragged, broken scream from her throat. Her legs buckled. She sagged against the wall, held up only by Olivia’s hand.

Olivia pulled her fingers out, slick with saliva and Brielle’s own fluids. She held them up, showing her friends.

“See? Broken in.”

She then reached for the torn front of Brielle’s dress. She tucked something into the cup of Brielle’s bra. Brielle looked down. It was a folded stack of hundred-dollar bills. The tip. Fifteen hundred dollars.

Olivia patted Brielle’s head, like she was a dog that had performed a trick.

“Good doll. You can go home now. Someone will call your car.”

Olivia turned and walked back to her friends, laughing at something Kayleigh said. They drifted back inside the party, leaving Brielle alone against the wall.

She slowly slid down to sit on the cold terrace floor. Her dress was ruined. Her thong was torn at her ankles. She was sore, used, and empty. She pulled the stack of money from her bra. It felt dirty.

After a few minutes, the same driver from earlier appeared. His face was impassive. He helped her up, draped a blanket from the car over her shoulders to cover the torn dress, and led her to the elevator.

The ride down was silent. The ride home in the town car was silent. She stared out the window, the blanket pulled tight around her, the money a heavy lump in her hand.

Then, for the first time, the driver spoke. His voice was a low, gravelly rumble.

“Ms. Lavelle says you performed adequately. Your next appointment is with Alisson. She’s… particular. You’ll be prepped tomorrow.”

Brielle didn’t look at him. She watched the streetlights blur past.

“Okay,” she murmured, her voice flat and dead.

The car drove on, taking her back to the beautiful house that was her prison.


Chapter Seven




“Adoll should not speak unless given a direct question.”

The voice was crisp, cool, and left no room for argument. Brielle stood in the center of a stark white room. There were no windows. The walls were blank. The floor was polished concrete that felt unforgivingly hard through the thin soles of the ballet flats she’d been told to wear. The only furniture was a single metal chair and a small table holding a pitcher of water and a few small objects. The air smelled like antiseptic and ozone, with an underlying hint of lemon cleaner. It was the smell of a place where mistakes were not tolerated.

The woman who had spoken stood before her. Alisson. She was older than Heidi or Olivia, maybe in her early fifties. Her hair was a perfect silver bob, cut at a sharp, precise angle that framed a face with severe, handsome features. She wore a tailored charcoal gray pantsuit with a white blouse buttoned all the way to her throat. A single pearl pendant rested at the hollow of her neck. She looked like a corporate CEO or a stern headmistress from an old movie. Her eyes, a pale, icy blue, assessed Brielle with none of the predatory lust she had seen in Heidi or Olivia. This was a different kind of hunger. A hunger for order, for control, for perfect, silent compliance.

“You will address me as Ma’am, or as Ms. Alisson,” she continued. Her hands were clasped behind her back, military-style. “Your previous engagements have been… unstructured. Playtime. My function is to provide structure. To refine you. Lavelle has crafted the vessel. I will install the operating system. I will teach you how to be.”

Brielle said nothing. She remembered the driver’s warning. Particular. The word didn’t cover it. This woman was a machine.

“Your first lesson is posture. Stand as you are now.”

Brielle stood, trying to remember the posture the leather harness had taught her. Shoulders back, spine arched, weight forward on the balls of her feet.

“Inadequate,” Alisson stated flatly. She walked a slow, deliberate circle around Brielle. Her heels made a soft, authoritative click on the concrete. “Your shoulders are tense. They are hunched forward approximately two centimeters. Your pelvic tilt is three degrees insufficient. Your gaze is directed at the floor. A doll’s gaze should be soft, directed slightly downward at a forty-five degree angle, but not submissive. It should be vacant. Pleasant. You are not a slave expressing deference. You are an object. An object does not feel submission. It simply exists. It is present. Adjust.”

Brielle tried. She pulled her shoulders back further, wincing at the pinch in her scapulae. She pushed her hips forward, increasing the ache in her lower back. She lifted her chin just a little, letting her eyes focus on a scuff mark on the wall about twenty feet away.

Alisson stopped in front of her. “I will make a physical correction. Do not move.”

Her hands came up. They were cool and dry, the skin smooth but firm. One hand pressed firmly between Brielle’s shoulder blades, a steady, insistent pressure that forced her chest forward and up. The other hand pressed low on her stomach, just above her pubic bone, pushing in and up sharply. The adjustment forced her pelvis into a more extreme anterior tilt. The new position thrust her ass out even more, hollowed her lower back, and made her balance precariously on the fronts of her feet. Her center of gravity shifted dramatically. It felt unnatural, strained, like a bowstring pulled too tight.

“This is Posture Alpha,” Alisson said, stepping back. “You will learn to hold it without conscious effort. It will become your default state. Hold it.”

The position was agonizing from the first second. Muscles in Brielle’s upper back, which had grown soft and slender, began to burn with the unfamiliar strain. Her abdominal muscles, now layered over with a soft feminine padding, quivered with the effort to maintain the tilt. A fine tremor started in her thighs. She focused on the scuff mark, trying to breathe through the discomfort.

“You are trembling. Unacceptable. A doll does not tremble unless commanded to simulate vulnerability.” Alisson picked up a small, black remote from the table. It had a single silver button. “We will use aversion therapy to accelerate muscle memory. The anklet you wear is capable of delivering graded electro-tactile stimuli. Consider it a… prompt.”

She pressed the button.

A sharp, hot jolt of electricity shot through Brielle’s right ankle. It wasn’t like a static shock. It was deeper, more painful, a concentrated burst of heat and needle-like pain that seemed to zap directly into the bone. The sensation was so sudden and intense it bypassed thought. She cried out—a short, sharp gasp—and stumbled forward, the perfect, tortured posture completely broken.

“That was a negative reinforcement,” Alisson said, her voice utterly calm. She placed the remote back on the table. “Approximately five milliamps. Unpleasant, but not damaging. We will try again. Assume Posture Alpha.”

Tears of pain and humiliated frustration welled in Brielle’s eyes. She blinked them back angrily. She forced her body back into the contorted position, every muscle protesting. The memory of the shock was fresh in her ankle, a phantom throbbing.

“Better. Hold it.”

Seconds ticked by. The burn in her core became a fire. Her thighs shook violently. She bit the inside of her cheek, using that smaller pain to distract from the larger one. She counted in her head. One Mississippi. Two Mississippi.

At thirty seconds, a sweat broke out on her upper lip. At forty-five, her vision started to blur at the edges from the strain.

Just as she was certain her muscles would give out and she would collapse, Alisson spoke.

“Relax.”

The word was a pardon. Brielle sagged, her body slumping into its natural, exhausted stance. She gasped for air, her chest heaving. Her lower back screamed in relief and protest simultaneously.

“You held for fifty-two seconds. The baseline for proficiency is five minutes without tremor. We have significant work to do.” Alisson walked to the table. She picked up a small porcelain dish. On it was a single, perfect chocolate truffle, dusted with cocoa powder. “This is a positive reinforcement. For not speaking out of turn, and for your attempt to comply.”

She held the dish out. Brielle, confused and still breathing hard, stared at it. A reward? For being in pain? She slowly reached out and took the truffle. It was cool and firm. She put it in her mouth. It was rich, dark, and intensely sweet, the bitterness of the cocoa powder giving way to a creamy, velvety center. The simple, primal pleasure of sugar and fat on her tongue, after the shock and the strain, was profoundly shocking. It felt like a betrayal by her own body.

“Now,” Alisson said, putting the empty dish down with a soft click. “Sitting.”

The lesson went on for what felt like days but was probably only three hours. Alisson was a meticulous, relentless instructor. Every movement was broken down into components, each one corrected, drilled, and punished or rewarded.

How to approach the metal chair. How to lower herself onto the very front edge of it without letting her body slump or her knees splay. How to arrange her hands—folded in her lap, left over right, thumbs hidden. How to keep her spine in that same exaggerated arch even while seated, which required constant, subtle tension in her core.

“You are not resting,” Alisson intoned as Brielle tried to ease the ache in her back. “You are presenting. There is a difference. A chair is not for your comfort. It is a stage for your form.”

How to rise from the chair smoothly, without using her hands for leverage on the seat, without a grunt of effort, without a stumble. How to walk in the ballet flats with short, precise steps that didn’t allow her hips to sway provocatively, but rather to shift with a subtle, elegant economy of motion. “You are not a stripper. You are an attendant. Your movement should be noticed only for its silence and grace, not for its vulgarity.”

Each incorrect movement—a slouch, a clumsy step, a glance in the wrong direction—was met with that sharp, correcting zap from the anklet. The shocks varied in intensity. A light, startling tingle for a minor fault. A sharper, more painful jolt for a repeated error or a show of resistance. Brielle learned to fear the remote in Alisson’s hand. She learned to scan her own body constantly, a internal monitor checking for deviations from the programmed ideal.

Each correct movement, held for the required time, was rewarded. Sometimes with another truffle. Sometimes with a single, small, sweet grape. Once, for holding a kneeling posture for two full minutes, with a sip of cool, plain water from a crystal glass Alisson held to her lips. The rewards were pathetic, childish things, but in the context of the white room and the ever-present threat of pain, they felt like lifelines. They created a twisted craving. Do it right, get a sweet. Do it wrong, get hurt. It was the simplest, most brutal psychology.

It was not sex. There was no heated breath, no groping hands, no forced kisses. This was something colder, more clinical. It was programming. Alisson was systematically breaking down Brielle’s natural, masculine-coded movements—Brad’s slouch, his long, careless strides, his habit of standing with his weight on one hip, his defensive crossed arms—and rebuilding them from scratch. Erasing Brad. Installing Brielle. Not just her body, but her very way of occupying space. Her stillness was to be decorative. Her motion was to be functional. Her existence was to be a pleasant, empty backdrop.

“Eye contact,” Alisson said later, during what Brielle thought of as the ‘cognitive’ portion of her training. “Look directly at me.”

Brielle lifted her gaze to meet Alisson’s pale, assessing eyes.

“Too direct. Too much personality. You are challenging me. There is a person behind those eyes. There must not be. Soften your focus. Look at the bridge of my nose. Let your eyes go slightly unfocused, as if you are looking through me at something on the wall behind.”

Brielle tried. It made her vision blurry and gave her a slight headache. She felt cross-eyed.

“Better. Now, on my command, lower your gaze to my chin. Do it.”

Brielle let her eyes drift down.

“Hold it there. That is the correct look. You are acknowledging my presence without seeking engagement. You are visually available for instruction, but you are not initiating interaction. You are a screen waiting for input.”

A shock hit her ankle—a sharp, sudden bite. She flinched.

“Your attention wandered to the door. You wondered how much longer this would take. That is thinking. Do not think. Simply be. Do it again. Look at my chin.”

The training was relentless, a drip-feed of pain and petty reward that rewired her nervous system. She practiced carrying a tray with three glasses filled to the brim with water, walking the length of the room and back without spilling a drop. A shock for any visible slosh. A truffle for a perfect, silent circuit.

She was taught to anticipate needs, but not to act on them. It was a maddening paradox. “If a client sets her wine glass down and looks toward the bar, what do you do?”

Brielle hesitated, her mind tired. “Get her another drink, Ma’am?”

A shock, stronger this time, made her ankle jump. “Wrong. You do nothing unless commanded. But you position yourself within easy reach, facing the bar, your body oriented for efficient movement. You make yourself an obvious tool for the task. You are not a thinker. You are not a servant with initiative. You are a facilitator. A function. You reduce friction.”

The shocks were not crippling, but they were perfectly calibrated to be maximally unpleasant and humiliating. They came without warning, a violent, invisible reminder of who held the power in the room. The rewards, in contrast, were small, sensory, and infantilizing. The system was designed to addict her to the tiny dopamine hit of approval, to make her crave the absence of pain. It was working. She found herself staring at the porcelain dish, hoping for a truffle, more than she thought about escaping.

During a mandated five-minute kneeling period—a test of endurance—Brielle’s mind, starved of external stimulus, turned inward. It didn’t go to the blank, dissociative place she used during the parties. It rebelled, flashing to a memory so vivid it was tactile.

Brad, laughing so hard he snorted soda out of his nose. He was sitting on the curb outside a 7-Eleven with Ashton. It was summer, late evening. The pavement was still warm from the sun. They were sharing a bag of disgusting gas station nachos, the cheese a toxic orange. Ashton was telling a stupid story about his boss. The streetlights buzzed overhead, casting a jaundiced glow. Brad felt a profound, uncomplicated happiness. It was the happiness of cheap food, a friend, and a night with no responsibilities.

The memory was so sharp it stole her breath. The feeling of the warm concrete through his jeans. The smell of fake cheese and gasoline. The sound of Ashton’s laugh. It felt like someone else’s life. A movie she had watched once and remembered strangely well. That boy with the stubble and the loud laugh, the one who felt the sun on his face and thought about nothing, had nothing to do with the silent, kneeling girl in the sterile white room. That boy was dead. He had been murdered by money and creams and this woman with the remote.

The pain of that loss was a deep, sick ache in her gut, far worse than any shock from the anklet. She hadn’t just lost her body or her future. She had lost her entire past. Her memories were now just artifacts, ghosts haunting a stranger’s mind. They had no home here.

“Your lumbar curve is collapsing,” Alisson’s voice sliced through the memory like a scalpel. “Knees closer together. Re-engage the transverse abdominals. Arch the back. Now.”

Brielle adjusted automatically, the ghost of Brad and the warm summer night dissolving like smoke in the antiseptic air. The past was a luxury she could not afford. There was only the posture, the remote, the next command.

The days fell into a grim, exhausting routine. She would be brought to the white room at nine a.m. sharp. The training would last for six, sometimes eight hours, with only short, regimented breaks for water and a protein bar. Then she would be returned to her luxurious suite at Lavelle’s, her body a constellation of new aches, her mind fuzzy and subdued. The Lavelle money still flowed into her account after each session, the notifications pinging on her phone, but the numbers had lost all meaning. They were just digits. The real economy of her life was here: the avoidance of searing pain, the hollow chase for a chocolate truffle, the silent, desperate hope for a “Good” that felt more like a condemnation.

Alisson introduced complex behavioral scripts. She would role-play as a client, sitting in the metal chair, giving Brielle a series of quiet, sequential commands in a flat tone. “Pour the tea.” “Adjust the pillow behind my back.” “Kneel here and remain still until I finish my call.”

Brielle’s world shrank to the micro-decisions of service. The angle of the teapot spout. The precise placement of the pillow. The exact spot on the floor for kneeling. Her own thoughts, her memories, her fears, became distant background noise, drowned out by a hyper-awareness of her body in space. She became an expert in the angles of her joints, the specific tension in each muscle group, the direction and softness of her gaze. She learned to breathe in a way that didn’t make her chest rise visibly. She learned to blink slowly, at regular intervals, to maintain the vacant look.

She was being hollowed out. The rebellious spark that had made her grab a kitchen knife and saw at her own ankle was being systematically smothered under a blanket of repetitive stress and conditioned response. It was too exhausting to fight. Compliance was easier. Compliance meant no shocks. Compliance meant sweets and a neutral tone. Compliance meant she could stop thinking, stop feeling, stop being.

After a week of this relentless conditioning, Alisson made an announcement. It was delivered in the same flat tone as a command to fetch water.

“Your training cycle is complete. Tomorrow, you will undergo a final evaluation. You will serve myself and two business associates during a working meeting. You will be decorative, silent, and responsive. You will exist as functional, aesthetic furniture. Any mistake, any deviation from protocol, any hint of independent thought, will result in failure. Failure means we recycle you to the beginning of this program. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Brielle said. Her voice was a soft, neutral monotone now, devoid of inflection. It was the voice of the doll.

The evaluation was set for the following afternoon. Brielle was dressed not in lingerie or a cocktail dress, but in a simple, elegant black sheath dress made of a matte fabric. It had a high neckline and three-quarter sleeves. It was demure, professional, and clung to every curve of her trained posture. Her makeup was subtle, “no-makeup” makeup. Her hair was pulled back in a low, sleek chignon. She looked like a sophisticated, unusually beautiful personal assistant or a junior executive. The look was part of the test. She had to be desirable, but in a way that was appropriate for a boardroom, not a bedroom.

The meeting took place in a different wing of the Lavelle property, a room that looked like a high-end corporate boardroom. A long, polished walnut table dominated the space. High-backed leather chairs surrounded it. Alisson sat at the head. Two women, both in severe, expensive-looking pantsuits, sat on either side. They were introduced as Ms. Vance and Ms. Torres. They glanced at Brielle with mild, professional curiosity as she entered, then immediately dismissed her, their attention returning to tablets and folders. She was part of the scenery, a well-chosen accessory.

“The Q3 projections from Zurich show a concerning dip in the luxury skincare sector,” Ms. Vance began, her voice clipped and efficient.

Brielle moved to her designated position: standing against the wall, three feet to the left and behind Alisson’s chair, her hands clasped lightly in front of her. Posture Alpha was engaged automatically. Her gaze was soft, fixed on a point on the gleaming table about halfway between Ms. Vance and Ms. Torres. She breathed slowly, evenly. She was a vase. A tasteful sculpture. A living part of the room’s decor.

The meeting droned on. Talk of market saturation, influencer campaigns, supply chain issues. Brielle did not listen to the words. She listened for the meta-signals. The shift of fabric. The clink of glass. The subtle change in breath that preceded speech.

Twenty minutes in, Alisson took a sip of water from a heavy crystal tumbler. The ice cubes rattled softly. The water level was just below halfway.

Without a command, without even a glance from Alisson, Brielle moved. She walked silently on the plush carpet to the sideboard where a cut-glass pitcher of iced water sat condensation-beaded. She picked it up, feeling its cool weight. She approached the table. She stopped beside Alisson’s chair, just within her peripheral vision but not intruding. She waited, pitcher held steady.

Alisson, without looking at her, without pausing her sentence about “brand dilution,” simply extended her glass slightly to the side. Brielle poured. The water streamed in a clear, silent arc, filling the glass precisely three-quarters full, leaving room for the ice. Not a drop spilled. Not a sound was made. She stepped back, returned the pitcher, and resumed her position against the wall. The entire interaction took less than fifteen seconds and required no words, no eye contact.

Ms. Torres, a few minutes later, lit a thin cigarette with a gold lighter. She exhaled a plume of smoke toward the ceiling. The crystal ashtray was on the table near Alisson’s elbow.

Brielle moved again. She fetched a clean ashtray from the sideboard. She approached Ms. Torres’s side of the table. With a silent, graceful motion, she placed the clean ashtray within easy reach of Ms. Torres’s right hand, while simultaneously retrieving the used one. She returned to the sideboard, emptied the old ashtray into a discreet waste bin, wiped it clean with a cloth, and placed it back with the spares. She resumed her post.

The women continued talking. Ms. Vance nodded slightly, as if Brielle’s actions were performed by a well-programmed automaton, which they were.

An hour passed. Then ninety minutes. Brielle’s feet ached fiercely in the low heels. A deep, burning fatigue settled into the muscles of her back and abdomen from maintaining the rigid, elegant posture. A bead of sweat traced a path down her spine beneath the dress. She ignored it all. She partitioned the discomfort into a separate box in her mind. The box labeled “Body.” It had nothing to do with the box labeled “Doll,” which was all that mattered here. The doll did not feel pain. The doll presented.

When Alisson shifted minutely in her leather chair, a barely perceptible straightening of her spine, and her gaze flickered once toward the door, Brielle knew the meeting was concluding. She moved to the heavy wooden door and held it open, standing beside it with the same soft gaze, the same pleasant, vacant expression.

Ms. Vance paused on her way out. She stopped and looked at Brielle, really looked at her for the first time, her sharp eyes taking in the perfect posture, the blank, pretty face, the utter stillness.

“Remarkable,” she said to Alisson, her tone one of professional admiration. “Absolutely seamless. Is she a new model?”

“Recently finalized her calibration,” Alisson replied, gathering her papers. “Her behavioral programming is stable. She requires minimal maintenance.”

Ms. Vance nodded, a businessman appreciating a fine piece of equipment. “Impressive work.” She cast one last appraising look at Brielle, then walked out. Ms. Torres followed, already lighting another cigarette.

The door swung shut, leaving Brielle alone in the suddenly quiet boardroom with Alisson.

Alisson did not smile. But something in her severe, composed face relaxed a fraction of a millimeter. The tension around her eyes eased. It was the equivalent of a standing ovation from her. She walked to the sideboard, not where the water was, but to a small locked drawer. She used a key from her pocket to open it. She withdrew a small, black velvet box. She came to stand directly in front of Brielle.

“You passed,” Alisson stated. The words were flat, but they carried immense weight. “Flawlessly. You identified and executed seven unprompted service interventions without error. You maintained appropriate presentation for one hundred and fourteen minutes. You have exceeded baseline expectations for a Stage Three product.”

She opened the box. Inside, nestled on a bed of black silk, was a new anklet. It was similar to the first in design, but undeniably more refined. The chain was finer, more delicate, made of links that looked woven rather than stamped. The gold was a brighter, richer, rose-hued yellow. The clasp was a tiny, intricate puzzle lock. The engraving was the same: Property of Lavelle Labs.

“This is your reward. A mark of your upgraded status and reliability. The previous model will be deactivated and recycled.”

Alisson did something Brielle had never seen her do. She knelt. It was a slow, deliberate, graceful motion, not a gesture of submission but one of precise ceremony. She unfastened the old, scratched anklet from Brielle’s ankle. The skin beneath was pale, marked with faint white scars from her frantic, hopeless attack with the kitchen knife. Alisson’s eyes noted the scars, but she made no comment. They were irrelevant. Past failures. She fastened the new, elegant anklet in its place. It was lighter, cooler. It felt more like a piece of fine jewelry, and less like a shackle. That somehow made it infinitely worse. It was a badge of honor for perfect servitude.

Alisson stood, brushing a nonexistent speck of dust from her trousers. She looked down at Brielle. Her pale blue eyes held a glint of something that might have been satisfaction, or perhaps just the pleasure of a complex task completed to specifications.

“You may call me Mistress Alisson during our sessions,” she said.

The words hung in the quiet, wood-paneled room. It was not a term of endearment. It was a title. A promotion. A formal acknowledgment of her new, permanent place in the hierarchy. She was no longer just a toy to be played with and discarded. She was a trained asset. A reliable instrument. She belonged to Lavelle Labs, but she now operated under the direct command and standards of Mistress Alisson. It was a life sentence with a fancy title and a nicer chain.

Brielle felt nothing. No pride. No warmth. No fresh wave of fear. Just a cold, vast, silent acceptance. This was her life. This was what she was.

“Thank you, Mistress Alisson,” she heard herself say. The voice was perfectly modulated, empty as the white room.

“You are dismissed. Return to your quarters. You have a delivery assignment tomorrow. A client named Kayleigh. A weekend retreat in the desert. You will be briefed on logistics and client preferences in the morning.”

Alisson turned and left the boardroom, her heels tapping a sharp, receding rhythm on the hardwood floor.

Brielle was alone. The silence was profound. She looked down at the new anklet. It gleamed under the warm light of the chandelier, a delicate, beautiful brand.

She didn’t go immediately to her quarters. Instead, she walked slowly, her movements automatic and precise, back to the white training room. It was empty now, waiting for its next subject. The metal chair, the table, the remote. The large mirror on one wall.

She stopped in front of the mirror. She looked at Brielle. The perfect doll. The calibrated product. The Stage Three asset.

Without being told, without a command, she sank gracefully to her knees on the hard, polished concrete floor. She arranged her body into the exact posture Alisson had drilled into her for hours: back straight, pelvis tilted to its maximum anterior angle, knees together, hands resting palms-up on her thighs. She softened her gaze, letting her eyes go vacant, fixing them on her own reflection’s chin.

She held the position. She was a doll practicing being a doll, even when no one was watching. The vacant, placid expression in the mirror was perfect. It showed no thought, no emotion, no memory, no desire. It was a mask that had fused to her skin. It was her face.

She held it. One minute. Her calves began to cramp. Two minutes. A tremor threatened in her left thigh. She mentally isolated the muscle group and commanded it to be still. Three minutes. Five.

Her body screamed to tremble, to slump, to rest. She ignored the screams. She breathed. In through the nose, a shallow sip of air that didn’t disturb her chest. Out through barely parted lips. She was a statue. A mannequin.

Ten minutes.

She didn’t blink. The girl in the mirror didn’t blink either. They were the same entity. Empty. Still. Perfect. Broken.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, she allowed herself to relax her hands, letting them rest palms-down on her thighs. She stayed on her knees, staring at the perfect, hollow thing in the glass until her vision blurred, not from tears, but from the sheer, sustained effort of being nothing at all.


Chapter Eight




Asoft, melodic chime from the tablet on her nightstand woke Brielle. It wasn’t the harsh buzz of an alarm. It was a summons. The screen glowed in the dim morning light of the guest suite, displaying a simple, stark message: Main House. Drawing Room. 9 AM.

She rose from the bed, the sheets cool and high-thread-count against her skin. She moved through her morning routine on autopilot, a series of motions as programmed as breathing. The shower spray was needle-fine and perfectly pressurized. The skincare products were from the Lavelle Luminescence line—the very serums she now modeled for. She smoothed them over her face, her neck, her décolletage. The creams were cool and scentless, absorbing instantly into her flawless, hairless skin. She applied a light foundation, a touch of mascara, a swipe of nude lip gloss. She brushed her long chestnut hair until it fell in obedient, shiny waves around her shoulders. She looked at herself in the bathroom mirror. A beautiful, blank-faced young woman stared back. The illusion was seamless.

At nine o’clock exactly, she left the guest wing and walked into the vast, silent expanse of the main house. The polished concrete floors felt hard under her thin-soled slippers. The white walls and soaring ceilings no longer shocked her; they were just the environment now. The air was always a perfect, temperature-controlled seventy-two degrees. It smelled of nothing. Of money.

Ms. Lavelle was waiting in the drawing room. This room had actual color—deep green velvet armchairs, a Persian rug in muted blues and golds. Ms. Lavelle sat in one of the chairs, sipping tea from a bone china cup so thin it was almost translucent. She looked up as Brielle entered, her hazel eyes taking in every detail of Brielle’s appearance in a single, comprehensive glance.

“Good, you’re punctual. Come with me.”

Ms. Lavelle set her cup down on a small marble table with a soft click. She didn’t wait for a response. She stood and led Brielle out of the drawing room, down a different hallway than the one that led to the lab or Alisson’s white room. This hall was wider, quieter. Thick, cream-colored carpet muffled their footsteps. The walls here were painted a warm taupe and hung with abstract paintings that probably cost more than a house. They stopped at a pair of double doors made of rich, dark walnut, polished to a mirror shine.

Ms. Lavelle turned the crystal knob and pushed one door open.

The room beyond wasn’t just another bedroom. It was a suite. A private apartment within the great, silent beast of the house. Brielle stepped over the threshold, her slippers sinking into plush, ivory-colored carpet so deep it came up over her toes.

The sitting area was to the right. A large, comfortable-looking sofa in a soft gray linen. Two armchairs in a complementary charcoal. A low glass coffee table held a vase with a single, perfect white orchid. A writing desk of pale wood sat near a floor-to-ceiling window that offered a view of the meticulously landscaped gardens below. Morning light streamed in, dappling the carpet.

Straight ahead was an open doorway leading to a bedroom. Brielle could see a large bed, but not a normal one. A canopy bed. The frame was wrought iron, painted white. Sheer white fabric draped from the canopy, pooling gracefully on the floor. It looked like something from a fairy tale.

To the left was an open archway. But it wasn’t a hallway. It was a closet. A walk-in closet that seemed to stretch on forever. From where she stood, Brielle could see racks and racks of clothing, organized in a blur of color. Shelves stacked with neat, pastel-colored sweaters. An island in the center with drawers. At the far end, lit like a stage, was a vanity table with a huge, clear mirror surrounded by glowing bulbs.

“This is yours now,” Ms. Lavelle said, her voice echoing slightly in the spacious, quiet room. She walked in, her heels silent on the carpet. “Consider it a promotion. Your recent performance, particularly your adaptability, has warranted an upgrade in accommodations. The studio apartment in the city is beneath you. You live here, on the estate. Your duties are expanding, and I require you to be readily available.”

Brielle stood frozen just inside the doorway. Hers? This… palace? It was larger and more beautiful than any place she had ever dreamed of inhabiting. The air smelled faintly of lavender and clean cotton. It was serene. It was perfect.

It was a prison cell dressed in cashmere and silk.

She forced her feet to move further into the room. She trailed her fingers over the back of the sofa. The fabric was incredibly soft. She peeked into the bedroom. The bed was made with crisp, white linens. More of the sheer fabric formed a soft cloud around it. It looked like a bed for a princess, or a virgin sacrifice.

She walked to the closet archway and looked in. It was staggering. Racks of dresses, blouses, skirts, trousers, all arranged by color in a gradient that flowed from white to black. One section was all casual wear: designer jeans, t-shirts, hoodies. Another was business attire: sheath dresses, blazers. Another was evening wear: sequins, silks, velvets. Shoes lined the bottom racks—heels, flats, sneakers, boots, all pristine. The island had drawers labeled: Hosiery, Lingerie, Belts, Scarves.

At the far end, the vanity was a shrine to beauty. The surface was white marble. Arranged on it were brushes, combs, pots of cream, palettes of powder, rows of lipsticks. All of it looked untouched, waiting for her.

“Your schedule will become more varied,” Ms. Lavelle continued, walking into the closet behind her. She pulled a silk camisole from a hanger, examined the tag, and put it back. “Daytime functions. Errands. Deliveries of a more… conventional nature, though still for our exclusive clientele. You will become the public face of my premium courier service. Beautiful, efficient, discreet. A pleasure to interact with.”

She turned to face Brielle, her expression unreadable. “And of course, your evening appointments will continue as required. The Couture Courier app will be your primary scheduler. You are expected to maintain readiness at all times. Your wardrobe here reflects that. Everything you might need is provided.”

Brielle nodded slowly, the motion feeling mechanical. Her old life wasn’t just gone; its physical location was being officially revoked. The last tangible tether to Brad’s world—the shitty studio with the sticky floors and the broken mirror he’d punched—was being cut. She lived here now. On the property. In a room chosen for her. Owned, wholly and completely. The luxury of it was the lock on the door.

“Thank you, Ms. Lavelle,” she said. The words were ash in her mouth.

“Get settled. Familiarize yourself with the space. Your first daytime assignment is this afternoon. A delivery to a home in Malibu. You will wear the white eyelet sundress and the wide-brimmed straw hat from the summer section. The car will be ready at two.”

Ms. Lavelle gave her one last assessing look, then turned and left, closing the double doors behind her with a soft, final thud.

Silence descended, thick and heavy. Brielle stood in the middle of her new cage. She walked to the canopy bed and sat on the edge. The mattress yielded beneath her, soft yet supportive. She lay back, staring up at the drapery above her. The fabric filtered the light, making everything soft and diffuse. She should feel something—a raging anger, a crushing despair, maybe even a twisted spark of gratitude for the unbelievable luxury. But she felt numb. The numbness was her safest place now. It was a buffer between her and the reality of her existence.

Her new life began that afternoon. The delivery to Malibu was indeed conventional. The driver, a different one than her usual nighttime chauffeur, handed her a sealed legal-sized envelope. “Oceanfront, the house with the blue gate. Recipient only.”

The house was a modernist glass box perched on cliffs overlooking the Pacific. A tanned, fit woman in her forties answered the door. She wore yoga clothes and had a diamond stud in her nose. She took the envelope, her eyes scanning Brielle from the straw hat down to her sandaled feet.

“Aren’t you lovely,” the woman said, a slow smile spreading across her face. “Lavelle always sends the prettiest messengers.” She opened the envelope flap, glanced at the contents, and nodded. Then she pulled two crisp hundred-dollar bills from a small ceramic bowl by the door. She didn’t hand them to Brielle. She took Brielle’s hand, turned it palm-up, and placed the bills there, her fingers lingering, stroking Brielle’s palm. “For you, sweetheart. Such a nice surprise on a boring day.”

It was a different kind of transaction, but a transaction all the same. Her beauty, her youth, her presence was the product, even when the delivery was just paperwork. The woman’s touch wasn’t violent or overtly sexual, but it was proprietary. It said, I am paying for the pleasure of looking at you, of touching you.

That pattern repeated, day after day. Her life bifurcated into two distinct streams, both flowing from the same poisoned source.

Days were for the “white glove” service. She delivered boutique shopping bags from Rodeo Drive to penthouse apartments smelling of incense and anxiety. She brought bottles of rare, small-batch whiskey to film producers in home theaters that smelled of popcorn and leather. She carried confidential manila envelopes to lawyers in offices that smelled of coffee and ambition. She was a moving piece of art, a pleasant distraction in someone’s busy life. Men looked at her with open, hungry desire, their eyes dropping to her chest, her hips, her mouth. Women looked at her with sharp appraisal, sizing up her dress, her shoes, her complexion, sometimes with envy, sometimes with a colder, more calculating interest. No one saw the delicate gold anklet hidden under her stockings or tights. No one saw the hollow, dead calm behind her politely smiling eyes.

Nights were for the other app. The Couture Courier assignments became less frequent but more intense, more specialized. They were no longer just about straightforward sex. They were about specific, curated fantasies. One client, a quiet, older woman with kind eyes and a library full of first editions, only wanted Brielle to read Victorian poetry aloud while wearing nothing but a pair of reading glasses and silk stockings. The woman would sit in a wingback chair, eyes closed, listening, occasionally murmuring, “Slower on that line, dear.” Another client, a nervous man who owned several galleries, wanted Brielle to take a long, steaming bath using special oils, then lie perfectly still on a white bearskin rug while he painted her portrait. He didn’t touch her. He just painted, his brushstrokes frantic, his breath quick. The sex, when it was part of the appointment, was perfunctory. A job requirement. She would go to a condo, kneel where told, open her mouth or spread her legs as instructed. She used the skills Alisson had drilled into her—the impeccable posture, the silence, the vacant, receptive gaze. The clients seemed to appreciate the professionalism. It was less like fucking a person and more like operating a very sophisticated, beautiful machine. Which was exactly what she was.

Her body responded when stimulated, a traitorous, biological process she had learned to observe from a great distance. The climaxes would happen—sharp, localized waves of sensation that left her feeling scraped-out and emptier afterwards. She would clean herself up in the client’s bathroom, avoid her own reflection in the mirror, accept the folded cash or watch the digital payment notification appear on her phone, and return home. To the suite.

It was in this new, expanded routine that she began to see the others.

The first time was about a week after she moved into the main house. She was taking her prescribed morning walk through the gardens, a thirty-minute circuit meant for “fresh air and circulation.” The gardens were immense, a maze of manicured hedges, rose arbors, and bubbling fountains. She was passing a particularly dense wall of emerald-green boxwood when she heard the snip-snip of shears.

A man was trimming the hedge. He was tall, with shoulders that were still broad and powerful-looking, but they tapered down to a surprisingly narrow, cinched waist. His hair was sun-bleached blond, tied back in a short, neat ponytail at the nape of his neck. He wore simple, faded work pants and a gray t-shirt that stretched across his back. His movements were smooth, rhythmic, efficient.

As he reached up to clip a stray branch at the top of the hedge, his sleeve pulled back.

On his wrist was a slim, silver bracelet. It wasn’t flashy. It looked almost like a medical ID band. But Brielle recognized the style of the clasp. It was too familiar. It was an identifier. A mark. Like her anklet.

He must have felt her gaze on him. He paused, the shears still in his hand, and turned his head. His face was striking—handsome, almost pretty, with high cheekbones, full lips, and long, dark eyelashes. But his eyes. They were a pale green, and they were the same as hers. Hollow. Empty. A calm lake with nothing living beneath the surface. He looked at her, saw another resident of the estate, and his gaze flickered down to her ankles, though her linen trousers covered the gold chain. A minute, almost imperceptible nod passed between them. A silent, grim recognition of shared captivity. Then he turned back to his work, the shears snipping again. He did not speak. He did not smile.

A few days later, she saw the chauffeur. Not the older man who usually drove her, but a younger one, maybe in his late twenties, who was polishing one of the fleet’s black SUVs in an open garage bay. He was muscular, with close-cropped dark hair and a strong jaw. He worked with a focused intensity, circling the vehicle, buffing the black paint to a liquid shine. When he bent over to polish a front wheel, the collar of his crisp white uniform shirt gaped open.

Around his neck, almost hidden in the hollow of his throat, was a thin silver choker. It was so subtle it could have been a fashion statement. But she knew. His eyes, when they met hers briefly in the warped, reflective surface of the car’s fender, held the same dead calm. The same understanding. He immediately looked away and increased the vigor of his polishing.

They were everywhere. The quiet, pretty maid who came to clean her suite every other day wore a delicate silver ring on her middle finger that never came off. The handsome, silent man who sometimes served iced tea by the pool had a nearly invisible silver chain around his bicep, glimpsed only when he reached for a pitcher. A woman she saw once tending to orchids in a greenhouse had a tiny silver stud in the cartilage of her ear, but it wasn’t in the piercing from her lobe; it was higher, distinctive.

They were Lavelle’s other creations. Her other investments. Transformed, trained, and put to use according to their design. Gardener. Chauffeur. Maid. Server. Companion. They did not speak to each other. Communication was likely forbidden, and the will to try had been systematically conditioned out of them, just as Alisson had conditioned Brielle’s will into submission. But their silent presence was a cold, dark comfort. She wasn’t the only one. This wasn’t a singular madness. It was an operation. A farm of beautiful, broken people. A silent community of ghosts.

The most surreal layer of her new existence was added about a month after she moved into the suite. Ms. Lavelle summoned her to the lab, not for a treatment or a check-up, but for what she called a “strategic discussion.”

Ms. Lavelle was reviewing images on a large monitor when Brielle entered. The images were of beautiful women with flawless skin. “My commercial cosmetics line, Lavelle Luminescence, is launching a new campaign for our flagship product, the ‘Ethereal Serum,’” Ms. Lavelle said without turning around. “We need a fresh face. The marketing team and I have reviewed the options. Your look is ideal. Ambiguously ethnic, perfectly symmetrical, youthful but not childish. There’s an emptiness to your beauty that reads as ‘ethereal’ to focus groups. You will be the new face of the campaign.”

Brielle just stared at the back of Ms. Lavelle’s head. “Me?”

Ms. Lavelle finally turned. “You. Photoshoots. Test videos. Possibly a short digital film. It’s legitimate, well-paid modeling work. It serves a dual purpose: it promotes my legitimate business to a wider, affluent audience, and it establishes ‘Brielle’ as a real person with a traceable, public profile. It adds depth and plausibility to your cover. No one questions a model who keeps odd hours.”

So began the bizarre double life. She would spend mornings in a stark, white photo studio in a trendy downtown loft, surrounded by harried stylists, makeup artists, and photographers. They would dress her in flowing, white gauze gowns that made her look like a ghost or an angel. They would dab the very “Ethereal Serum” she had helped test onto her cheekbone, while she gazed with practiced vacancy at the camera. “Give us empty, but with a hint of longing,” the photographer, a man with a beard and tired eyes, would say. “Like you’re remembering a dream you can’t quite grasp.” She was excellent at it. Longing for a life she couldn’t have? That was her entire existence.

She saw her own face on mock-up advertisements on the photographer’s computer screen. Brielle for Lavelle Luminescence. Discover the Ethereal Within. Her image, airbrushed to an even more impossible degree of poreless perfection, smiled vacantly from digital billboards she passed on the freeway on her way to nighttime appointments. The girl in the ads, the one with the perfect skin and the knowing, empty eyes, was her. And it wasn’t her at all. It was a brand. A mask. A beautiful lie sold to the public, while the ugly truth was sold in private penthouses and desert villas.

Through all of this—the daytime deliveries, the nighttime servicing, the modeling, the silent communion with the other ghosts on the estate—a terrible, sick dependency began to grow in Brielle’s gut. It coiled around her spine and took root. Its focus was Ms. Lavelle.

Ms. Lavelle was the only constant. The only person who knew everything. Who had seen the grubby, desperate boy named Brad, and who had methodically, scientifically built the polished doll named Brielle. She was the source of all the pain, the fear, the humiliation, the fundamental violation of self. But she was also the source of food, shelter, clothing, schedule, purpose, and even the perverse “rewards” like the new suite. In a world where Brielle was otherwise entirely alone, a disposable plaything for strangers, Ms. Lavelle’s attention—even when it was critical, cold, or calculating—felt like a form of connection. A twisted, toxic lifeline in an ocean of nothingness.

When Ms. Lavelle reviewed the contact sheets from a photoshoot and gave a slight, approving nod, Brielle felt a faint, shameful warmth spread in her chest. When Ms. Lavelle critiqued her performance after a client report (“Heidi mentioned you were too passive during the bondage scene. You must provide more vocal feedback, even if it’s just whimpers”), Brielle felt a sting of failure that was almost like caring what a parent thought.

She hated herself for it. She would lie in the canopy bed at night, drowning in softness, and despise the part of her that looked forward to Ms. Lavelle’s summons, that preened under her analytical gaze. But the human mind clings to something, anything, in a void. And Ms. Lavelle had carefully, deliberately made herself the sun in Brielle’s empty universe. The sole source of all light and all punishment.

One evening, after a particularly grueling appointment with a client who enjoyed inflicting mild, consensual pain—clothespins, wax, sharp little bites—Brielle returned to her suite sore, marked with red lines and small bruises, and shaking with adrenal fatigue. Ms. Lavelle was unexpectedly there, waiting in the sitting area, reading a scientific journal.

“Sit,” Ms. Lavelle said, not unkindly, marking her page and setting the journal aside.

Brielle sat on the very edge of the armchair opposite, her posture instinctively perfect despite the aches.

Ms. Lavelle looked her over, her eyes clinical. “You’re distressed. Your respiration is elevated. Your pupils are dilated.”

It wasn’t a question. It was a diagnosis. Brielle just nodded, her throat too tight to speak. She wouldn’t cry. Dolls didn’t cry unless commanded to.

Ms. Lavelle stood and went to a small, elegant cabinet Brielle hadn’t noticed before, built into the bookshelves. She opened it, revealing crystal decanters. She poured a finger of amber liquid into a short glass. She brought it to Brielle.

“Drink this. It’s a single malt. It will help settle your nervous system.”

Brielle took the glass. The liquor was smooth, smoky, and burned a warm, comforting path down her throat to her stomach. It did help. It blurred the sharp, jagged edges of the memory, softened the phantom sting on her skin.

Ms. Lavelle sat back down, watching her. “You must understand, these experiences… they are data points. They temper you. They teach you endurance and expand your range. They make you more valuable. More resilient. Every client’s particular desire is information I can use to refine the next generation of services. You are contributing to something larger than yourself. To a legacy.”

The words were monstrous. They framed her torture as research, her degradation as professional development. But spoken in that calm, reasonable, almost maternal tone, in the safety of this beautiful, quiet room, after an act of minor, intimate kindness (the drink, the observation), they felt almost… logical. Necessary. Brielle found herself nodding slowly, the warmth of the Scotch spreading through her limbs, muting the horror.

“I understand,” she whispered, her voice hoarse.

“Good girl,” Ms. Lavelle said.

Those two words, good girl, landed in Brielle’s chest with the weight of a blessing. They felt better than any forced orgasm, better than any chocolate truffle from Alisson, better than the sight of money hitting her account. They were approval. Absolution. From her creator. She clung to them in the dark that night, repeating them in her mind like a prayer as she drifted into a troubled sleep.

The climax of this new phase of her life came about six weeks after she moved into the suite. Ms. Lavelle called her to the main study, a room lined with leather-bound books that Brielle strongly suspected were for show, never read.

“A request has come in from a priority client,” Ms. Lavelle said, not looking up from her tablet. “Kayleigh. The television personality. You met her briefly at Olivia’s party.”

Brielle remembered the redhead with the fiery hair and mischievous smile, the one who had pinched her cheek hard enough to bruise and demanded the first kiss. She nodded, a cold trickle of dread starting in her stomach.

“She was impressed with your… versatility. She is requesting an extended retreat. A full weekend at her private villa in Joshua Tree. Friday afternoon through Sunday evening. She wants exclusive, uninterrupted access. No other clients, no outside contact. It’s a significant commitment of your time, and she is paying a significant premium for it.”

Ms. Lavelle set the tablet down and steepled her fingers, looking directly at Brielle. “This is an important opportunity, Brielle. Kayleigh is influential in certain circles. Her complete satisfaction could lead to referrals from her entire social and professional network. It is also the first time you will be operating entirely outside of the immediate city environment. Outside of my direct… oversight. You will be representing the Lavelle brand independently for forty-eight hours. Can you handle that responsibility?”

The question hung in the air, but it wasn’t really a question. It was a test with only one acceptable answer. Saying no, expressing fear, was not an option. A whole weekend alone with the playful, capricious, and casually cruel redhead in the isolated silence of the desert. The thought sent a chill through Brielle that had nothing to do with the room’s temperature and everything to do with a primal fear of being alone with a predator.

“Yes, Ms. Lavelle,” she said, forcing her voice to remain steady, neutral.

“Excellent. You leave Friday afternoon. Pack appropriately. Think desert chic for potential daytime visibility. And whatever Kayleigh might demand for nighttime… activities. I will provide a specific case for toys and accessories. You are to follow her lead in all things.”

The next day was spent in a whirlwind of subdued preparation. Brielle stood in the cavernous silence of her walk-in closet, staring at the overwhelming abundance. Desert chic. What did that even mean for a doll? She pulled out a few flowing, gauzy sundresses in shades of sand, ochre, and dusty rose. A wide-brimmed straw hat with a black band. A bikini she’d never worn, a minimal thing of black strings and tiny triangles that would cover almost nothing. A pair of expensive, rugged-looking hiking shorts and a tank top, in case of some bizarre desert hike scenario.

She laid the large, hard-shell suitcase open on the pristine linen of her canopy bed. She folded the dresses with care, the way a stylist had once shown her. She placed the bikini, the hat, the shorts. Then she moved to the lingerie drawers. She selected several sets: simple cotton for sleeping, practical black lace, and a few obscene pieces made mostly of straps and see-through mesh. She added a silk kimono-style robe. She chose a selection of footwear: flat sandals, wedge heels suitable for gravel, and a pair of towering stilettos because one never knew.

As she was arranging a stack of silk scarves (could be used for shade, or for other things), Ms. Lavelle entered the suite without knocking. She went straight to the open suitcase, her eyes performing a rapid, comprehensive inventory. She picked up the black string bikini, held it between her thumb and forefinger for a moment, then gave a slight nod and placed it back precisely where it had been.

“Adequate selections,” she said, her tone giving no praise, merely noting a lack of failure. Then she placed a small, hard-shell aluminum case on top of the clothes. It was black, featureless, with a combination lock. “This stays with you at all times. You will open it only if Kayleigh requests something specific from it, or if she gives you the combination. Otherwise, it remains closed. Its contents are calibrated and sterile. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Ms. Lavelle.”

Ms. Lavelle then turned from the suitcase and looked directly at Brielle. Her expression was more serious, more intent, than Brielle had seen in weeks. There was a gravity to her usually impassive face.

“Kayleigh,” Ms. Lavelle began, choosing her words with deliberate care, “is imaginative. She has a prolific and inventive mind. And she is… demanding. She enjoys novelty and has a low threshold for boredom. This retreat is a significant opportunity for the brand. For the expansion of our services. For both of us. Do not disappoint me, Brielle.”

The weight of the statement crushed the air from the room. This wasn’t just another appointment in the rotation. This was a proving ground. Her performance could elevate her status within Lavelle’s twisted ecosystem, or it could reveal a flaw, a weakness that might lead to being recycled, retrained, or worse. Ms. Lavelle’s approval, which she had come to crave with a pathetic, chemical need, hung in the balance like a sword.

Brielle lowered her eyes to the deep cream carpet, a submissive gesture that was no longer an act but a completely genuine reflex.

“I won’t, Ms. Lavelle.”


Chapter Nine




The black SUV sped east, leaving the smog and sprawl of Los Angeles behind. The landscape changed, flattening out, turning beige and dusty. Brielle sat in the back, her hands folded in her lap, watching the world turn to scrub and rock. The driver was silent. The only sound was the hum of the tires on asphalt and the rush of hot wind against the windows.

After two hours, they turned off the main highway onto a smaller road, then onto a dirt track that kicked up a plume of dust. The villa appeared suddenly, a mirage of glass and steel rising from the rocky desert floor. It was a brutalist cube perched on a slight rise, all sharp angles and reflective surfaces. It looked like an alien outpost. An isolated glass fortress.

The driver pulled up to a massive steel gate. He tapped a code into a keypad mounted on a post. The gate slid open silently. They drove through, and the gate closed behind them with a heavy, final clank.

Kayleigh was waiting on the vast concrete deck that wrapped around the house. She wore a tiny, neon green bikini and oversized sunglasses. Her fiery red hair was piled in a messy bun. She held a sweating glass of something clear with a lime wedge. She was smiling, but it was a sharp, hungry smile.

“Right on time!” she called out as the SUV stopped. She didn’t wait for the driver. She yanked Brielle’s door open herself. “Get out, get out! Let me see you in the light!”

Brielle stepped out into the wall of dry heat. The sun was a hammer. It felt different from the city sun—cleaner, more violent. The air smelled of dust, creosote, and hot stone.

Kayleigh circled her, the ice clinking in her glass. She reached out and pinched the fabric of Brielle’s simple linen travel dress. “Cute. Very ‘desert mouse.’ But we’re not here for cute. We’re here for raw. Strip.”

Brielle blinked. “Here?”

“Yes, here. The gate is closed. No one for miles. The driver is already gone. It’s just us girls.” Kayleigh took a long sip of her drink. “Everything off. I want to see what Lavelle packed for my weekend.”

The command, so immediate, so casual, knocked the last bit of travel haze from Brielle’s mind. This was the job. She was on the clock. She reached for the buttons at the front of her dress. Her fingers fumbled slightly in the dry heat. She undid them, one by one, letting the dress fall open. She shrugged it off her shoulders. It pooled at her feet on the warm concrete. She stood in her practical white cotton bra and panties, sensible sandals.

“Those too,” Kayleigh said, pointing with her glass. “All of it.”

Brielle unhooked her bra, let it fall. She pushed her panties down her legs, stepped out of them. She slipped off her sandals. She stood completely naked under the relentless desert sun. Her skin was pale against the harsh landscape. She felt exposed in a way she never had in a dimly lit penthouse. The sun saw everything.

“Mm,” Kayleigh murmured, walking a slow circle. “Perfect canvas. Not a tan line. Good. Now, into the pool. I want to watch you swim.”

To the side of the deck was an infinity pool, its turquoise water seeming to spill over the edge into the vast, rocky valley below. The water sparkled, inviting and cool.

Brielle walked to the edge. The concrete was searing hot under her bare feet. She stepped down into the water. It was shockingly cold, a delicious contrast to the baking air. She sank in up to her shoulders, the water closing over her skin like a relief.

“Swim!” Kayleigh commanded, settling into a low-slung lounge chair. “Laps. From this end to that end. I want to see you move.”

Brielle began to swim. A slow, steady freestyle. The water was clear and clean. With each stroke, she felt Kayleigh’s eyes on her. On the arch of her back as she breathed, on the kick of her legs, on the way her wet hair streamed behind her. She wasn’t swimming for exercise or pleasure. She was performing. A living exhibit in a glass tank.

She did ten laps before Kayleigh grew bored.

“Out. Come here.”

Brielle climbed out of the pool, water streaming from her body, puddling on the hot deck. She walked to Kayleigh’s chair, dripping.

“Kneel. Here, in the sun. I don’t want you to dry off yet.”

Brielle knelt on the rough concrete beside the lounge chair. The sun beat down on her wet head and shoulders. Droplets of water sizzled and evaporated on the hot stone near her knees. Kayleigh reached out a hand and ran her fingers through Brielle’s wet hair, then down her neck, over her shoulder.

“You’re so quiet,” Kayleigh observed. “Like a little ghost. I’m going to have to get some noise out of you this weekend. That’s part of the fun.”

The weekend descended into a chaotic, exhausting whirlwind. Kayleigh was a force of nature, fueled by what seemed like a bottomless supply of energy drinks, vodka, and small white pills she took from a jeweled case. Her moods shifted like desert shadows—playful and giggling one minute, demanding and cruel the next.

Brielle was never allowed to dress fully. At most, she wore a sheer sarong or one of Kayleigh’s oversized shirts, always open. Her primary function was to be available. To fetch drinks, to apply sunscreen to Kayleigh’s back, to listen to her rambling stories about fame and betrayal, to be positioned as a living prop for Kayleigh’s endless selfies.

And to serve sexually. The demands were constant and capricious.

That first afternoon, as the sun began to dip, painting the sky in violent oranges and purples, Kayleigh decided she wanted to watch the sunset from the outdoor shower.

“Come on,” she said, grabbing Brielle’s wrist and pulling her across the deck to a showerhead mounted on a rusted steel pipe, open to the view. “Wash me.”

Brielle turned on the water. It came out lukewarm. Kayleigh stepped under the spray, tilting her head back. “Use the soap. Everywhere.”

Brielle took the bar of expensive sandalwood soap. She lathered her hands and began to wash Kayleigh’s back, her shoulders. Kayleigh sighed, leaning into the touch. Then she turned around, her breasts slick and soapy.

“My front too. Don’t be shy.”

Brielle washed her chest, her stomach. Kayleigh’s skin was tanned and firm. Her eyes were half-closed, watching Brielle’s face. Her hand came up and grabbed Brielle’s wrist, guiding her hand lower, between her legs.

“There. Especially there. I had a long drive.”

Brielle washed her, her fingers moving through coarse red hair and slick folds. Kayleigh moaned, a theatrical sound. She pressed herself against Brielle’s hand.

“Yeah, just like that. You’ve got good hands for a doll.”

When Kayleigh came, it was with a sharp cry and a shudder, her nails digging into Brielle’s forearm. Then she pushed Brielle’s hand away.

“Okay, enough. Rinse me off.”

That night, after a dinner of takeout sushi eaten naked on the deck, Kayleigh’s mood turned darker. She put on loud, aggressive music and poured more vodka.

“I’m bored,” she announced. “Let’s play a game. It’s called ‘How Much Can You Take.’”

She produced a coil of soft, pink silk rope from a drawer. “Lie on the bed. On your back. Arms above your head.”

Brielle lay on the king-sized bed in the minimalist bedroom. The sheets were crisp, white cotton. Kayleigh climbed onto the bed with her. She was surprisingly strong and methodical. She tied Brielle’s wrists to the wrought-iron headboard, not tight enough to cut off circulation, but tight enough that there was no hope of slipping free. She did the same with her ankles, spreading her legs wide, tying them to the footboard posts.

Brielle was spread-eagled, utterly vulnerable. The cool air of the air-conditioned room raised goosebumps on her naked skin.

Kayleigh sat back on her heels, admiring her work. “Perfect. Now, the game.” She picked up a small, vibrating wand from the nightstand. She turned it on. It emitted a low, powerful hum. “I’m going to use this on you. You are not allowed to come. If you come, you lose. Every time you get close, I stop. If you beg me to stop, you lose. Ready?”

She didn’t wait for an answer. She pressed the humming wand against Brielle’s inner thigh, just inches from her sex. The vibration was intense, a deep buzz that traveled straight to her core. Brielle gasped.

“Ah, sensitive,” Kayleigh cooed. She moved the wand in slow circles, getting closer and closer to Brielle’s clit without touching it. The indirect stimulation was maddening. Pleasure built in Brielle’s pelvis, a warm, insistent pressure. Her hips twitched, straining against the ropes.

Just as the feeling crested, Kayleigh pulled the wand away. The sudden absence was agony. Brielle whimpered.

“Tsk tsk. Getting close already? Weak.” Kayleigh brought the wand back, this time pressing it firmly against Brielle’s perineum, the spot between her asshole and her vagina. The vibration was even more intense there, shocking. Brielle cried out, her back arching off the bed.

“You like that, huh? You like being a little vibrator slut tied to my bed?”

Kayleigh moved the wand again, tracing it up to Brielle’s entrance. She didn’t push it in. She just held it there, buzzing against the sensitive outer lips. The pleasure was unbearable, coiling tight inside her. She was seconds away from climax, her whole body tensed.

Kayleigh yanked it away again.

“No, no, no. Not yet.”

This cycle repeated for what felt like hours. Bring her to the edge, snatch it away. Mock her. Tease her. Brielle was soaked with sweat and her own arousal. She was trembling uncontrollably. Tears of frustration leaked from the corners of her eyes. She bit her lip until she tasted blood to keep from begging.

Finally, Kayleigh seemed to tire of the game. She pressed the wand directly onto Brielle’s swollen, throbbing clit and left it there.

“Fine. You can come. Make it good. Scream for me.”

The orgasm that ripped through Brielle was less pleasure than a violent release of tension, a seismic shock that left her limp and sobbing, her muscles spasming against the ropes. Kayleigh watched, a satisfied smirk on her face, then turned off the wand.

“Not bad. You’re pretty when you cry.”

She untied the ropes, her movements brisk now that the entertainment was over. Brielle’s wrists and ankles were marked with red lines. She curled onto her side, shivering.

“Don’t get cozy,” Kayleigh said, climbing off the bed. “I’m hungry. Make me a sandwich. Turkey and Swiss. No crusts.”

The next day was more of the same, a blur of servitude and sexual exploitation under the merciless sun. Brielle was a combination of maid, therapist, and living sex toy. Kayleigh talked at her for hours, ranting about rival celebrities, ungrateful friends, the pressures of fame. She demanded physical comfort, forcing Brielle to hold her, stroke her hair, kiss her shoulders.

In the late afternoon, Kayleigh was particularly wired. She’d taken two of the white pills. She was pacing the deck, talking a mile a minute. She stopped suddenly and pointed at Brielle, who was kneeling silently, trying to stay in a patch of shade.

“You know, I know all about you,” Kayleigh said, her eyes bright and unfocused.

Brielle looked up.

“I know what you were. Before.” Kayleigh walked over and crouched in front of her. Her breath smelled chemically sweet. “Lavelle’s a fucking genius. A visionary. Taking worthless, broken boys off the street and turning them into something beautiful. Something useful. You were nothing. Now you’re art. You’re a luxury product. You should be on your knees thanking her every day.”

The words landed like punches.

Worthless boys.

Nothing.

You should be grateful.

A hot, sharp spike of anger pierced through the numb fog that had encased Brielle for months. It was a clean, bright pain, different from the dull ache of submission. It was fury. It was hatred. It was for Kayleigh, for her smug, privileged cruelty. It was for Ms. Lavelle and her monstrous “vision.” It was for the whole sick system that had taken Brad, murdered him, and called it a gift.

The numbness cracked. Just a hairline fracture, but light—angry, red light—seeped through.

She didn’t speak. She didn’t move. She just let the feeling burn inside her chest, a secret fire Kayleigh couldn’t see.

Kayleigh, mistaking her silence for awe or agreement, laughed and stood up. “Yeah. Think about that while you go make me a margarita. Extra salt.”

By midnight, the manic energy finally crashed. Kayleigh, after three margaritas and another pill, slumped onto the huge sectional sofa in the living room, her eyes rolling back. Her breathing deepened, turned ragged, then settled into the heavy rhythm of drug-induced sleep. A line of drool traced from the corner of her mouth onto a cashmere throw pillow.

Silence.

For the first time in over thirty-six hours, there was no voice commanding her, no hands grabbing her, no expectation hanging in the air. The only sounds were the low hum of the central air and the faint, lonely cry of a coyote somewhere out in the vast, dark desert.

Brielle stood up from where she’d been kneeling on the floor. Her body ached everywhere. Her knees were bruised from the hard surfaces. Her wrists were chafed. Between her legs was sore and tender. She felt hollowed out, scraped raw.

She walked slowly to the wall of glass that formed the entire rear of the villa. She stared out. The desert at night was an ocean of black, dotted with a million brilliant, cold stars. The moon, nearly full, cast a silver light over the rocks, making them look like bones. The infinity pool was a sheet of black glass reflecting the cosmos.

Freedom was literally all around her. Miles and miles of empty land. No walls. No gates, except the one at the end of the driveway. She could walk out the door right now. Start walking. No one would stop her.

But the anklet felt heavy on her ankle. It was a tracker. Lavelle would know. The police would find a naked, disoriented girl wandering the desert with a gold chain on her ankle and a story no one would believe. She had no money. No clothes but the scraps Kayleigh allowed. No ID. Brielle didn’t exist. Brad was legally dead. She had nowhere to go, no one to call. The fear was a wall just as high and impenetrable as any made of glass or steel.

Her gaze drifted to the coffee table. Kayleigh’s phone lay there, facedown. It had fallen from her limp hand.

Brielle’s heart began to pound, a slow, heavy drumbeat in the silent room. She walked over. She picked up the phone. It was still warm from Kayleigh’s hand. She turned it over. The screen was unlocked. It was open to a social media app, a selfie of Kayleigh puckering her lips.

Brielle swiped the app away. The home screen appeared. She could call for help. 911. What would she say? I’m a sex slave at a celebrity’s desert villa? They’d ask for her name. Her address. They’d contact Lavelle. It would be a disaster. Kayleigh would wake up, furious. Lavelle would be livid. The punishment would be unimaginable.

But… she could call someone else. Who? Ashton? His number was in her old phone, which was gone. Her parents? They thought she was dead. There was no one.

Her thumb hovered over the keypad on the screen. The numbers glowed softly. 9… 1… 1. Just three digits. It would be so easy.

She stood there for a full five minutes, the phone heavy in her hand, her thumb trembling an inch above the screen. The coyote cried again, closer this time. The vast, indifferent freedom of the desert seemed to mock her.

Slowly, she lowered the phone. She placed it back on the table exactly where she found it.

The anger, the spark that had ignited when Kayleigh called her worthless, was still there, banked but hot. It needed an outlet. Something. Anything.

She picked up her own phone from where it charged on a kitchen counter. She opened the Couture Courier app. She navigated to her profile. There she was: Brielle. Premium Tier. Satisfaction Rating: 4.8/5. Base Rate: $2000/weekend. Her measurements were listed like specs for a car. Her photo was the vacant, pretty headshot.

She stared at it. This was her. This digital ghost. This product listing.

Her thumb moved. She backed out of the profile. She opened the camera app.

She didn’t think. She just acted.

She pointed the camera at her own ankle, on the floor. She zoomed in. The flash went off, a stark white burst in the dark room. The photo showed the delicate gold chain, the elegant links, and the raw, red skin around it from days of rubbing against sand and concrete. Property of Lavelle Labs.

She turned the camera towards the wall of glass, capturing the endless black desert and the sea of stars. She took a picture of the infinity pool, a black mirror under the moon.

She crept back into the living room. Kayleigh was still dead asleep, mouth open, one arm flung out. Brielle lifted the phone. She took a picture. The flash made Kayleigh’s skin look waxy and pale. A famous face, vulnerable and ugly in unconsciousness.

She went to the bedroom. She held up her own wrists, turning them to catch the light from the hallway. The red rope marks were vivid against her pale skin. She took a picture.

She didn’t know what she would do with the photos. She couldn’t post them. She couldn’t send them to anyone. They were evidence of a crime no one would acknowledge. But taking them felt like a rebellion. A tiny, secret act of defiance. It was her point of view. Her record. Not Lavelle’s. Not a client’s. Hers. For the first time since the transformation began, she was documenting her own reality.

She saved the photos in a hidden, encrypted folder on the phone, an app Ms. Lavelle had installed for “client confidentiality.” She locked the phone and put it back on the charger.

She walked back to the glass wall and stood there until the sky began to lighten from black to deep indigo. The anger had settled into a cold, hard knot in her stomach. It wasn’t going away.

As the first sliver of sun painted the horizon pink, Kayleigh stirred on the sofa. She groaned, rubbed her face, and sat up. She blinked, looking around the room. Her eyes found Brielle standing by the window.

“Ugh. My head.” She squinted. “Why are you just standing there? I’m starving. Make me breakfast. Eggs Benedict. And coffee. Strong. Bring it to me in bed.”

Brielle turned from the window. “Yes, Kayleigh.”

She walked to the pristine, modern kitchen. She moved stiffly, every muscle protesting. She found eggs, English muffins, Canadian bacon. She started a pot of coffee. As she waited for the water to boil for the hollandaise, she caught sight of her reflection in the polished chrome of the kettle.

She looked tired. Dark circles under her eyes. Her hair was a mess. There were faint bruises on her neck and shoulders. She looked used. Worn down.

But her eyes. In the distorted reflection, her own eyes stared back at her. And in them, for the first time since she could remember, there was a new glint. A hard, sharp, focused light. It wasn’t vacancy. It wasn’t fear. It was something colder. Something determined.

The water began to boil. She turned away from the kettle and cracked an egg on the edge of a bowl. The shell broke cleanly.


Chapter Ten




“Your performance for Kayleigh was exceptional.”

Ms. Lavelle’s voice was cool, professional. She stood in her white lab, leaning against a stainless steel counter, reviewing a tablet. Brielle stood before her, back in the simple day dress she’d left in. The desert felt like a fever dream, but the soreness in her muscles and the new hardness in her gut were real.

“Her detailed evaluation gives you a client satisfaction score of 9.8 out of 10,” Ms. Lavelle continued, looking up. A faint, pleased smile touched her lips. “She cited your resilience, your adaptability, and your… increased vocal responsiveness. Well done.”

Brielle said nothing. She kept her gaze soft, directed at Ms. Lavelle’s chin. The anger from the desert was a cold stone inside her, but she let none of it show on her face. Her doll-mask was perfect.

“Such consistent high performance warrants recognition,” Ms. Lavelle said. She set the tablet down. “And advancement. I am therefore authorizing your access to Phase Three: elective procedures.”

Brielle’s breath hitched, just a tiny catch in her throat. She forced herself to remain still.

“Phase Three is about optimization,” Ms. Lavelle explained, walking over to a large digital screen on the wall. She tapped it, and a 3D model of a feminine form appeared. It looked like Brielle’s body scan. “Up until now, your transformation has been about achieving a baseline ideal. Now, we discuss refinements. Enhancements tailored to maximize your specific earning potential and client appeal.”

She manipulated the screen. The model’s breasts enlarged slightly, becoming fuller, rounder.

“A modest breast augmentation is a popular choice. It would enhance your silhouette in lingerie and evening wear. We could go from a natural B to a full C. Or,” she swiped, and the model’s cheekbones became more pronounced, her jawline slightly softer, “minor facial adjustments. A subtle rhinoplasty. Lip filler for a more permanent pout. These are not corrections. They are upgrades.”

She turned to face Brielle fully. Her expression was that of a mentor offering a prized pupil a new opportunity.

“This is no longer a mandatory process, Brielle. This is a choice. A career decision. We would discuss options, review simulated results, and you would decide what you believe is best for your future within our enterprise. The procedures would be performed here, by my best surgeons. Recovery would be swift. And your base rate across all services would increase by forty percent.”

The words hung in the sterile air. A choice. A career decision. It was the ultimate corruption. They had taken everything from Brad by force. Now they were offering to sell the rest of Brielle’s humanity back to her, piece by piece, as a professional investment. It was so sick, so clever, that for a moment, Brielle felt dizzy.

Ms. Lavelle was watching her closely, reading the micro-expressions on her face. “I don’t expect an answer now. It’s a significant consideration. I will grant you twenty-four hours. You have the day to yourself. A car is at your disposal. Be back on the estate by ten PM curfew.”

A day. Not to think. To act.

“Thank you, Ms. Lavelle,” Brielle said, her voice the same soft monotone. “May I have the day to consider?”

“Of course.” Ms. Lavelle gave a gracious nod. “That is the purpose.”

Brielle turned and left the lab. She walked back to her suite, her steps measured. Inside, with the double doors closed, she leaned against them, her heart pounding against her ribs. The cold stone of anger in her gut was now a burning coal.

She didn’t pack. She didn’t take a suitcase. She changed into nondescript jeans, a plain black t-shirt, and sneakers from her closet. She put on a baseball cap and large sunglasses. She looked like any other pretty, anonymous girl. She took her phone, her wallet with the Lavelle-branded credit card and a stack of cash from her drawer—over fifteen thousand dollars, saved from countless tips and modeling fees. She slipped the small, powerful jammer she’d purchased into her crossbody bag. She had ordered it disguised as a high-end portable charger from a specialty electronics site, using the Couture Courier delivery network to have it brought to a drop box. It had cost three thousand dollars. It was the only thing she’d ever bought for herself.

She called for the car. The driver, the usual older man, was waiting.

“Where to, miss?”

“The city. My old neighborhood. Just… drive around.”

The driver nodded, his face impassive.

They drove down from the hills into the familiar, grimy sprawl. Brielle watched it all pass—the strip malls, the fast-food joints, the stucco apartment buildings baking in the sun. It looked smaller. Shabbier. Like a set from a play she’d been in long ago.

“Stop here,” she said when they reached her old street.

She got out. “I’ll walk. Pick me up at the corner of Third and La Brea in two hours.”

“Yes, miss.”

The car pulled away. Brielle stood on the cracked sidewalk. The air smelled of exhaust and fried food. She walked slowly toward the building that housed her old studio. The dirty beige stucco, the rusted security gate. She looked up at the window. The broken mirror was gone. In its place were cheap blinds, half-closed. A potted cactus sat on the sill.

It was someone else’s home now. Some other desperate person’s shitty starting point. Brad’s life here was erased as completely as if he’d never existed.

She walked on. Past the convenience store where he and Ashton used to buy cheap beer. The clerk behind the bulletproof glass was different. Past the laundromat with the broken sign. The same homeless man slept in the doorway, but he was older, more weathered.

She walked for an hour, a ghost touring her own grave. No one recognized her. How could they? The boy who lived here was dead. The woman walking these streets was a stranger, a beautiful ghost with a hollow center and a plan forming in the hard, new part of her mind.

She found a quiet coffee shop with Wi-Fi. She bought a black coffee and sat in a corner booth. She took out her phone. She opened the Couture Courier app, but not as a recipient of assignments. She navigated to the client-facing portal, the one used to book her. She had seen the interface over clients’ shoulders enough times to understand it.

She began to make appointments.

First, Heidi. She selected the premium “exclusive showcase” package, an eight-hour block at the maximum rate. She booked it for tonight, 8 PM. Location: The Lavelle Estate Main House. Special Instructions: Black-tie attire requested. A unique collective experience.

Next, Olivia. Same package, same time, same location. Special Instructions: An ensemble presentation. Your presence is required.

Then, Alisson. This was riskier. Alisson wasn’t a client in the same way. But Brielle selected the “consultation and demonstration” package, at an even higher fee. Time: 8 PM. Location: Lavelle Estate. Special Instructions: Evaluation of integrated service protocols in a multi-client environment.

Kayleigh. The “extended retreat follow-up” package. Time: 8 PM. Location: Lavelle Estate. Special Instructions: The desert was a preview. The main event awaits.

Finally, a new one. Morgan. She had heard the name in passing from Ms. Lavelle, a tech investor with particular tastes. Brielle found her in the client list. She booked the “premium introduction” package. Time: 8 PM. Location: Lavelle Estate. Special Instructions: You are invited to an exclusive unveiling.

Five of the most powerful, demanding clients. All booked for the exact same time, at Ms. Lavelle’s own home, for a “showcase” that did not exist. The system processed the bookings instantly, charging their cards the non-refundable deposits. Confirmation emails would be shooting to their phones.

Brielle finished her coffee. The bitterness suited her.

The driver picked her up at the designated corner. “Back to the estate, miss?”

“Yes. And I need to make one quick stop on the way. A pickup from a shipping depot. It’s a package for Ms. Lavelle. I have the code.”

The driver, used to odd errands, simply nodded.

They stopped at a bland warehouse unit in an industrial park. Brielle went inside, gave the number she’d memorized from the delivery notice, and was handed a small, heavy cardboard box. She carried it back to the car. Inside was the jammer, now fully charged and ready. It was the size of a hardcover book. It was her key.

Back in her suite at the estate, with hours to go until curfew and then the appointed time, Brielle prepared. She did not pack a bag. She did not write a note. She showered, washing the city grit from her skin. She did her hair and makeup not as the doll, but as the woman from the Lavelle Luminescence ads—polished, elegant, untouchable. She chose her most stunning outfit: a backless, floor-length black velvet gown that clung to every curve. She wore the sky-high black stilettos. She looked like a queen. Or a weapon.

She placed the jammer, now out of its box, into a large, soft leather tote bag along with her phone, her wallet, and a few other small items. She slung the bag over her shoulder. It was heavy.

At 7:45 PM, she left her suite and walked calmly through the silent halls of the main house toward the grand living room. She could feel the eyes of the other “residents”—the maid dusting a vase, the server polishing glasses—on her as she passed. Their hollow gazes followed the spectacle of the prized doll walking with a purpose they had forgotten they could have.

At 7:55, the first car arrived. Heidi, in a sleek silver gown, her blonde hair impeccable. She was ushered in by the silent houseman, a look of bored curiosity on her face.

“Brielle? What is this? Lavelle said there was a special presentation.”

“Please wait in the living room, Heidi,” Brielle said, her voice calm. “The others will arrive shortly.”

Heidi raised an eyebrow but allowed herself to be directed into the vast, minimalist living room.

Olivia arrived next, in a severe black tuxedo. “This is highly irregular,” she snapped, but her gray eyes were alight with intrigue.

Alisson came precisely at 8:00, wearing a tailored navy suit, her silver bob sharp. She said nothing, merely scanned the room and Brielle with her analytical gaze.

Kayleigh swept in moments later, vibrant in a crimson pantsuit, already holding a flute of champagne apparently acquired from a tray. “A party! And I’m not even late. Is this my surprise, darling?”

Finally, a woman Brielle didn’t recognize—Morgan, presumably—entered. She was younger, with a sharp, intelligent face and an expensive but understated dress. She looked more confused than the others.

Ms. Lavelle descended the staircase. Her face was a mask of polite confusion, but Brielle could see the fury simmering beneath. She had clearly been alerted by the staff.

“Ladies,” Ms. Lavelle said, her voice smooth. “Welcome. There seems to be a… scheduling anomaly. Brielle?”

All eyes turned to Brielle. She stood in the center of the room, the five clients and Ms. Lavelle forming a loose circle around her. She was the exhibit. The product. The trap.

She took a slow breath. The cold, hard knot in her stomach was steady.

“There’s no anomaly,” Brielle said, her voice clear and carrying in the quiet room. It wasn’t the doll’s whisper. It was a woman’s voice. “You’ve all paid a great deal of money to own a piece of me. To use me. To shape me. Tonight, you get exactly what you paid for.”

Confusion flickered across their faces. Ms. Lavelle’s eyes narrowed. “Brielle, that’s enough. This display is⁠—”

Brielle didn’t let her finish. With her hand inside her tote bag, she found the button on the jammer. She pressed it.

A low, almost imperceptible hum filled the air for a split second. Then, the effects were immediate.

The recessed lights in the ceiling flickered violently and died, plunging the room into darkness lit only by the moon through the windows. A chorus of gasps came from the women. The low background hum of the central air conditioning cut off, leaving a profound silence. From elsewhere in the house came the sound of a security system emitting a short, dying bleat before going silent.

But most importantly, Brielle felt it. A tiny, distinct click from her ankle, followed by a complete cessation of the subtle, ever-present vibration she had grown so used to she barely noticed it. The anklet’s connection to the network was dead. It was now just a piece of jewelry.

“What the hell?” Olivia’s voice cut through the dark.

“Is this part of the show?” Kayleigh asked, a hint of excitement in her voice.

“My phone has no signal,” Morgan stated, her voice tight.

“The landline is dead,” Alisson observed clinically from near a side table.

Ms. Lavelle’s voice was a venomous hiss in the gloom. “Brielle. What have you done?”

Chaos erupted. Heidi demanded to be let out. Olivia shouted for a driver. Kayleigh laughed, a nervous, brittle sound. Morgan tried to find a way to open the automated curtains.

In the confusion, Brielle didn’t run for the front door. She turned and walked calmly, confidently, out of the living room and into the hallway. She knew the layout of the house in the dark. She moved past the panicked staff—the gardener, the maid—who were standing frozen, unsure what to do without their electronic commands.

She reached the reinforced door to Ms. Lavelle’s private lab. It was locked, of course. A keypad glowed with emergency battery power. Brielle didn’t know the code. But she knew where Ms. Lavelle kept the physical override key for emergencies. In the base of the ugly modern sculpture next to the door. She’d seen her use it once, thinking Brielle was too dissociated to notice.

She reached into the hollow base of the sculpture. Her fingers closed around a cold, tubular key. She inserted it into a hidden slot beside the keypad. The magnetic lock disengaged with a heavy thunk.

She stepped into the lab. The emergency lights cast a dim, greenish glow over the stainless steel and glass. It was the heart of the monster. The place where Brad had died and Brielle had been born.

She didn’t smash the equipment. She didn’t set fire to the files. That was chaos. That was rage. She was past rage. She was into something colder: justice, or its closest approximation.

She went straight to the main server tower, a sleek black monolith in a climate-controlled alcove. The screens were dark, but the machine had battery backup. She pressed the power button. It whirred to life. The login screen appeared.

Brielle didn’t know the password. But she knew Ms. Lavelle. Obsessive, paranoid, but also arrogant. She believed her creations were too broken to rebel, too stupid to understand her systems. Brielle typed the first thing that came to mind: the batch number from the original jar of cream. LX-7.1.

The screen blinked. Access granted.

Her hands moved quickly, surely. She had watched techs do maintenance. She navigated through directories. Client Profiles. Financial Records. Biochemical Formulas. Surveillance Archives.

She plugged a small, high-capacity portable drive from her bag into the server. She began to copy everything. Client lists with addresses and payment histories. The detailed chemical formulations of the serums and hormone cocktails. The before-and-after photos and medical scans of every “subject,” including Brad’s. The encrypted video feeds from the training rooms and some of the more “documentation-friendly” client sessions, including her own.

The progress bar crawled. She could hear raised voices getting closer from the hallway. They were figuring out where she’d gone.

While the data transferred, she walked to the storage wall. Rows of identical white jars sat on shelves. She found the one labeled LX-7.1. Prototype. Subject Zero. The original. The jar that had started it all. She took it. It was cool and heavy in her hand.

The transfer completed with a soft chime. She ejected the drive and tucked it into her bag. Then, with a few more keystrokes, she initiated a secure wipe of the server’s primary drives. It would take time to complete, but the originals would be irrecoverably scrambled.

The door to the lab burst open. Ms. Lavelle stood there, silhouetted by the emergency light from the hall. Her face was contorted with a fury Brielle had never seen. Behind her were Alisson and Olivia, looking furious and bewildered.

“Stop!” Ms. Lavelle screamed.

Brielle turned from the server. She held the jar in one hand, her tote bag in the other. She looked at her creator, her owner, her tormentor.

“It’s done,” Brielle said simply.

She walked towards them. They parted, almost reflexively, letting her pass. She walked back down the hall, towards the living room. The other clients and the staff were gathered there, arguing in the semi-darkness.

As she entered, the jammer’s battery, overtaxed, finally died.

With a series of clicks and hums, the house came back to life. The lights flickered on, blindingly bright after the dark. The air conditioning whirred back to life. Phones began to chirp with delayed notifications.

Everyone turned. Their eyes landed on Brielle, standing serene and elegant in the center of the restored chaos.

Ms. Lavelle pushed her way to the front, her composure shattered. “Foolish girl!” she spat, her voice trembling with rage. “What did you hope to accomplish? You think a few minutes of darkness changes anything? You have nowhere to go. You are nothing without me!”

Brielle looked at her. She looked at Heidi, at Olivia, at Alisson, at Kayleigh, at Morgan. She looked at the silent, watching staff—the gardener, the chauffeur, the maid. She saw the faint glint of silver at their wrists, their necks.

She held up the plain white jar in her hand.

“I just delivered something,” Brielle said. Her voice was clear, calm, and forever feminine. It echoed in the quiet room. “The final tip is mine.”

She turned. She didn’t look back. She walked across the living room, through the grand foyer, and out the massive front door. It was unlocked now, the security system rebooted but not yet re-engaged.

She walked down the long, manicured driveway. The night air was cool. The gates at the end were open, the system still resetting.

She walked through them and onto the public street. She didn’t run. She walked. A stunning woman in a black velvet gown and heels, carrying a tote bag and a jar of cream, walking down a residential hill in the Los Angeles night.

The anklet was still on her ankle. It was just metal now.

The money was still in her account. It was just numbers now.

The body was still hers. It was just a fact now.

She had no plan. No destination. The data on the drive was set to auto-upload to a public, encrypted cloud in twenty-four hours, releasing Lavelle’s secrets to the world in a timed explosion. The police, the media, the clients—they would all have their lives torn apart. It was mutually assured destruction.

A car slowed beside her. A man leaned out. “Hey, beautiful! Need a ride?”

She ignored him. She kept walking.

She was terrified. More terrified than she had ever been in the white room or under Kayleigh’s hands. This was the terror of infinite choice, of a vast, empty future she had to fill herself.

But for the first time since a boy named Brad signed a contract in a shiny lab, the next move—however terrifying, however uncertain—was hers to make.
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