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Chapter One




The first thing he felt was the headache. It was a dull, pounding throb behind his eyes, like the worst hangover of his life mixed with being hit by a truck. Julian Van Horn tried to lift his hand to rub his temples, but his arm wouldn't move.

Panic, cold and sharp, cut through the fog in his brain.

He tried his other arm. Same thing. He was sitting in a chair, a comfortable one, but his wrists were tied down. He pulled hard, his muscles straining. The material holding him was soft, like padded velvet, but it was strong. It didn't give an inch.

His eyes snapped open.

This was not his bedroom. This was not his penthouse.

He was in a room he had never seen before. It was fancy. Too fancy. Silk wallpaper with a subtle pattern of silver flowers covered the walls. A huge crystal chandelier hung from the high ceiling, its lights turned down low. A thick, soft rug in deep red lay under his feet. There was a large bed with a silk coverlet and too many pillows. A fancy wooden desk sat in one corner.

It looked like a photo from a luxury hotel magazine.

But there were no windows. And only one door, heavy looking and dark wood.

The air was still and quiet, just the faint hum of an air conditioner.

"What the hell?" he muttered. His voice was rough, his throat dry.

He struggled against the restraints again, his heart hammering against his ribs. This had to be a dream. A bad one. He remembered the charity gala. He remembered winning the auction for that stupid painting. He remembered getting into his town car, telling the driver to take him home.

Then... nothing. A blank space.

A sharp prick in his neck. That was the last thing.

Kidnapped. The word landed in his gut like a block of ice. His father was rich. Very rich. This was a ransom thing. It had to be. They would want money. That was fine. Money could be dealt with.

The lock on the door clicked, a soft sound that echoed in the quiet room.

The door swung open silently.

A woman walked in. She was tall and slim, dressed in a simple but expensive looking black dress. Her hair was a pale silver-blonde, pulled back into a tight, smooth bun at the back of her head. Not a single hair was out of place. She moved without making a sound, her heels sinking into the thick rug.

She looked at him with calm gray eyes. There was no surprise in them. No emotion at all.

"Good evening, Julian," she said. Her voice was cool and smooth, like stones at the bottom of a stream.

"Who are you?" he snarled, pulling at the restraints. "Where am I? Do you have any idea who my father is? He will tear this whole fucking place apart to find me. You're dead. You hear me? Dead!"

The woman didn't even blink. She stopped a few feet in front of him, looking down at him like he was a bug under a glass.

"My name is Sable. And you are my guest."

"Guest?" Julian barked a harsh laugh. "You call this being a guest? Untie me right now, you crazy bitch!"

"Your father believes you are on an unplanned retreat to one of your private islands," Sable said, ignoring his outburst. "We sent a very convincing email from your account. We are very thorough."

Julian's blood ran cold. They had planned this. They had access to his email. This wasn't some sloppy grab for cash. This was organized.

"Then what?" he demanded, his voice losing some of its bluster. "What do you want? If it's not ransom, then what?"

Sable allowed a small, cold smile to touch her lips. It didn't reach her eyes.

"We were hired," she said. "A client. Someone you wronged. Quite profoundly, it seems."

"A client? What are you talking about?"

"She doesn't want your money, Julian. Your money is of no interest to us, or to her."

A sick feeling started to twist in his stomach. This was worse than he thought. Much worse.

"Who?" he asked, his voice barely a whisper.

Sable reached into a hidden pocket in her dress and pulled out a small, flat tablet. She tapped the screen and then turned it to face him.

A woman's face smiled out from the screen. She was pretty, with soft brown eyes and dark hair. She looked sweet. Innocent.

Julian's breath caught in his throat.

"Isabelle," he breathed.

Isabelle. Sweet, shy Isabelle. He had met her at an art gallery opening six months ago. She was so different from the usual women he dated. He found her innocence charming. For a while.

He had swept her off her feet. Told her he loved her. Promised her the world. He had loved the way she looked at him, like he was a hero.

Then he got bored.

He ended it the way he ended most things: cruelly and publicly. At a party full of his friends, he had read aloud from the intimate, heartfelt letters she had written him. He had mocked her handwriting, her dreams, her love for him. He had laughed as her face crumpled and she ran from the room in tears. It was a funny story to tell his buddies later. Look how pathetic she was.

He hadn't thought about her since.

"Isabelle hired you?" he said, disbelief warring with a growing terror.

"She provided the inspiration," Sable corrected, her voice still that infuriatingly calm monotone. "And the funding. We are the artists. And you, my dear Julian, are our new canvas."

She tapped the screen again. The picture of Isabelle was replaced by a series of images that made his stomach lurch.

They were pictures of him. But they were changed. His jawline was softer. His cheekbones were higher. His body was thinner, with gentle curves at the hips and a small, rounded chest. His hair was longer. In one picture, he was wearing a dress. He looked... like a woman. A beautiful one.

It was a sick joke. A digital prank.

"What is this?" he demanded, his voice shaking.

"This is the future, Julian. Your former lover believes the ultimate punishment for a man who defined himself by his conquests, by his masculinity, is to become the very thing he objectified and discarded."

Sable looked from the image on the tablet to his face, her head tilted.

"You are to be remade. Refined. We will strip away every last piece of the man you were. We will create in his place a perfect, beautiful woman. A living doll."

Julian felt the world tilt. This wasn't happening. This couldn't be real. It was insane.

"You're insane!" he shouted, his body straining against the velvet bonds until his wrists burned. "You can't do this! It's not possible!"

"Oh, but we can," Sable purred, and for the first time, he saw a flicker of real pleasure in her cold eyes. It was more terrifying than her calm. "And we will. The process has already begun."

"What does that mean?"

"The compounds in the sedative we used initiated the first phase. You will find your strength is not what it was. Your body will begin to feel... foreign."

As if her words had summoned it, a fresh wave of nausea rolled over him. His head swam. And then he felt it. A deep, strange ache in his chest. A tenderness that felt wrong.

He looked down, his eyes wide with horror.

Beneath his torn, expensive dress shirt, his chest felt... different. His pectoral muscles, once hard and defined from hours in the gym, felt soft. Swollen. A hot, sensitive pain bloomed right behind his nipples. He could feel the rough fabric of his shirt rubbing against them, and it sent a jolt of something that was not quite pain through his whole body.

"No," he whispered. He pulled at the restraints, a frantic, useless motion. "No, no, no!"

Sable watched him struggle, her expression one of mild interest.

"Excellent," she said softly. "Then let the makeover begin."

She turned and walked toward the door, her steps silent on the rug. She didn't look back.

The door closed behind her with a solid, final thud.

The lock clicked shut.

Julian was alone. Truly alone. The fancy room felt like it was closing in on him. The silence was deafening. He stared down at his chest, at the subtle but undeniable changes happening to his own body.

This was not a kidnapping.

This was a sentence.

And the prison was his own skin.

Time lost all meaning. It could have been an hour or a whole day. There was no clock in the room. The fancy chandelier lights stayed on, casting the same soft glow. Julian drifted in and out of a restless, fearful sleep. Every time he woke up, the nightmare was still real.

The headache faded, but a new feeling took its place. A deep, bone-deep tiredness. It was more than just being sleepy. It felt like his body was made of lead. He tried to flex his bicep, a habit he had from checking himself out in mirrors. The muscle was there, but it felt softer. Less solid.

It was the ache in his chest that was the worst, though. A constant, throbbing tenderness. His nipples felt raw and super sensitive. Even the air moving across them through his torn shirt felt like too much. He kept his arms pulled tight against his sides, trying to shield himself from the feeling.

He was thirsty. His throat was a dry, cracked desert.

"Hey!" he yelled, his voice hoarse. "Hey! I need water!"

There was no answer. Just the hum of the air conditioner.

Rage started to boil up inside him, pushing back the fear. This was bullshit. This was some crazy mind game. They couldn't change him into a woman. That was science fiction. They were messing with his head. Drugging him, making him feel things that weren't real.

He was Julian Van Horn. He was strong. He was a man. No one did this to him.

The lock on the door clicked again.

Julian’s head snapped up. He braced himself, his body tensing.

It wasn't Sable who walked in.

It was a man. A huge man.

He filled the doorway, his shoulders almost touching the frame. He was tall, well over six feet, and built of pure, solid muscle. He wasn't bulky like a bodybuilder, but lean and powerful, like a panther. He wore simple black pants and a tight gray t-shirt that stretched across his broad chest and thick arms.

The man’s face was all hard lines. A strong jaw, a straight nose, dark eyes that held no expression at all. His hair was cut short and neat. He moved with a quiet, easy confidence that said he knew he was the most dangerous thing in any room.

In one hand, he carried a bottle of water.

He didn't say a word. He just walked over to Julian and held the bottle out.

Julian glared up at him. "Untie me."

The man didn't react. He just stood there, holding the water.

"I said, untie me!" Julian snarled, pulling at the restraints. "You can't keep me here like this!"

The man’s eyes flicked down to Julian’s wrists, then back to his face. He remained silent.

A fresh wave of that strange, hot tenderness pulsed in Julian’s chest. It made him feel weak. Vulnerable. He hated it. He channeled all that hate into his glare.

"Who are you? Another one of Sable's freaks?"

"My name is Colt," the man said. His voice was a low rumble. It wasn't friendly. It wasn't mean. It was just a fact.

"Colt? Like the gun? Cute," Julian spat. "Well, Colt, you listen to me. My father owns half this city. He has people. When he finds out where I am, and he will, they will come for me. And you? You'll be the first one they put a bullet in. You understand me? You're dead."

Colt’s expression didn't change. He might as well have been made of stone.

"You think this is funny?" Julian yelled, his voice cracking. "You think you can turn me into some... some girl? It's not possible! You're wasting your time!"

He thrashed in the chair, the legs scraping against the wooden floor beneath the rug. The movement made his shirt rub against his sore chest, and he winced.

Colt’s eyes caught the small flinch. He didn't say anything, but he saw it.

That tiny moment of weakness made Julian even angrier.

"Stop looking at me!" he shouted.

Colt finally moved. He unscrewed the cap from the water bottle and brought it to Julian’s lips.

Julian turned his head away. "I'm not drinking that. It's probably got more of your crazy drugs in it."

Colt sighed, a small, almost soundless breath. He lowered the bottle.

"Suit yourself."

He turned and walked toward the door.

"Wait!" Julian called out, panic cutting through his anger. He was so thirsty. The man was leaving him alone again. "Don't go!"

Colt stopped with his hand on the door handle. He looked back over his shoulder.

"Please," Julian added, the word tasting like ash in his mouth. He never said please.

Colt studied him for a long moment. Then he walked back. He didn't bring the water bottle to Julian’s lips this time. Instead, he reached down and, with one hand, easily undid the velvet restraint on Julian’s right wrist.

The sudden freedom was a shock. Julian stared at his free hand, then up at Colt.

Colt placed the water bottle in his hand.

"Five minutes," Colt said. His tone left no room for argument. "Then I tie you back up."

Julian’s fingers closed around the cool plastic. He wanted to throw it at Colt's head. He wanted to scream. But his throat was so dry. He brought the bottle to his lips and drank greedily. The water was the best thing he had ever tasted. It was just water. No weird taste.

While he drank, he rubbed his freed wrist. The skin was red and chafed.

He watched Colt. The man just stood there, his arms crossed over his chest, watching him. He wasn't looming or threatening. He was just... waiting. His stillness was unnerving.

Julian finished the water and dropped the empty bottle on the floor.

"Now the other one," he demanded, pointing to his left wrist that was still tied. "Untie it."

Colt shook his head once. "No."

"Why not? You think I can overpower you?" Julian let out a harsh laugh. "Look at you. Look at me. I'm tied to a chair. What am I going to do?"

Colt didn't answer. He just looked at Julian with those flat, dark eyes.

The silence stretched out. Julian felt a fresh, hot throb in his chest. He glanced down without thinking. Through the tear in his shirt, he could see his skin. It looked... smoother. Softer. The faint trail of hair that led down his stomach seemed thinner.

A cold knot of dread tightened in his gut. It was happening. It was really happening.

He looked back at Colt, a new kind of desperation seizing him.

"Listen to me," Julian said, his voice lower, more intense. "Whatever she's paying you, I'll double it. Triple it. My father will give you anything. Name your price. Just let me go. Right now."

Colt’s expression didn't change. Not even a flicker.

"This isn't about money," he said, his voice like gravel.

"Then what is it about?" Julian pleaded, his defiance crumbling for a second. "Why are you doing this?"

Colt didn't get a chance to answer. The door opened and Sable walked in. She looked from Julian’s free wrist to Colt, one eyebrow raised slightly.

"A moment of pity, Colt?" she asked, her voice dripping with mild amusement.

"He was thirsty," Colt said, his tone neutral.

Sable’s gaze landed on Julian. She smiled her cold little smile. "How are we feeling, Julian? Any changes to report?"

"Go to hell," he snarled, his anger returning in a hot rush.

"Such spirit," she said. "It will make breaking you so much more satisfying."

She walked closer, her eyes scanning him like he was a piece of meat. She focused on his chest.

"I see the early stages are progressing nicely. The tenderness can be quite intense, I'm told. Like a very rapid puberty."

Julian felt his face grow hot with shame and rage. He wanted to cover himself. He yanked his free arm across his chest.

"Don't touch me," he warned.

"I have no intention of touching you," Sable said calmly. "Not yet. The physical changes are only one part. The mental reshaping is equally important. You need to understand that the person you were is gone. Julian Van Horn, the arrogant playboy, is being erased."

She turned to Colt. "His five minutes are up."

Colt moved forward. He was fast. Before Julian could react, Colt’s large hand closed around his free wrist. His grip was like iron.

"No!" Julian shouted, trying to pull away. It was useless. Colt was impossibly strong. He easily forced Julian’s arm back to the chair arm and began re-fastening the soft, cruel restraint.

"Get your hands off me! You fucking traitor! I offered you money! You're a fool!"

Colt finished tying the knot, his movements efficient and practiced. He didn't look at Julian’s face. He just made sure the restraint was secure.

He stepped back, his job done.

Julian was trapped again. Helpless. The brief taste of freedom made it a thousand times worse. He slumped in the chair, his head hanging down. The ache in his chest was a constant reminder of the invasion happening to his body.

Sable watched it all with a satisfied look.

"Defiance is a waste of energy, Julian," she said. "The sooner you accept your new reality, the easier this will be for you. You are becoming Julianna. And Julianna will be a very valuable asset."

She turned and left the room.

Colt gave Julian one last, unreadable look. Then he followed Sable out.

The lock clicked shut.

Silence.

Julian was alone again with the hum of the air conditioner and the terrifying, tender ache in his own changing body. He was trapped. He was being changed. And the man who was supposed to be his guard, his jailer, had just shown him a tiny bit of mercy before locking him back in his cage.

It made no sense. Nothing made sense.

All he could do was sit there and feel himself slowly disappearing.

The door opened again much sooner than Julian expected. He had been lost in a dark fog of fear and anger, his mind racing in circles. The sound of the lock made him flinch.

It was Colt. Alone this time.

He carried a small tray. On it was a simple white bowl and a spoon. Steam rose from the bowl, carrying the smell of plain chicken broth. He also had another bottle of water.

Colt placed the tray on the fancy desk. Then he walked over to Julian. Without a word, he undid the restraint on Julian’s right wrist again.

Julian stared at his freed hand. He didn't move. He just watched Colt, his eyes narrowed with hate.

"Five minutes," Colt said, repeating the same rule. His voice was flat. "Eat."

"I'm not hungry," Julian snapped. His stomach felt tight and queasy. The thought of food made him feel sick.

"You need to eat," Colt said. It wasn't a suggestion.

"Or what? You'll force it down my throat?" Julian challenged him. He flexed his free hand. The urge to swing at that calm, hard face was almost too strong to resist.

Colt didn't answer. He just stood there, waiting. His silence was a weapon. It made Julian feel like he was shouting at a mountain.

Fine. He would play along. For now. He needed his strength if he was going to get out of here.

Slowly, he pushed himself up from the chair. His legs felt shaky and weak. That deep tiredness was still there, weighing him down. He walked unsteadily to the desk and picked up the spoon.

The broth was bland but hot. It felt good on his raw throat. He ate slowly, every bite feeling like a defeat. He was eating the food his captors gave him. He was following their rules.

He could feel Colt's eyes on him the whole time. It was like being watched by a statue. The man didn't move. He didn't fidget. He just stood by the chair, his arms loose at his sides, his gaze fixed on Julian.

Julian put the spoon down with a loud clatter. He turned around, leaning back against the desk.

"So what's your story, Colt?" he asked, his voice dripping with fake friendliness. "How does a big guy like you end up as a babysitter for a crazy lady? Couldn't get a real job?"

Colt’s expression didn't change. He didn't even blink.

"Did you fall for her lies too?" Julian pressed, taking a step closer. "She promise you something? Money? Power? Or are you just into this weird shit? Do you get off on watching people get turned into... whatever the hell I'm becoming?"

Nothing. Not a flicker of emotion crossed Colt's face. It was infuriating.

"You know she's lying to you, right?" Julian said, his voice dropping, trying a different approach. "She'll use you up and throw you away. People like her always do. She doesn't care about you. You're just a tool to her. A big, dumb tool."

He took another step. He was close enough now to see the tiny scar above Colt's eyebrow. Close enough to feel the heat coming off his body.

"I'm the one who can actually help you," Julian whispered. "I'm offering you a way out. A real life. All you have to do is untie my other hand and open that door."

Colt’s eyes met his. They were a deep, dark brown. They held no anger, no interest, no anything. They were just... empty.

"It's not going to happen," Colt said. His voice was quiet, but final.

Rage, hot and blinding, exploded in Julian’s chest. The fear, the shame, the helplessness—it all boiled over into pure hatred for this silent, unmovable man.

"Fine!" Julian shouted, spitting the word right in Colt's face. "You want to be her dog? Then be a dog!"

He swung his fist.

It was a wild, desperate punch, fueled by all his frustration. He aimed for Colt's jaw.

It never landed.

Colt moved faster than Julian thought possible. He didn't even seem to try. One moment Julian's fist was flying through the air, the next, Colt's hand was wrapped around his wrist, stopping it cold.

Colt’s grip was like a steel band. It didn't hurt, but it was absolute. Julian couldn't move his arm an inch.

They stood frozen, Julian straining against the unbreakable hold. He was panting, his face flushed with anger and effort. Colt was perfectly calm, his breathing even. He looked down at Julian, his face still a mask of nothing.

"Let go of me!" Julian yelled, trying to pull his arm back.

Colt didn't let go. He just held Julian’s wrist, his grip firm and unyielding.

"Your five minutes are up," Colt said, his voice still that low, calm rumble.

He started to pull Julian back toward the chair. Julian dug his heels in, but it was useless. Colt was too strong. He was dragged backward like a child.

"No! Get off me!" Julian thrashed, his free hand clawing at Colt's arm. His nails scraped against the hard muscle, but Colt didn't even seem to feel it.

With an easy motion, Colt forced him back into the chair. He kept hold of Julian’s wrist with one hand while he used his other to refasten the velvet restraint.

"Stop! Don't you dare tie me up again!" Julian screamed, his voice cracking. He kicked out, his foot connecting weakly with Colt's shin.

Colt didn't react. He just finished tying the knot, making sure it was tight. Then he finally released Julian’s wrist.

Julian slumped in the chair, defeated. His chest was heaving. The tender ache there was throbbing now from the struggle. He felt tears of pure rage and humiliation prick at the corners of his eyes. He blinked them back furiously. He would not cry in front of this man.

Colt stepped back. He looked down at Julian for a long moment. His eyes scanned over Julian’s face, his heaving chest, his tied wrists.

For a single second, Julian thought he saw something in those dark eyes. Not pity. Not anger. Something else. Something like... curiosity. Like he was looking at a strange animal he'd never seen before.

Then it was gone. The blank mask was back.

Colt turned and walked to the door. He didn't look back.

The lock clicked shut.

Silence filled the room again, thicker and heavier than before.

Julian was alone. Again. Tied up. Again.

He stared at the door, his body trembling with leftover adrenaline and shame. He had tried to fight. He had tried to reason. He had tried to bribe. Nothing had worked.

Colt was a wall. A solid, silent, unmovable wall.

And Julian was trapped on the wrong side of it, slowly, surely, being erased.


Chapter Two




The next time the door opened, it wasn't just Colt. A second man walked in behind him. This man was older, with thinning gray hair and glasses. He wore a white lab coat and carried a small black medical bag. He looked bored, like he was here to fix a sink, not a person.

Julian’s heart started to pound. He sat up straighter in the chair, his muscles tensing.

Colt came over and, without a word, began to undo the restraints on his wrists. Julian didn't say anything this time. He just watched the doctor, his mind racing.

When both his hands were free, he rubbed his sore wrists. The skin was still red.

"Stand up," Colt said.

Julian stayed seated. "Why? What's he going to do?"

"The doctor needs to examine you," Colt said. His tone was the same as always. Flat. Final.

"I'm not letting him touch me," Julian said, his voice low and dangerous.

The doctor sighed, as if this was a minor inconvenience. He opened his bag and took out a stethoscope.

"It is necessary to monitor your progress," the doctor said, his voice as dry as dust. "The treatment must be calibrated."

"Treatment?" Julian laughed, a harsh, ugly sound. "You call this treatment? You're poisoning me!"

"The changes are proceeding as expected," the doctor said, ignoring him. He took a step forward. "Now, please stand. I need to listen to your heart and lungs."

"No."

Colt moved then. He put a hand on Julian’s shoulder. It wasn't a violent grip, but it was heavy. Unmistakably strong.

"Stand up," Colt repeated.

The touch sent a jolt of pure rage through Julian. He shoved Colt's hand away and leaped to his feet, backing away from both of them until he hit the wall.

"Get away from me!" he yelled. "Don't any of you fucking touch me!"

The doctor looked at Colt and gave a small, impatient nod.

Colt moved forward. He was fast. He reached for Julian.

Julian swung. It was the same wild punch as before, and it met the same result. Colt caught his wrist easily. But this time, Julian was ready. He was standing, and he had more room to fight.

He twisted, trying to break free, and threw his other fist at Colt's stomach.

Colt grunted, a short, sharp sound, but the punch didn't seem to hurt him. He used Julian’s own momentum, spinning him around and slamming him face-first against the wall.

The impact knocked the air out of Julian’s lungs. For a second, he saw stars.

Then Colt’s body was pressed against his back, pinning him to the wall. It was like being trapped under a car. He couldn't move. Colt’s arms wrapped around him, locking his own arms to his sides.

"Let me go!" Julian screamed, his voice muffled against the silk wallpaper. He struggled, bucking and kicking, but it was useless. Colt was a rock.

"Hold him still," the doctor said, his voice still bored.

Julian felt a cold dread wash over him. They were going to do it. They were going to examine him while Colt held him down.

"Don't you dare!" he shouted, thrashing with all his strength. It did no good.

He felt the doctor's hands first. Cold, clinical fingers pressed the stethoscope against his back, through his torn shirt.

"Breathe deeply," the doctor instructed.

"Go to hell!" Julian gasped, but he was panting too hard from the struggle to hold his breath.

The doctor listened for a moment, then moved the stethoscope to his chest. The cold metal disc touched his skin right over his sore, tender left breast.

A wave of shame so hot it felt like fire rushed through Julian. He squeezed his eyes shut.

"Good," the doctor murmured. "Heart rate is elevated due to resistance, but rhythm is strong."

The stethoscope moved away. Julian thought it was over. He sagged in relief.

But then he felt the doctor's hands on his shirt. The man was untucking it from his pants.

"What are you doing?" Julian cried, a new panic seizing him. He tried to twist away, but Colt’s hold tightened.

"I need to assess physical development," the doctor said, as if he was talking about a lab rat.

The doctor pulled the torn shirt open, exposing Julian’s chest to the cool air.

Julian froze. He couldn't see, but he could feel. He could feel the doctor's eyes on him. He could feel Colt’s chest pressed against his back, holding him there for this humiliation.

The doctor’s fingers, cold and impersonal, began to probe his chest. They pressed into the soft, swollen tissue around his nipples.

Julian flinched violently. "Stop touching me!"

"The mammary tissue is developing ahead of schedule," the doctor said, talking to Colt or maybe just to himself. "Significant tenderness. Note the increased pigmentation in the areolae."

Tears of pure helpless rage filled Julian’s eyes. He was being treated like an object. A thing. He was pinned against a wall while a stranger felt him up and talked about his changing body like it was a science project.

The doctor’s hands moved lower, pressing on his stomach.

"Some softening of the abdominal musculature. Subcutaneous fat redistribution has begun."

Then the doctor’s hands went to the waistband of his pants.

"No!" Julian screamed, a raw, animal sound. He threw his head back, smacking it against Colt’s chin.

Colt grunted again, but his grip didn't loosen.

"Hold his legs," the doctor said calmly.

Colt shifted his weight. One of his powerful legs hooked around Julian’s, locking them together. Julian was completely immobilized now. He could barely even struggle.

He felt the doctor unbutton his pants and pull down the zipper.

A sob tore from Julian’s throat. This was it. The final violation. He was completely exposed. He squeezed his eyes shut tighter, wishing he could disappear.

The doctor’s cold, clinical touch was everywhere. Measuring, probing, assessing the changes that were stealing his body from him.

"Genital atrophy is minimal but present," the doctor noted, his voice still devoid of any emotion. "Testosterone levels are clearly plummeting. We will adjust the estrogen dosage accordingly."

The examination seemed to last forever. Julian stopped fighting. He just hung in Colt’s grip, his face pressed to the wall, his body trembling. He felt hollowed out. Empty.

Finally, the doctor stepped back.

"That will be all for now," he said. "You can release him."

Colt’s arms loosened. His body moved away from Julian’s back.

The moment he was free, Julian stumbled forward. He yanked his pants up with shaking hands, fumbling with the button and zipper. He couldn't look at either of them. His face was burning with shame.

He heard the doctor pack his bag. He heard the door open and close as the doctor left.

He was alone in the room with Colt.

Slowly, he turned around. He leaned against the wall for support, his legs feeling like jelly.

Colt was just standing there, watching him. His expression was unreadable. There was no triumph in his eyes. No guilt. Nothing.

Julian looked at him, his vision blurred by tears of humiliation. He saw a tiny spot of blood on Colt's lower lip where his head had hit him.

"You..." Julian’s voice was a broken whisper. "You held me down for that."

Colt didn't answer. He just looked back at him.

"Why?" Julian asked, the word cracking.

"It's my job," Colt said. His voice was quiet.

"Your job?" Julian let out a choked laugh. "Your job is to hold a man down while another man... while he..."

He couldn't finish the sentence. The shame was too much.

Colt didn't say anything else. He just stood there, a silent, muscular statue in the middle of the fancy room.

Julian slid down the wall until he was sitting on the floor. He pulled his knees up to his chest and buried his face in his arms. He didn't want to see anymore. He didn't want to be seen.

He heard Colt walk over to the chair. He heard the soft sound of the velvet restraints being picked up. He knew what was coming next.

He didn't have the strength to fight it anymore.

He just sat there on the floor, waiting to be tied up again, feeling more like a thing and less like a person than he ever had in his entire life.

A few hours passed. Or maybe it was a whole day. Julian had lost all track of time. He sat on the floor where he had collapsed after the doctor left, his back against the wall. He didn't move. He just stared at nothing.

Colt had tied him back to the chair for a while, then untied him to eat another bland meal. Julian had eaten in silence, not looking at him. After he was done, Colt had let him stay free, but he remained in the room, standing guard by the door.

The humiliation from the examination was a cold, heavy stone in his gut. He could still feel the ghost of the doctor's cold hands on his skin. He could still hear those clinical words. Mammary tissue. Development.

He felt a constant, low-level ache all through his body. His chest was the worst. It felt heavy and sore. When he moved, he could feel a soft, gentle bounce that made him want to be sick. His skin everywhere felt smoother, more sensitive. It was like he was wearing a suit that was two sizes too big and made of someone else's skin.

The door opened and Sable walked in. She held a tablet in her hands.

Julian didn't even look up. He was tired. So tired.

"You have a visitor, Julian," Sable said, her voice crisp.

That got his attention. He lifted his head. Hope, stupid and desperate, flared in his chest for a second. Had his father found him? Was this over?

Sable tapped the screen of the tablet and then turned it to face him.

It wasn't his father.

Isabelle's face filled the screen. She was smiling. It wasn't the sweet, shy smile he remembered. This was a sharp, knowing smile. A predator's smile.

She was in a beautiful room, sitting on a white sofa. She held a glass of wine. She looked happy. She looked powerful.

"Hello, Julian," she said. Her voice was clear through the tablet's speaker. It sounded different too. Harder.

Julian stared, his mouth hanging open. He couldn't speak.

"Is that really you?" Isabelle asked, her head tilting. "My god. I can already see a difference."

Sable held the tablet steady, making sure Julian had a perfect view.

"What... what are you doing here?" Julian finally managed to choke out.

"I'm checking on my investment, of course," Isabelle said, taking a sip of her wine. "Sable sends me updates, but I wanted to see for myself. Stand up. Let me get a better look at you."

Julian stayed on the floor. He shook his head.

"Stand up, Julian," Sable commanded from behind the tablet.

He didn't move. He just glared at the screen.

Isabelle's smile widened. "Still so stubborn. Still fighting. That's okay. It makes this so much more fun."

She leaned closer to her own camera, her eyes scanning him.

"Your face is thinner. Your cheekbones are more pronounced. It's a good look for you. Much prettier."

A hot flush of shame spread across Julian's cheeks. He hated that she could see him like this. Helpless. Changing.

"This is insane, Isabelle," he said, his voice trembling. "You can't do this. Let me go. Please."

"Please?" she repeated, laughing softly. "I don't think I ever heard you say please before. Not to me, anyway. You usually just took what you wanted, didn't you?"

She took another sip of wine, her eyes never leaving his.

"Do you remember my letters, Julian? The ones I wrote you? I told you all my secrets. I told you I loved you. I thought you loved me too."

Julian said nothing. He just stared at the floor.

"You read them to your friends," she continued, her voice losing its playful edge and turning to ice. "You laughed at my handwriting. You mocked the way I said I wanted to have your children. You told them I was a pathetic, clingy little girl."

She put her wine glass down with a sharp click.

"Well, look at you now. You're the one who's becoming the girl. How does it feel? To be the weak one? The vulnerable one?"

Julian looked up, his eyes burning with hate. "You're a monster."

"No, darling," Isabelle said, her smile returning. "You created me. You taught me that kindness is weakness. You taught me that the only way to win is to be cruel. I'm just a very good student."

She leaned back on her sofa, looking pleased with herself.

"Sable tells me your body is responding beautifully to the treatment. She says your... development... is coming along nicely."

Julian’s hands clenched into fists. He could feel his face getting hotter.

"Don't talk about that," he whispered.

"Why not?" Isabelle asked, her voice sweet and poisonous. "It's the whole point, isn't it? I want to know all about it. Are they sore? I've heard that can happen when they first start to grow."

Julian flinched. He couldn't help it. He instinctively curled his arms over his chest, trying to hide himself even though she could only see him from the shoulders up.

Isabelle saw the movement and her eyes lit up with delight.

"Oh, they are! I can tell! You're trying to hide them! How adorable."

Tears of pure frustration welled in Julian's eyes. He blinked them back angrily.

"Stop it," he begged, his voice breaking.

"Stop what? I'm just curious," she purred. "What's it like, Julian? To feel your body betraying you? To feel your strength fading away and being replaced with... softness? Do you feel pretty yet?"

"I'm not pretty!" he shouted, slamming his fist on the floor. "I'm a man!"

"Not for much longer," she said calmly. "Soon, you'll be my beautiful little doll. My masterpiece of revenge. And when you're finished, when you're perfect, I'm going to sell you to someone who will appreciate you. Someone who will keep you in a pretty box and only take you out to look at you. You'll be the ultimate trophy. A man I turned into a woman."

Julian felt like he was going to throw up. The room seemed to spin. This was her plan all along. This wasn't just about hurting him. It was about owning him. Erasing him completely.

"You're crazy," he breathed.

"No, I'm brilliant," she corrected. "And you're paying for every single tear I cried because of you. Every moment of humiliation. You're paying for all of it with your flesh and blood."

She picked up her wine glass again.

"I think I'm going to enjoy these little chats. We should do this again soon. I want to watch the progress."

She gave a little finger wave.

"Bye bye, Julian. Or should I start calling you Julianna? Think about it."

The screen went black.

Sable lowered the tablet. She looked at Julian, who was still sitting on the floor, shaking. He had wrapped his arms tightly around his knees, making himself as small as possible.

"A powerful motivator, isn't she?" Sable remarked. "It helps to remember why you're here. It helps to remember the person you used to be."

She turned and walked out of the room, leaving him alone with Colt.

Julian didn't move. He kept his head down. He could feel Colt's eyes on him. He didn't care. The shame was too deep.

Isabelle's words echoed in his head. How does it feel? Do you feel pretty yet?

He could still feel the dull, persistent ache in his chest. A constant reminder that she was winning. That his body was no longer his own. It was being sculpted into her revenge.

He was just an unwilling sculpture. And the architect of his nightmare was watching, smiling, from a screen a thousand miles away.

Colt had left him alone for a while after Isabelle's call. Julian stayed on the floor, curled into a ball. The image of her smug, smiling face was burned into his mind. Her words played over and over.

How does it feel? Do you feel pretty yet?

He felt dirty. He felt violated in a way that went deeper than the doctor's cold hands. That had been about his body. This was about his soul. She was enjoying this. She was getting off on his destruction.

A deep, restless energy started to build inside him. He couldn't just sit here. He couldn't just take it. He pushed himself to his feet. His legs were still shaky. His whole body felt wrong. Lighter. Softer.

He paced the room. Three steps one way, three steps back. The fancy rug, the silk walls, the stupid crystal chandelier—it all felt like it was closing in on him. He was an animal in a zoo. A pretty, gilded zoo with no way out.

His eyes landed on the only door. Solid, dark wood. Locked.

Then they landed on something else. Something he hadn't really paid attention to before.

A mirror.

It was a tall, standing mirror in a fancy gold frame, tucked in the corner near the bed. It was angled in a way that he could avoid it if he tried. He had been trying.

Now, he stopped pacing. He stared at it.

He hadn't seen his own reflection since he woke up here. Not really. Not properly. He had caught glimpses in the dark screen of the turned-off television. He had seen a blurry, distorted version of himself. But he had avoided a real look.

He was afraid of what he would see.

But he couldn't avoid it forever. He took a slow, hesitant step toward the mirror. Then another.

His heart was pounding. His palms were sweaty.

He stopped in front of it. He forced himself to look.

For a second, he didn't recognize the person staring back.

It was him. It was his face. But it was... different. It was like a photo that had been edited. His jawline, once strong and square, seemed less harsh. The bones in his cheeks were more prominent, making his face look thinner, more delicate. His skin was smooth. Too smooth. The faint stubble that was always there on his chin was gone. Completely gone.

His eyes looked huge in his face. Maybe it was because he was scared. Maybe it was because his face was thinner. But they looked... bigger. Softer.

His hair was longer. It fell over his forehead in a way that was messy, but almost stylish. It looked softer too.

He looked down from the face to the body.

He was still wearing the torn dress shirt from when he was taken. It hung open, exposing his chest.

He saw what the doctor had felt. What Isabelle had taunted him about.

His chest was no longer flat. There was a soft, rounded swell there now. It was small, but it was undeniable. It was the beginning of breasts. His nipples were darker and larger, standing out against the pale, smooth skin.

He lifted a hand, his fingers trembling. He touched his own chest.

The skin was incredibly sensitive. A shiver went through him at his own touch. It felt alien. It felt wrong.

He looked back at the mirror. At the person there. The person with the softer face and the growing chest.

That wasn't him. That wasn't Julian Van Horn.

Julian Van Horn was strong. He was hard. He was a man.

This... this thing in the mirror was weak. It was soft. It was becoming a woman.

A roar of pure, unfiltered rage tore from his throat.

"No!" he screamed at his reflection.

He balled his hand into a fist and slammed it into the mirror.

The glass shattered with a loud, crashing sound. A spiderweb of cracks spread out from the point of impact. His reflection fractured into a hundred broken pieces.

But it was still there. Dozens of little soft-faced, soft-chested monsters stared back at him.

"Stop looking at me!" he screamed again.

He hit the mirror again and again. Shards of glass bit into his knuckles. Blood smeared across the broken surface, mixing with the fractured images. He didn't care. He had to destroy it. He had to destroy the proof of what was happening to him.

The door flew open. Colt rushed in.

He saw Julian, his fist bloody, pounding on the broken mirror.

"Hey!" Colt yelled, his voice sharp for the first time.

Julian didn't stop. He was lost in his rage. He grabbed one of the wooden posts of the bed, trying to rip it loose to use as a weapon.

Colt was on him in two long strides. He grabbed Julian from behind, wrapping his arms around him, pinning Julian's arms to his sides.

"Let me go!" Julian shrieked, thrashing wildly. "I have to break it! I have to!"

"You're cutting yourself to pieces!" Colt growled, his voice rough in Julian's ear.

"I don't care! It's not me! That's not me in there!"

Julian fought with everything he had. He kicked backward, his heels connecting with Colt's shins. He threw his head back, trying to hit his face. He twisted and bucked, his body slick with sweat.

Colt held on. His grip was like iron. His body was a solid wall of muscle pressed against Julian's back. Julian could feel every hard line of him. He could feel Colt's hot breath on his neck. He could feel the powerful beat of Colt's heart against his back.

They struggled, their bodies slamming into the wall, knocking over a small side table. A lamp crashed to the floor.

It was a raw, angry dance. Julian was all frantic, desperate energy. Colt was pure, controlled strength.

Julian was panting, sobbing with frustration. "Just let me break it..."

Colt didn't answer. He just tightened his hold, his muscles straining. He was breathing heavily now too. The struggle was taking effort, even for him.

Julian finally began to tire. The crazy energy drained out of him, leaving him weak and shaking. His struggles became weaker, until he just hung in Colt's arms, exhausted.

Colt didn't let go. He kept holding him, his chest pressed firmly against Julian's back. They were both breathing hard, their bodies heaving together.

The anger was gone, burned out. In its place was something else. Something confusing.

Julian was acutely aware of Colt's body against his. The hard planes of his chest against Julian's softer back. The strength in the arms wrapped around him. The heat. It wasn't a fight anymore. It was just... contact.

He could feel the rapid thump of Colt's heart. Or maybe it was his own. They were so close, he couldn't tell the difference.

Colt's breath was warm on the side of his neck. It made the fine hairs there stand up.

Slowly, carefully, Colt loosened his grip. But he didn't let go completely. One arm stayed around Julian's chest, holding him steady. His other hand came up and gently took hold of Julian's bleeding right hand.

Julian flinched at the touch.

"Easy," Colt said, his voice low and quiet, right by his ear.

Colt turned Julian's hand over. The knuckles were a mess of cuts and embedded glass shards. Blood dripped onto the rug.

"You need to get this cleaned up," Colt said.

Julian didn't say anything. He just stood there, leaning back against Colt's solid body. He was too tired to fight. Too tired to be proud. He closed his eyes. For a moment, he just let himself be held. The warmth of another human being, even his jailer, felt strangely good after so much cold fear and hatred.

Then the feeling passed. Shame returned.

He pulled away, stumbling forward a step. He wrapped his arms around himself, hiding his chest.

Colt let him go. He stood there for a moment, watching him. His own breathing was slowly returning to normal.

"I'll get the doctor," Colt said finally. His voice was back to its usual flat tone.

He turned and walked out of the room, leaving Julian standing amidst the wreckage of the mirror and the broken lamp.

Julian looked at his bloody hand. Then he looked at the shattered mirror. Dozens of little pieces of the soft-faced stranger still looked back at him.

The reflection was broken. But the changes weren't. They were still happening, deep inside his body.

And the memory of Colt's body pressed against his, the feel of his arms holding him, the sound of his breath... that was stuck in his head now too, just as confusing and terrifying as everything else.


Chapter Three




The cuts on his hand were cleaned and bandaged by the bored doctor. Colt had stood watch the whole time, his presence a silent warning not to cause more trouble. After the doctor left, Julian was left alone again. The broken mirror was gone, taken away by a silent worker who didn't even look at him. The room was clean and perfect once more, as if his outburst had never happened.

But his hand still throbbed. And the changes in his body did not stop.

A new kind of restlessness set in. The soreness in his chest was a constant companion now. He found himself moving differently, more carefully, to avoid the jiggling sensation that made his stomach clench. His clothes felt wrong. The rough fabric of his old shirt was irritating his sensitive skin. When he walked, his hips seemed to swing in a way that felt unnatural. He tried to stop it, to walk with his old, heavy stride, but it felt forced and clumsy.

A day later, the door opened and a new person entered. A woman this time. She was small and neat, dressed in a simple gray dress. She carried nothing but a small notebook.

"Good morning," she said. Her voice was pleasant. "My name is Clara. I'm here to help you with your voice."

Julian, who was sitting on the edge of the bed, stared at her. "My voice is fine."

Clara gave him a patient smile. "The treatments are affecting your vocal cords. Your natural speaking voice will soon be higher. We need to train you to use it properly. To sound... pleasing."

"I don't want to sound pleasing," Julian snapped. His voice did sound a little rough to his own ears. Hoarse.

"It's not about what you want," Clara said calmly. "It's about what you will become. A refined woman has a refined voice. Now, let's start with some simple exercises. I want you to take a deep breath and say 'ahhh'. Make it nice and long. Try to make the pitch a little higher than usual."

Julian crossed his arms over his chest. "No."

"Julian, please cooperate. This will be much easier for both of us if you do."

"I'm not doing it," he said, his voice low and stubborn.

Clara sighed softly and made a note in her little book. "Very well. We can do this the hard way."

She turned and nodded toward the door. Colt, who had been standing there silently, stepped into the room.

Julian's heart sank. He knew what was coming.

"Colt will assist you," Clara said.

Colt walked over to the bed. He didn't look angry. He just looked like he had a job to do.

"Stand up," Colt said.

"Why? So you can hold me down again?" Julian shot back, not moving.

"If I have to," Colt replied. His tone was matter-of-fact.

Julian glared at him, then at Clara. "This is stupid. You can't make me talk differently."

"The physical changes will happen whether you like it or not," Clara explained. "Your voice will crack and break if you don't learn to control it. You'll sound like a teenage boy whose voice is changing. Is that what you want?"

"I don't care what I sound like!" Julian shouted.

"But your future owner will care," Clara said. Her pleasant voice was starting to sound sharp. "Now, stand up and do the exercise."

Julian stayed seated. He set his jaw and looked at the wall.

Colt reached down, grabbed his arm, and pulled him to his feet. It wasn't rough, but it wasn't gentle either.

"Let go of me!" Julian yelled, trying to pull his arm free.

Colt held on. "Do what she says."

"No!"

"Then we stand here all day," Colt said with a shrug.

They stood in the middle of the room, locked in a standoff. Julian trembled with anger. Colt was an unmovable rock.

Clara watched them, her pen poised over her notebook.

"Fine," Julian spat. He took a quick, angry breath. "Ahhh!" It came out as a short, harsh grunt. Deep and masculine.

"Higher," Clara instructed. "And longer. Like you're at the doctor's office."

Julian clenched his fists. He felt Colt's grip tighten slightly on his arm. He took another breath, forcing the sound out. "Aaaahhhh." It was a little longer, but still low.

"Again," Clara said. "Lift your pitch. Feel it here." She touched her own throat.

This was torture. It was worse than the doctor. This was someone trying to get inside his head, to change the very sound of his thoughts. The sound of his anger.

He tried again. "Ahhh!" This time, his voice cracked in the middle. It started low and squeaked up to a higher note. It sounded pathetic.

A hot flush of humiliation spread across his face.

"Good!" Clara said, as if he'd done something wonderful. "You see? Your voice is already unstable. It wants to go higher. You just have to let it. Again."

Tears of frustration stung Julian's eyes. He shook his head. "I can't."

"You can," Colt said quietly from beside him.

The sound of Colt's voice, so close, sent a strange shiver through him. He took a shaky breath. He didn't want to do this. He didn't want to make that weak, high sound.

But he also didn't want to stand here all day with Colt holding his arm. He didn't want to give Clara the satisfaction of seeing him break.

He closed his eyes. He thought of nothing. He just focused on making a sound.

"Aaaaaahhhhh..."

It was higher. Softer. It hung in the air, a fragile, feminine sound. It was the voice of the person in the broken mirror.

He opened his eyes, horrified at what he had just done.

"Excellent!" Clara beamed. "That was perfect. You see? You can do it. Now, let's try a sentence. Say 'My name is Julianna'."

The words felt like a punch in the gut. "No."

"Say it," Colt said, his voice a low rumble by his ear.

Julian felt trapped. He was surrounded. By Clara's sickly sweet instructions. By Colt's unyielding presence. By his own changing body.

He swallowed hard. His throat felt tight.

"My..." he started, his voice a rough whisper. He cleared his throat, hating the way it felt. "My name... is..."

He couldn't say it. He couldn't give her that victory.

Colt gave his arm a small, almost imperceptible squeeze. It wasn't painful. It felt like... encouragement.

"Julianna," he whispered. The name felt foreign on his tongue. The sound of his voice saying it was even worse. It was high. It was soft. It was a girl's voice saying a girl's name.

A single tear escaped and rolled down his cheek. He quickly wiped it away with his free hand.

Clara smiled and made a checkmark in her notebook. "Very good. We have a lot of work to do, but that's a fantastic start."

Julian didn't feel like it was a start. It felt like an ending. The end of Julian.

He had just spoken with the voice of Julianna. And in that moment, she felt more real than he did.

The voice lessons continued for what felt like hours. Clara made him repeat simple sentences over and over. "The weather is nice today." "I would like a cup of tea." Each time, she corrected his pitch, his tone, his breathing. By the time she left, Julian's throat was sore and his spirit felt crushed. He had spoken in that new, higher voice until it started to feel almost normal, and that was the most terrifying part of all.

He was sitting on the floor again, his back against the bed, when Sable returned. She wasn't alone. A rolling clothes rack followed her into the room, pushed by a silent attendant who then left.

The rack was full of clothes. But they weren't his clothes.

They were dresses. Skirts. Blouses. Delicate, lacy things in soft colors like cream, pale blue, and lavender. There were also several pairs of shoes with small, slender heels.

Julian stared at the rack, his stomach twisting into a cold knot.

Sable ran a hand over a silk blouse. "It's time, Julian. Your old clothes are no longer... suitable. They do not fit your new form. Or your new identity."

She pulled a dress from the rack. It was a simple, sleeveless shift dress in a light gray color. It looked soft and expensive.

"You will wear this today," she said, holding it out to him.

Julian didn't move from the floor. He shook his head. "No. I'm not putting that on."

"These are your clothes now," Sable said, her voice losing its pleasant edge. "You will wear them."

"I'd rather be naked," he spat.

Sable's eyes narrowed. She looked at Colt, who was standing by the door as always. "It seems our guest needs assistance getting dressed."

Colt's jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. He gave a short, sharp nod.

Fear, cold and sharp, shot through Julian. He scrambled to his feet, backing away. "Don't you dare touch me."

Colt moved toward him. His steps were slow, deliberate.

"Stay away from me!" Julian yelled, his voice cracking with panic. He looked around for something, anything, to use as a weapon. There was nothing.

Colt reached him. He didn't grab him right away. He just stood there, looking down at him. His dark eyes were unreadable.

"Don't make this harder than it has to be," Colt said, his voice low.

"Just leave me alone!" Julian cried. He swung a wild punch.

Colt caught his fist easily, just like before. But this time, he didn't slam him against the wall. He used his other hand to grab the front of Julian's torn, dirty shirt.

With a sharp tug, he ripped the shirt open. Buttons popped and skittered across the floor.

Julian gasped as the cool air hit his bare skin. His chest was fully exposed. The soft, rounded swells were clearly visible now, no longer just something he could feel. They were there for everyone to see.

Shame burned through him. He tried to cover himself with his arms.

Colt batted his arms away. He grabbed the remains of the shirt and pulled it down Julian's shoulders, forcing his arms out of the sleeves. The fabric tore as he yanked it off completely and threw it aside.

Julian stood there, bare from the waist up, trembling. He felt utterly exposed. He could feel Sable's cold gaze on him. He could feel Colt's eyes on his changed body.

"Now the pants," Sable commanded from behind them.

Tears of pure humiliation filled Julian's eyes. "Please," he whispered to Colt. "Don't."

Colt's face was a hard mask. He didn't look at Julian's eyes. He looked at his chest for a brief second, then his gaze dropped to his waist.

He unfastened Julian's pants and pulled down the zipper.

"No!" Julian shouted, struggling. He kicked out, but Colt just pressed him back against the bed, pinning him there with his body.

Colt pushed the pants and underwear down Julian's hips in one rough motion. They pooled around his ankles.

Julian was completely naked. He squeezed his eyes shut, unable to bear it. He could hear the rustle of the dress as Sable handed it to Colt.

He felt Colt's hands on him again. This wasn't a violent hold. This was different. This was intimate. Violating.

Colt took one of his arms and guided it into the sleeve of the dress. The fabric was unbelievably soft against his skin. It felt like a caress, and he hated it. He tried to pull his arm back, but Colt's grip was firm.

Then the other arm. The dress settled over his shoulders. The hem brushed against his thighs.

He felt Colt's hands at his back, pulling up the zipper. The sound was quiet, but in the silent room, it was deafening. The dress tightened around him, conforming to his shape. It was a little loose in the waist, but it fit across his chest in a way that his old shirts never had.

Colt stepped back.

Julian opened his eyes. He looked down.

The light gray fabric draped over his body. It covered him, but it did not hide him. The soft neckline curved over the gentle mounds of his chest. The skirt ended just above his knees. His legs, which had always been muscular, looked longer, smoother.

He saw the discarded pile of his old clothes on the floor. The torn shirt, the pants. They looked like the rags of a dead man.

He was wearing a dress.

A sob caught in his throat. He wrapped his arms around his stomach, feeling the soft silk under his fingers. It felt alien. It felt wrong.

But a small, traitorous part of his brain noticed how comfortable it was. How the smooth fabric didn't irritate his sensitive skin. How it moved with him.

He hated that part of himself most of all.

He looked at Colt. Colt was staring at him, his chest rising and falling a little faster than normal. There was a faint sheen of sweat on his forehead. He looked... shaken. His usual stone-like calm was cracked.

Their eyes met. In Colt's gaze, Julian saw no triumph. No pleasure. He saw something that looked like conflict. And maybe, just maybe, a flicker of the same shame that was consuming Julian.

Sable stepped forward, a satisfied smile on her face. She circled Julian, examining him like a finished product.

"Perfect," she purred. "The color suits your complexion. You see, Julianna? This is who you are now. This is what you are."

She picked up a pair of the low-heeled shoes from the rack. "You will wear these as well. You need to learn to walk properly."

She handed them to Colt.

Colt took the shoes. He hesitated for a moment, then knelt down on one knee in front of Julian.

Julian stared down at the top of Colt's head. This was too much. Being undressed by him was one thing. Having him kneel to put shoes on his feet was another level of humiliation.

Colt took hold of Julian's bare foot. His hand was warm and rough. He slid the shoe onto his foot. It was a little big, but it fit well enough. Then he did the other foot.

The heels were only an inch or two high, but they changed everything. Julian felt unbalanced. His posture shifted. He stood up straighter without meaning to.

Colt stood up. He wouldn't meet Julian's eyes now. He looked at the floor, then walked back to his post by the door, his shoulders stiff.

Julian stood in the middle of the room, wearing a gray silk dress and heeled shoes. He felt like he was in a costume. He felt like he was playing a part.

But the clothes were real. The body underneath them was real.

Sable smiled. "There. Now you look the part. Soon, you'll feel it too."

She turned and left, the click of the lock echoing in the silence.

Julian was alone with Colt. Dressed as Julianna.

He didn't move. He couldn't. He just stood there, feeling the ghost of Colt's hands on his skin, guiding his arms into the sleeves, zipping up the dress, holding his bare feet.

The memory of that touch was burned into him. It was a violation. But it was also the most contact he'd had with anyone in days. And a sick, lonely part of him had craved it.

He looked at Colt, who was resolutely staring at the wall, his jaw clenched tight.

They were both trapped in this room. Both playing parts they never asked for. And the line between jailer and prisoner had just become blurrier than ever.

Time passed in a blur. Julian—no, he had to stop thinking that, the voice coach had insisted—Julianna sat on the edge of the bed. She didn't move. She just stared at her own feet, encased in the stupid, delicate shoes.

The dress felt like a second skin now, one she desperately wanted to shed. The soft silk whispered against her legs with every tiny shift of her body. It was a constant reminder. She could feel the gentle weight of her chest, the way the dress draped over it. When she breathed, the fabric moved with her in a way that was entirely new and deeply unsettling.

Her hand throbbed dully under the bandage. Her throat was still sore from the voice training. But those pains were nothing compared to the deep, aching exhaustion in her soul. The fight was gone. The rage had burned out, leaving only cold, gray ashes.

She had screamed. She had fought. She had broken a mirror. And none of it had mattered. They had put her in a dress. They had made her speak in a high, soft voice. They were winning. She was losing herself piece by piece, and there was nothing she could do to stop it.

A tear escaped and traced a warm path down her cheek. She didn't bother to wipe it away. What was the point? Let Colt see. Let Sable see. They had already seen everything else.

She heard him move. Colt. He had been standing by the door for so long he had almost faded into the background, another piece of furniture in her prison.

But now he was walking. Not toward the door. Toward her.

She flinched, pulling her arms tighter around herself. Was it time for more training? More humiliation? She couldn't take any more. Not right now.

He stopped a few feet away from the bed. She kept her head down, staring at his black boots on the fancy rug.

He didn't say anything. He didn't touch her.

After a moment, he turned and walked to the desk where the water pitcher was. She heard the quiet clink of glass. When he came back, he was holding a full glass of water.

He held it out to her.

She didn't look up. She didn't take it.

"You should drink," he said. His voice was low. It wasn't a command. It wasn't gentle either. It was just a statement of fact.

She shook her head slowly, her hair brushing against her cheeks. It was getting longer. Softer.

"You haven't had anything since this morning," he said.

She didn't care. Thirst, hunger, it all felt distant. Unimportant.

He didn't leave. He just stood there, holding the glass. She could see his hand in her peripheral vision. It was a large hand, with strong fingers and clean, short nails. The same hand that had ripped her clothes off. The same hand that had held her down for the doctor. The same hand that had guided her arms into this dress.

That hand was now offering her water.

It made no sense.

Finally, the silence became too heavy. She lifted her head slowly and looked at him.

His face was as unreadable as ever. But his eyes weren't on her face. They were on her bandaged hand resting on her knee. Then they flicked up and met her gaze.

There was no pity there. She was glad. Pity would have made her scream. But there was no cruelty either. He looked at her the same way he had after she broke the mirror. Like she was a problem he hadn't figured out yet.

"Your hand," he said. "Does it hurt?"

The question was so simple, so normal, that it threw her completely. In this world of madness, he was asking about a cut on her hand.

She nodded, a tiny, jerky movement.

"You shouldn't have done that," he said. "The mirror."

A spark of her old anger flickered. "What was I supposed to do?" Her voice came out in a hoarse whisper. It was her old voice, rough with disuse and emotion. "Smile? Say thank you?"

He didn't answer. He just shifted his weight, the glass still held out between them.

She looked from his face to the water. Her throat was painfully dry. With a sigh that felt like it came from the bottom of her soul, she reached out and took the glass.

Her fingers brushed against his. His skin was warm. She pulled her hand back quickly, as if burned.

She brought the glass to her lips and drank. The water was cool and clean. It soothed her raw throat. She drank it all, not stopping until the glass was empty.

She held the empty glass in her lap, staring into it.

"Why are you doing this?" she asked, not looking at him.

"Doing what?"

"This," she said, gesturing weakly between them with the glass. "The water. Why?"

He was quiet for a long time. So long she thought he wouldn't answer.

"You're a tough son of a bitch," he said finally.

The words, so blunt and so unexpected, shocked a bitter laugh out of her. It was a harsh, ugly sound. "Not tough enough."

"Tougher than most," he said. His voice was flat. "Most men would have broken by now. Crying. Begging. You're still fighting."

"I'm sitting in a dress," she said, her voice cracking. "I'm not fighting. I lost."

"Fighting doesn't always mean punching," he said. He looked around the room, at the spot where the mirror had been. "Sometimes it just means not giving them what they want. You haven't given them that."

He wasn't being nice. She realized that now. This wasn't kindness. It was an observation. A professional assessment. He was a soldier looking at a captured enemy who had held out under interrogation longer than expected. There was a certain respect in that.

It was the strangest comfort she had ever received.

She looked up at him, really looked at him. He was just a man. A big, strong, silent man following orders. He wasn't a monster. He was a tool, just like she was becoming a doll.

"Are you going to tie me back to the chair now?" she asked.

He shook his head. "No. Not unless you give me a reason to."

He held out his hand for the empty glass.

She hesitated, then placed it in his palm. Their fingers did not touch this time.

He took the glass back to the desk. Then he returned to his post by the door. He didn't stand at rigid attention. He leaned against the doorframe, his arms crossed, his gaze drifting around the room before settling somewhere in the middle distance.

He was still her guard. He was still the wall between her and freedom.

But for the first time, the wall had a crack in it. And through that crack, she had seen a glimpse of something that wasn't pure hostility. It was just a flicker. A moment of recognition between two prisoners in different cages.

She looked down at the gray silk dress she wore. Julianna. The name didn't feel quite as foreign anymore. It felt like a shield. A name to hide behind while she figured out how to survive.

She was still trapped. She was still being changed against her will.

But she wasn't alone in the room anymore. And that, for now, was something.


Chapter Four




The days bled together in a haze of quiet dread. The voice lessons continued, a daily erosion of his—her—old self. Clara’s pleasant but firm instructions were a constant background noise. “Breathe from your diaphragm, Julianna. Lift the pitch. Softer. Softer.” The new voice was becoming more natural, a horrifying habit she couldn’t break. It felt like a betrayal every time she opened her mouth and that higher, lighter sound came out.

Her body was no longer a battleground; it was occupied territory. The soft curves of her chest were undeniable now, small but distinct mounds that filled out the front of the silk chemises Sable had provided for her to sleep in. Her hips had softened, creating a more pronounced curve from her waist. Her skin was smooth all over, feeling plush and sensitive to the touch. When she walked in the low-heeled shoes, her body had developed a natural sway, a fluidity she fought against but couldn’t completely suppress. She moved like a woman because, in every physical sense except one, she was becoming one.

Colt’s presence was a constant. He was her shadow, her warden, the silent witness to her unraveling. Since the day he brought her the water, a fragile, unspoken truce had settled between them. He no longer stood rigidly by the door. Sometimes he sat in the room’s single chair, cleaning his nails with a small tool or just staring into space. He didn’t speak unless it was necessary, but the hostile tension had been replaced by a heavy, watchful silence. She caught him looking at her sometimes, not with desire, but with a deep, troubled contemplation. He was seeing the person emerging from the wreckage, and it clearly bothered him.

She was sitting on the floor, leaning against the bed and trying to read one of the bland, approved novels left for her, when the lock turned with a louder, more decisive click than usual. It wasn't the soft sound of Colt entering with a meal or the doctor arriving for a check-up. This was an announcement.

Sable swept into the room, her expression one of cold satisfaction. But she wasn't alone.

Following behind her was Isabella.

Julianna’s blood ran cold. The book slipped from her numb fingers and thudded onto the rug. She scrambled to her feet, her heart hammering against her ribs so hard she felt dizzy. This wasn't a face on a screen. This was flesh and blood. The architect of her nightmare was here, in the room, smelling of expensive perfume and vindication.

Isabella looked even more polished in person. She wore a tailored crimson pantsuit that screamed money and power. Her dark hair was sleek and perfect, her makeup flawless. Her eyes, once soft and adoring, now scanned the room with a predator’s gleam before landing on Julianna.

A slow, wide smile spread across her perfectly painted lips.

“My god,” Isabella breathed, her voice a purr of delight. “Sable, you are a true artist. I barely recognize him.”

She took a step forward, her high heels sinking into the plush carpet. Julianna instinctively backed up until her legs hit the bed frame. She was trapped.

“Don’t,” Julianna whispered, the word coming out in her new, softer voice, laced with old fear.

Isabella’s smile widened. “Oh, don’t stop now. Let me hear it. That’s the voice I was promised. So much better than that grating, arrogant bark you used to have.”

She circled Julianna slowly, a shark tasting the water. Julianna stood frozen, her arms wrapped protectively around her middle. She could feel Isabella’s gaze like a physical touch, stripping her bare.

“Look at this,” Isabella said, stopping in front of her and reaching out.

Julianna flinched back, but Isabella’s hand darted forward anyway. Cold fingers brushed against Julianna’s cheek, tracing the line of her jaw.

“So smooth. No more of that disgusting sandpaper stubble. Your bone structure is exquisite. You were always a pretty boy, Julian, but now? Now you’re beautiful.”

The use of her old name felt like a slap. Julianna squeezed her eyes shut, trying to block her out.

“Look at me,” Isabella commanded, her voice sharp.

Julianna’s eyes snapped open. She couldn’t disobey. The conditioning ran too deep.

Isabella’s gaze dropped, traveling down her body, lingering on the gentle swell of her chest beneath the simple, long-sleeved top she wore.

“And here,” Isabella crooned. “Coming along so nicely. Are they tender? I’ll bet they are. Growing pains.” She let out a soft, cruel laugh. “I remember mine. It’s a special kind of agony, isn’t it? Knowing your body is changing into something you never asked for.”

She didn’t wait for an answer. Her eyes continued their inventory, taking in the subtle curve of Julianna’s hips, the way the soft fabric of her trousers draped over her thighs.

“You even stand differently. You carry yourself like a woman now. No more of that chest-puffed-out gorilla walk. It’s graceful. It’s natural. It’s who you were always meant to be, even if you were too much of a brute to see it.”

Each word was a needle, meticulously placed to cause the maximum amount of shame. Julianna felt tears welling in her eyes, but she refused to let them fall. Not in front of her. Not again.

“Why are you doing this?” Julianna asked, her voice trembling. “You won. You humiliated me. Isn’t that enough?”

“Enough?” Isabella’s smile vanished, replaced by a mask of pure, icy hatred. “You think a little public humiliation was enough? You broke me, Julian. You took my love, my trust, my dignity, and you ground them into dust for a cheap laugh with your friends. You made me feel like nothing.” She leaned in close, her voice dropping to a venomous whisper. “So now, I’m returning the favor. I’m going to make you into nothing. Or rather, I’m going to make you into my nothing. A beautiful, silent, empty doll that I created.”

She straightened up, her smile returning, brighter and more terrifying than before. “And the best part? The final piece? Sable tells me the surgery is scheduled. The last little vestige of the man you pretended to be will be gone. You’ll be complete. My perfect Julianna.”

The mention of the surgery sent a jolt of pure, animal terror through Julianna. Her knees buckled, and she had to grab the bedpost to steady herself. A small, pathetic whimper escaped her lips.

It was then that her eyes, blurred with unshed tears, found Colt.

He was standing rigidly by the door, his usual relaxed posture gone. His broad shoulders were tense, his fists clenched at his sides. He was watching Isabella, his dark eyes narrowed. For the first time since Julianna had met him, his face showed a clear, unmistakable emotion.

It was disgust.

He wasn't looking at Julianna with pity. He was looking at Isabella with a cold, building revulsion. He saw it. He finally saw the true, rotting core of the cruelty he was enabling. This wasn't a clinical transformation anymore. This was a vivisection of a human spirit, and Isabella was the gleeful surgeon.

Isabella followed Julianna’s gaze and noticed Colt. Her expression shifted to one of mild curiosity.

“And who is this strong, silent type?” she asked Sable, though her eyes remained on Colt. “Your head of security?”

“Colt ensures our guest’s compliance,” Sable said smoothly.

“I’ll bet he does,” Isabella murmured, her eyes raking over Colt’s powerful frame with an appraising look that was entirely different from the way she looked at Julianna. It was a look of ownership over a useful tool. She turned her attention back to Julianna, her smile turning conspiratorial.

“You know, I was thinking about the auction. I might even bid myself. Wouldn't that be poetic? To own you completely. To have the final say in everything you do, everyone you see.” She reached out and pinched Julianna’s chin, her grip surprisingly strong. “You’d call me mistress. And you’d learn to like it.”

She released Julianna’s chin with a slight shove, making her stagger.

“I think that’s enough for today,” Isabella said, brushing her hands together as if dusting off something dirty. “I just wanted to see my masterpiece in progress. And it is progressing beautifully. Don’t you agree, Colt?”

She turned her predatory smile on him, forcing him into the conversation.

Colt’s jaw tightened. He gave a single, sharp nod, his eyes locked on a point on the wall above Isabella’s head. He wouldn't look at her.

Isabella seemed amused by his silence. She gave a light, tinkling laugh. “Well. I’ll be back to check on you soon, Julianna. We have so much to look forward to.”

With a final, triumphant glance around her prison, Isabella turned and swept out of the room, Sable following in her wake.

The door closed. The lock clicked.

The moment they were gone, the strength drained from Julianna’s legs. She collapsed to her knees on the rug, her body shaking uncontrollably. Sobs wracked her frame, harsh and ugly. She buried her face in her hands, the silk of her trousers soft against her wet cheeks. The words echoed in her head. My perfect Julianna. The surgery. Mistress.

She was lost. It was over.

She didn't hear Colt move, but she felt his presence. He was standing over her. She expected him to walk away, to return to his post and ignore her breakdown.

But he didn't.

He knelt down in front of her. He didn't touch her. He just knelt there, a large, solid presence in the suffocating silence.

After a long moment, his voice cut through her sobs, low and rough.

“She’s a monster.”

The words were so simple, so blunt, and so utterly true that they shocked her into silence. She lifted her head, her vision swimming. She stared at him through her tears.

He was looking at her, his dark eyes no longer blank. They burned with a cold fire. The disgust she had seen directed at Isabella was now mixed with something else. Something like a grim, shared understanding.

He wasn't offering comfort. He was stating a fact. They were both in this room with a monster, and he had just finally admitted it out loud.

In that moment, the last of Julian Van Horn seemed to dissolve. The arrogant man who had laughed at Isabella’s letters was gone, erased by terror and transformation. The person kneeling on the floor, looking into the eyes of her jailer, was just Julianna. Scared. Broken. And utterly, completely alone except for the one man who held the key to her cage.

And for the first time, she saw not a warden in his eyes, but a potential ally. A spark of reluctant, dangerous hope flickered to life in the darkness of her despair.

The silence after Isabella left was heavier than any that had come before. It was a thick, suffocating blanket smothering the room. Julianna remained on her knees, the violent shudders that had wracked her body slowly subsiding into a fine, constant tremor. The echo of Isabella’s voice seemed to cling to the silk walls, her perfume still poisoning the air. My perfect Julianna. The surgery. Mistress.

Each word was a brand seared into her mind. She could still feel the ghost of Isabella’s fingers on her chin, the possessive, cruel pinch. She could see the triumphant gleam in her eyes, the absolute delight she took in this systematic destruction.

Colt was still kneeling in front of her. He hadn't moved. He was a statue carved from tension and muscle, his presence both an anchor and a reminder of her captivity. His words hung in the air between them, simple and devastating. She’s a monster.

He had said it. He had seen it. The acknowledgment should have been a comfort, but it wasn't. It was just another layer of horror. If he could see it, then he knew exactly what he was a part of. He wasn't some blind follower. He was a willing participant in monstrosity.

The initial shock began to curdle, transforming from helpless despair into something hotter, darker, and far more dangerous. Rage. It started as a low simmer in her gut, a heat that spread through her limbs, burning away the numbness. This wasn't the frantic, flailing anger of her first days here. This was a cold, focused fury, born from utter humiliation and the terrifying finality of Isabella’s threats.

The surgery. They were going to cut her. They were going to take the last physical piece of who she used to be and remove it, making this transformation permanent in a way that hormones and voice training could never be. There would be no going back. Ever.

And Colt was here. He was the one who stood guard. He was the one who held her down for the doctor. He would probably be the one to drag her to that final, violating table.

Her head snapped up. Her tear-streaked face was pale, but her eyes burned with a new, frightening intensity. She looked at Colt, really looked at him, and all the fear and shame crystallized into a white-hot point of hatred directed solely at him.

He was still watching her, his expression unreadable again, though the tension in his shoulders hadn't eased.

“You,” she whispered, the word a venomous dart.

Colt’s eyes narrowed slightly, but he didn’t speak.

“You saw her,” Julianna said, her voice rising, losing its softness and turning ragged. “You heard her. You know what she is.” She pushed herself up from her knees, her legs wobbling but holding. She stood over him where he still knelt. “And you still work for her. You’re still here. Holding the door shut for that… that thing!”

Colt slowly rose to his feet, his movements deliberate. He towered over her, but for the first time, his size didn’t make her feel small. It fueled her fury.

“It’s my job,” he said, his voice low, the same empty excuse he always used.

“Your job?” she shrieked, the sound tearing at her sore throat. “Your job is to help a monster turn a person into a doll? Your job is to stand there and watch while she… while she…” She couldn’t even form the words. The humiliation was too fresh, too acute. “She touched me! She talked about my body like it was her property! And you did nothing!”

“There was nothing to do,” Colt said, his tone flat, but a muscle in his jaw twitched.

“You could have stopped her! You could have told her to get out! You’re a big man, aren’t you? So strong! But you’re just her trained dog! She snaps her fingers and you heel!”

She took a step forward, jabbing a finger into his hard chest. It was like poking a brick wall. “You held me down, Colt. You ripped my clothes off. You put this dress on me.” She grabbed a handful of the soft fabric at her thigh and shook it. “You are just as much a part of this as she is! You’re not some innocent bystander! You’re the one with the keys!”

Her breath was coming in ragged gasps. The tremor in her hands was now a full-body shake of pure, undiluted fury. All the weeks of fear, of violation, of having her very self stripped away, converged into this single moment, directed at the one person who was always there, the unmovable object in her nightmare.

“You’re a coward,” she spat, her voice dropping to a guttural whisper. “A spineless, pathetic coward.”

She saw a flicker in his eyes then. A spark of something hot and defensive. Good. She wanted to hurt him. She wanted to get under that stone-cold skin.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he growled, the first real emotion she’d heard from him in days.

“I know exactly what I’m talking about!” she screamed, losing the last shred of her control. “I know that you’re too weak to stand up to a woman in a pantsuit! I know that you’d rather help destroy someone than find a real job! What’s your price, Colt? How much did she pay you to sell whatever scraps of a soul you have left?”

His hands clenched into fists at his sides. The air crackled with the violence of her words. She was pushing him, hard, and a part of her hoped he would snap. She wanted a fight. A real, physical fight. She wanted to feel the impact of her fists on his body, even if he broke every bone in her hands doing it. Anything was better than this suffocating helplessness.

“You have no idea what you’re saying,” he said, his voice dangerously quiet.

“I have every idea!” she yelled, and before she even knew what she was doing, her hand flew through the air.

The slap connected with his cheek with a sharp, stinging crack that echoed in the quiet room.

The force of it stung her palm, the impact jarring up her arm. She stood there, panting, her handprint blooming red on his stubbled skin. She had done it. She had actually hit him.

For a heart-stopping second, she thought he would hit her back. His eyes widened in shock, then narrowed into slits of pure, dark fury. His whole body went rigid. He looked like a predator about to strike. She braced herself, her own anger momentarily frozen by a spike of primal fear.

But the blow never came.

He didn’t move. He just stood there, his chest heaving, his jaw so tight it looked like it might crack. The red mark on his face stood out in livid contrast to his tanned skin. He stared at her, his gaze boring into hers, and she saw the storm raging behind his eyes—anger, indignation, and a deep, shocking hurt.

He just took it.

He absorbed her violence, her hatred, her every poisoned word, and he didn’t retaliate. He didn’t shove her against the wall. He didn’t even raise his hand.

The fight drained out of her as suddenly as it had arrived. The adrenaline vanished, leaving her hollow and trembling. Her stinging palm fell back to her side. The silence returned, thicker and more profound than before, now charged with what she had just done.

She had crossed a line. She had attacked her jailer, and he had refused to fight back.

Why?

Tears welled in her eyes again, but these were different. They weren't tears of self-pity or terror. They were tears of confusion and a strange, awful guilt. She stared at the red mark on his face, a testament to her rage and his… what? His restraint? His guilt?

He finally broke the silence, his voice a low, rough scrape. “Are you done?”

The question wasn't mocking. It was weary. Exhausted.

Julianna couldn’t speak. She just nodded, a tiny, broken movement.

He held her gaze for a moment longer, the storm in his eyes slowly receding, replaced by that familiar, impenetrable mask. Then, without another word, he turned his back on her. He walked to the far corner of the room, as far from her as he could get, and leaned against the wall, sliding down to sit on the floor. He rested his arms on his knees and dropped his head, hiding his face from her.

He was still her guard. He was still trapped in this room with her.

But the dynamic had shifted irrevocably. She had thrown her worst at him, and he had taken it. He hadn’t broken her, and she, in her fury, had failed to break him.

All she had done was show him the depth of her pain, and in doing so, she had forced him to reveal that he was not made of stone after all. He could feel. He could be hurt.

And as she stood there, shaking in the middle of the room, the taste of her own rage like ash in her mouth, she realized the most terrifying thing of all.

In hurting him, she had somehow felt more human than she had in weeks.

The silence in the room was a living thing, thick and heavy with everything that had been said and done. Julianna stood rooted to the spot, her body still trembling from the aftershocks of her outburst. The sting in her palm from slapping him was a dull, persistent echo. She could still see the faint red mark on his cheek every time he shifted his head slightly where he sat on the floor in the corner, his face hidden in his arms.

He hadn't moved for what felt like an hour. He was a fortress under siege, and she had just thrown her entire being against his walls. She had expected retaliation, punishment, violence. Instead, he had withdrawn, and his silence was somehow worse. It was a judgment. It made her feel like a hysterical child, and the shame of that feeling began to mix with the leftover rage, creating a volatile, unstable compound in her veins.

The memory of Isabella’s visit played on a loop behind her eyes. The smug smile. The possessive touch. The casual mention of the surgery that would seal her fate. And underneath it all, Colt’s voice. She’s a monster. He knew. He knew, and he did nothing. He was complicit. He was the wall, and she was trapped on the wrong side, her body changing, her future being stolen.

A fresh wave of that desperate, helpless fury washed over her. It was too much. The pressure was building inside her skull, in her chest, behind her eyes. She felt like she was going to explode. She needed to feel something, anything, other than this consuming terror and impotent rage. She needed to prove she was still alive, that she could still affect the world, even if it was just this small, cursed part of it.

Her eyes landed on Colt, a dark, hunched shape in the corner. He was the source of her captivity. He was also the only other person in her world. The only one who had seen her humiliation. The only one who had taken her hatred and not shattered.

Without a conscious thought, her feet began to move. She walked across the soft rug, her steps silent. She stopped a few feet from him, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird.

He must have heard her. He lifted his head slowly. His eyes were shadowed, his expression guarded and weary. He looked at her, waiting. There was no anger in his gaze now, just a deep, profound exhaustion.

She didn't speak. Words were useless. They had already screamed everything there was to scream.

Instead, she closed the distance between them. She dropped to her knees in front of him, her movements jerky and frantic. Before he could react, before he could push her away or ask what she was doing, she grabbed the sides of his face and crushed her mouth against his.

It wasn't a kiss. It was an attack.

Her lips were hard and demanding, fueled by a torrent of conflicting emotions—hatred, need, desperation, a furious desire to reclaim some shred of power. She bit his lower lip, not hard enough to draw blood, but enough to make him grunt in surprise.

For a split second, he was frozen. Then, something in him broke.

A low growl rumbled in his chest, and his hands came up, not to push her away, but to grab her. His fingers tangled in her longer hair, fisting tightly, pulling her head back to give him better access. His mouth opened against hers, and he kissed her back with the same ferocity. This was not tenderness. This was a battle for dominance, a clash of teeth and tongue and shared, desperate fury.

He surged to his feet, pulling her up with him. He spun her around and slammed her back against the wall, the impact jarring her teeth. The fancy silk wallpaper was cool against her back through her thin top. He pressed his entire body against hers, pinning her there. He was all hard muscle and heat, a solid, immovable force.

"Is this what you want?" he growled against her mouth, his breath hot. "A fight?"

"Yes!" she gasped, her nails digging into the hard muscles of his shoulders through his t-shirt. "Anything! Just make me feel something!"

He ripped her top open. Buttons flew, pinging softly as they hit the floor. The cool air hit her bare skin, and she gasped. His hands were on her immediately, rough and demanding. They covered her breasts, his thumbs scraping over her sensitive nipples, sending jolts of sharp sensation through her entire body. It wasn't gentle. It was possessive. It was a claiming.

She cried out, arching her back, pushing her chest into his hands. The mixture of pain and pleasure was dizzying. It was real. It was a feeling that was entirely her own, not something forced upon her by drugs or doctors.

He shoved her soft trousers and underwear down her hips in one violent motion. The fabric pooled around her ankles, trapping her. She kicked them off frantically.

He didn't bother to take off his own clothes. He just unfastened his pants, freeing himself. He was already hard, thick and heavy and intimidatingly large. In the dim light, she could see the impressive length and girth of him, a stark, primal contrast to the softness of her own changing body.

He didn't ask. He didn't prepare her. He hooked one of her legs over his hip, opening her to him, and drove into her in one single, brutal thrust.

Julianna screamed.

It was a raw, ragged sound torn from the depths of her soul. The initial shock of the invasion was a white-hot burst of pain. She was tight, unready, and he filled her completely, stretching her to her limit. Her nails dug deeper into his shoulders, drawing blood this time. She could feel the hard ridge of him pressing deep inside her, a relentless, pounding presence.

He didn't pause. He set a punishing rhythm immediately, slamming into her against the wall. Each thrust was a punctuation mark to their unspoken argument. Each one was a rejection of the helplessness they both felt. The wall thudded dully with their impact.

"Still feel alive?" he grunted, his face buried in her neck, his breath scalding her skin.

"Yes!" she sobbed, the pain already transforming, melting into a searing, overwhelming fullness. The friction was incredible, a wildfire spreading from her core through her entire body. This was nothing like the clinical touches of the doctor. This was filthy, and violent, and real. "Don't stop!"

He growled, biting the tender skin where her neck met her shoulder. The sharp pain was a bright counterpoint to the deep, rhythmic ache inside her. He held her hips, his fingers digging into her soft flesh, controlling her, moving her body to meet his savage thrusts.

She was completely at his mercy, pinned and taken, and yet she had never felt more powerful. She was making him lose control. The stoic, unmovable guard was gone, replaced by this animal, this beast who was as desperate for release as she was. She wrapped her other leg around his waist, locking her ankles, pulling him deeper.

"Harder," she demanded, her voice a broken whisper against his ear.

He obliged. His thrusts became faster, harder, more frantic. The room filled with the sounds of their ragged breathing, the wet slap of their bodies meeting, the creak of the wall. She could feel the sweat-slicked heat of his chest against her bare breasts. She could feel the powerful flex of his back muscles under her hands.

This wasn't about pleasure. Not really. It was about exorcism. They were trying to fuck the horror out of each other. Every deep, penetrating thrust was an attempt to drive out the memory of Isabella’s smile, the doctor’s cold hands, the terror of the future.

She felt a coil tightening deep in her belly, a terrifying, building pressure. She was close. The intense, overwhelming sensations were short-circuiting her brain, burning away every thought except the need for this, for him, for the brutal, physical proof that she could still feel.

"Colt!" she cried out, his name a plea and a curse.

He slammed into her one last time, a final, deep, grinding thrust that seemed to touch her very soul. He buried his face in her hair, a guttural roar tearing from his throat as he emptied himself inside her in hot, pulsing waves.

The feeling of his release, the raw, animal sound he made, was the final trigger for her. Her own climax crashed over her, a convulsive, shattering wave that ripped a scream from her lungs. It was violent and overwhelming, wracking her body with spasms so intense she saw stars behind her eyelids. She clung to him, her legs giving way, her entire being focused on the devastating pulses of sensation radiating from her core.

For a long moment, they stayed like that, pressed against the wall, panting, slick with sweat, joined together. The only sound was their harsh, ragged breaths slowly returning to normal.

Slowly, carefully, he pulled out of her. A wave of soreness and emptiness followed the movement. Her legs buckled, and he caught her, holding her up against his body. She was boneless, spent, every ounce of fight and fury drained from her.

He didn't let her go. He just held her there, his arms around her, her face pressed against his damp t-shirt. She could feel the frantic beat of his heart gradually slowing against her cheek.

They didn't speak. There were no words for what had just happened. It hadn't been love. It hadn't even been sex, not in any normal sense. It had been a detonation. A mutual combustion of rage and desperation.

But as she stood there, trembling in the arms of her jailer, the ghost of Isabella’s voice was finally, blessedly silent. For a few minutes, they had both been alive. And in the wreckage of that violent union, a new, dangerous, and undeniable connection had been forged.


Chapter Five




Morning came, a soft, quiet intruder that seemed to creep into the room like a thief. Julianna woke to the gentle press of sunlight against her closed eyelids. She was still on the bed, still dressed in the torn remnants of her clothes from the day before. She had fallen asleep there, her body aching, her mind exhausted.

She opened her eyes slowly, blinking against the bright light. The room was bathed in a soft, golden glow. It should have been peaceful. It wasn't.

The first thing she saw was Colt. He was sitting in the chair by the door, his back straight, his eyes on her. He had been watching her sleep. She could tell by the way he didn't look away when she caught him. He just stared, his expression unreadable.

She sat up, wincing at the soreness between her legs. She was stiff, her muscles protesting from the violent, frantic coupling against the wall. Her body was a map of aches and twinges, a physical testament to their shared fury.

She looked at Colt again. He was still watching her. He hadn't moved.

"You're up early," she said, her voice hoarse from sleep and disuse.

He didn't answer. He just nodded, a small, sharp jerk of his head.

She pushed herself off the bed, wincing again as her feet hit the floor. She walked to the desk where the water pitcher was, her movements careful, measured. She could feel Colt's eyes on her, tracking her every step.

She poured herself a glass of water, her hands shaking slightly. She drank it in long, greedy gulps, feeling the cool liquid soothe her dry throat. She didn't look at him. She couldn't. Not yet.

When she finished, she set the glass down and turned to face him. He was still in the chair, his posture rigid, his gaze intense.

They stared at each other for a long moment. The silence was thick, charged with everything that had happened, everything that had been left unsaid.

Finally, he spoke.

"You're limping."

The words were blunt, a statement of fact. But there was a undertone of something else. Concern? Anger? She couldn't tell.

She shrugged, trying to play it off. "I'm fine."

He stood up, his chair scraping loudly against the floor. He walked over to her, his steps slow, measured. He stopped a few feet away, close enough that she could see the faint shadows under his eyes, the tension in his jaw.

"You're not fine," he said, his voice low. "You're sore. And you're angry."

She didn't answer. She just looked at him, her expression guarded.

He took a deep breath, his chest rising and falling. He looked at the floor, then back up at her. "About last night..."

She tensed, her body going rigid. She didn't want to talk about it. She didn't know what to say. It had been a mistake. A moment of weakness. A desperate, violent attempt to reclaim some control.

She shook her head, cutting him off. "Don't."

He hesitated, then nodded. "Okay."

The tension in the room eased slightly. Not gone. Just... put on pause.

He turned and walked back to his chair, his movements stiff. He sat down, his eyes on her again.

She stood there for a moment, then moved to the bed, sitting down on the edge. She kept her eyes on the floor, not looking at him.

They were at a stalemate. Neither wanted to talk about what had happened. Neither wanted to pretend it hadn't. They were trapped in this room together, trapped in this strange, charged silence.

The doctor came in a little while later, breaking the tension. He didn't seem to notice the change in the room. He examined Julianna efficiently, his hands cool and impersonal. He pronounced her 'progressing well,' whatever that meant. He gave her a new set of hormone pills, the color different from the last batch. He didn't explain. He didn't have to.

After he left, the silence returned. But it was different now. It was charged, electric. Every time their eyes met, it was like a spark. Every time they spoke, it was like they were dancing around a landmine.

Colt brought her lunch. He set the tray down on the desk, not meeting her eyes. She sat at the desk to eat, her back to him. She could feel him watching her, but she didn't look back.

They didn't speak during the meal. It was the longest they had gone without talking since she had woken up here. It was strange. It felt... wrong.

After she finished eating, she pushed the tray away. She turned to look at him, her eyes meeting his.

"What?" he asked, his voice low.

She shook her head. "Nothing."

He raised an eyebrow. "You're looking at me like you have something to say."

She hesitated, then sighed. "I just... I don't know what to call you now."

His expression didn't change. "What do you mean?"

She looked down at her hands, twisting the hem of her shirt. "You're not just... him. Not anymore."

He was silent for a moment. Then he said, "I'm still your guard."

She looked up at him. "Are you?"

He leaned back in his chair, his arms crossed over his chest. "What else would I be?"

She shrugged. "I don't know. A... a partner. In this."

His eyes narrowed. "A partner in what?"

She didn't have an answer. She didn't know what she was asking for. She just knew that things had changed. They had crossed a line last night, and they couldn't uncross it. They were bound together now, in a way that had nothing to do with the chains on her wrists or the lock on the door.

He was silent for a long time. Then he said, "I'm still the one who holds the keys."

She looked down at her hands again. "I know."

He stood up, pushing his chair back. He walked to the door, his steps slow. He didn't look at her.

"I'll be back with dinner," he said, his voice flat. Then he was gone, the lock clicking behind him.

Julianna was left alone in the room. She sat there, staring at the door, at the spot where he had stood. She felt... restless. Uneasy. She didn't know what she wanted. She just knew that she wanted something to change.

She stood up and walked to the mirror. She looked at her reflection, really looked at it for the first time since the day she had broken it. She saw the changes in her body, the soft curves, the smooth skin. But she also saw something else. Something in her eyes. A spark. A fight.

She reached up and touched her reflection, her fingers tracing the line of her jaw, the curve of her lips. She looked at herself, really looked, and she saw a woman. Not just a pretty doll. A woman who had been broken, yes, but who was still fighting. Who was still here.

And she realized something else. Something that made her heart beat a little faster.

She wasn't just fighting for herself anymore. She was fighting for him too.

She didn't know when it had happened. She didn't know when the hatred had started to shift, to morph into something else. Something... complicated. Something that made her look at him, not with fear or anger, but with a strange, confused affection.

She turned away from the mirror, her mind racing. She had to be careful. She had to be smart. She had to figure out how to use this... this whatever it was to her advantage.

Because she had a feeling that their dynamic had just changed irrevocably. And she had to decide, once and for all, if he was still her enemy. Or if he was something else entirely.

And she had a feeling that he was struggling with the same question. That he was looking at her, not with the eyes of a jailer, but with the eyes of a man who had seen her at her worst and still... still wanted to understand.

The rest of the day passed in a blur of tense silence. They didn't speak, not really. They didn't have to. The words were there, unspoken, hanging in the air between them.

When he brought her dinner, he didn't meet her eyes. When she finished eating, he took the tray without a word. When he left, the lock clicked behind him, a final, definitive sound.

Julianna sat on the bed, her knees drawn up to her chest, her arms wrapped around her legs. She looked at the door, at the spot where he had been.

She knew she should be scared. She knew she should be angry. She knew she should be planning her next move.

But all she could think about was him. All she could feel was the ghost of his hands on her body, the heat of his mouth on hers. All she could see was the way he had looked at her this morning, like he was trying to figure her out. Like he was trying to understand.

And she knew, with a sudden, sharp certainty, that she was doing the same thing. She was trying to understand him. And she was starting to see, not just the man who held the keys, but the man who had held her when she cried. The man who had taken her hatred and not shattered.

She didn't know what this meant. She didn't know what would happen next. She just knew that she was no longer alone in this room. She had an... ally. A partner. In this.

And she was going to use that to her advantage. She was going to find a way out of this. For both of them.

Julianna was sitting on the bed, her back against the headboard, a book open on her lap. It was a book she had read a hundred times before, a worn, dog-eared copy of "To Kill a Mockingbird". She had requested it after the first few weeks of her imprisonment, and it had become a small comfort. A familiar, beloved story in a world that was anything but.

Colt was sitting in his usual spot by the door, his eyes on her. He hadn't spoken much since the morning after their... encounter. The tension between them was thick, a heavy, electric silence that was broken only by the occasional clink of her teacup or the rustle of the book's pages.

The lock turned. The door opened. Sable swept in, her heels clicking sharply on the polished floor. She was dressed in a crisp business suit, her hair pulled back into a severe bun. She looked... different. Her usual cold, detached demeanor was replaced by something harder, more purposeful.

Julianna's heart sank. Something was wrong. She could feel it.

Sable walked to the desk, her steps slow and measured. She placed a manila folder on the desk, then turned to look at Julianna.

"Good morning," Sable said, her voice crisp.

Julianna closed the book, her fingers trembling slightly. "What's going on?"

Sable walked over to the bed, her heels sinking into the plush rug. She stood there, looking down at Julianna, her expression unreadable.

"I have news," Sable said, her voice flat. "The board has made a decision. Your final surgery is scheduled."

The words hung in the air, a brutal, simple statement. Julianna felt like she had been punched in the gut. She couldn't breathe. She couldn't think.

"The... the final surgery?" she stammered, her voice barely a whisper.

Sable nodded. "Yes. The one that will... complete your transformation."

Julianna shook her head, denial rising like bile in her throat. "No. You said... you said it was optional. That it was up to me."

Sable's expression didn't change. "That was before. Things have changed."

"Changed how?" Julianna demanded, her voice rising. She was on her feet now, facing Sable, her body trembling with anger and fear. "What could possibly have changed?"

Sable looked at her, her gaze steady. "Your progress has been... impressive. The board feels that it would be a waste not to... finish what we've started."

Julianna's mind raced. She thought of Isabella's cruel smile, her possessive touch. She thought of the surgery, the final, irreversible step that would make this permanent. She thought of Colt, standing silently by the door, his face a mask.

"No," she whispered, her voice shaking. "I won't do it. I won't let you."

Sable's expression hardened. "You don't have a choice."

"Yes, I do!" Julianna screamed, her voice breaking. "I have every right to say no! This is my body! My life!"

Sable shook her head. "You're not the one in charge here, Julianna. The board is. And they have spoken."

Julianna felt a cold, heavy dread settle in her stomach. She looked at Colt. He was still standing by the door, his face blank. He wasn't looking at her. He was looking at the floor.

"Colt," she said, her voice pleading. "Please. Say something. Do something."

Colt didn't move. He didn't speak. He just stood there, a statue.

Sable smiled, a thin, cruel curve of her lips. "He knows his place, Julianna. Unlike you."

She walked back to the desk and picked up the manila folder. She opened it and pulled out a single sheet of paper.

"The surgery is scheduled for Friday," she said, her voice matter-of-fact. "That gives you three days to... come to terms with it."

"Friday?" Julianna repeated, her voice hollow. "Three days?"

Sable nodded. "Yes. It's a simple procedure, really. Quick. Painless. You'll be under general anesthesia, of course. When you wake up, it will all be over. You'll be... whole."

The word "whole" felt like a slap. Julianna felt a wave of nausea wash over her. She stumbled back, her legs hitting the edge of the bed. She sat down heavily, her head spinning.

"You can't do this," she whispered, her voice cracking. "You can't."

Sable's smile widened. "We can. And we will."

She placed the paper back in the folder and closed it. She looked at Julianna, her expression one of cold satisfaction.

"Three days, Julianna," she said. "Use them wisely."

With that, she turned and walked out of the room. The door closed behind her with a soft click. The lock turned.

Silence.

Julianna sat on the bed, her body numb. She couldn't think. She couldn't feel. All she could see was the date on that paper. Friday. Three days.

She looked at Colt. He was still standing by the door, his face a mask. But she saw the way his hands were clenched at his sides. She saw the tightness in his jaw. He was feeling something. He was just better at hiding it than she was.

"Colt," she said, her voice a broken whisper. "Please. Look at me."

He didn't move. He didn't speak.

"Colt," she said again, her voice rising. "Look at me!"

He finally turned his head. His eyes met hers. They were dark, troubled. But they were also resolute.

"I can't help you," he said, his voice low. "There's nothing I can do."

"Nothing you can do?" she repeated, her voice shaking with disbelief. "You're the one with the keys! You're the one who stands between me and... and that!"

He shook his head. "It's not that simple."

"It is that simple!" she cried, her voice breaking. "You either help me, or you let them... you let them cut me! You let them take the last piece of me!"

He was silent for a long moment. Then he said, "I have my orders."

"Your orders?" she spat, her voice dripping with contempt. "Your orders are to stand by and watch while they mutilate me? Your orders are to be a part of this... this horror?"

He didn't answer. He just looked at her, his expression pained.

She stood up, her body trembling with rage and fear. She walked over to him, stopping just a few feet away.

"Listen to me," she said, her voice low and intense. "I am not going to let them do this to me. I would rather die. Do you understand me? I would rather die."

He flinched, his eyes widening slightly. "Don't say that."

"Why not?" she demanded. "It's the truth. If you won't help me, then I'll find another way. I'll fight them. I'll scream. I'll do whatever I have to do to stop this."

He took a step toward her, his expression fierce. "You can't fight them, Julianna. They'll just sedate you. They'll strap you down. They'll do it anyway. And it will be worse for you."

"Then what am I supposed to do?" she cried, tears streaming down her face. "Just lie down and take it? Just let them... let them finish what they started?"

He was silent for a long moment. Then he said, "I don't know."

She stared at him, her heart breaking. She had thought... she had hoped... that after what had happened between them, he would be different. That he would see her as a person, not just a project. That he would help her.

But he was still the same. He was still the guard. He was still the wall.

She turned away from him, her shoulders slumping in defeat. She walked back to the bed and sat down, her head in her hands.

"Just go," she whispered, her voice muffled by her tears. "Just leave me alone."

He hesitated for a moment, then turned and walked to the door. He didn't look back.

The lock clicked shut.

Julianna was alone. Alone with the knowledge that in three days, they were going to take the last piece of her. They were going to make her into someone else completely. And there was nothing she could do to stop it.

She lay down on the bed, curling into a ball. She closed her eyes, but she couldn't block out the image of the date on that paper. Friday. Three days.

The abstract threat had become terrifyingly concrete. And she had never felt more alone in her life.

The hours after Sable’s announcement crawled by like a funeral procession. Julianna didn’t move from the bed. She lay on her side, staring at the silk-covered wall, watching the light from the chandelier shift and change as the unseen sun outside moved across the sky. Her mind, which had been a chaotic storm of fear and rage, had gone quiet. A strange, cold calm had settled over her.

The tears were gone. The screaming was done. There was no point. Pleading hadn't worked. Anger hadn't worked. The violent, desperate collision of their bodies had only created a more complicated prison. None of it had changed the fundamental truth: she was property, and her owners had decided it was time for final modifications.

Colt had brought her dinner. He’d set the tray on the desk with his usual quiet efficiency. He hadn’t tried to speak to her. He hadn’t offered empty comforts. He’d just stood there for a moment, a large, silent shadow, before retreating to his post by the door. The food sat untouched, growing cold.

The abstract nightmare of her transformation had suddenly been given a date and a time. Friday. It made everything terrifyingly real. It was a deadline. And deadlines required action.

She had run through every scenario in her head. Fighting was useless. Colt was right; they would just sedate her. Begging was beneath her now and would only feed Sable’s and Isabella’s satisfaction. There was only one path left, one card she had to play. It was a gamble, but it was the only one she had.

She finally pushed herself up, swinging her legs over the side of the bed. The soft silk of her chemise whispered against her skin. She felt a distant pang of disgust at how accustomed she had become to the feel of it. She walked to the desk, not looking at Colt, and poured herself a glass of water from the pitcher. Her hand was steady.

She drank the water slowly, then turned to face him. He was watching her, his expression guarded, waiting for the next explosion of emotion.

It didn’t come.

Instead, her voice was low, flat, and utterly devoid of feeling. “How much is she paying you?”

Colt’s eyebrows lifted slightly in surprise. It was the last thing he’d expected her to say. “What?”

“Sable,” Julianna clarified, placing the empty glass back on the tray with a precise click. “What’s your salary? What’s the number that makes this… palatable for you?”

He leaned back against the doorframe, crossing his arms. A defensive posture. “That’s none of your business.”

“It became my business the moment you became my jailer,” she countered, her tone still chillingly calm. “I want to know my worth. Or rather, the worth of your compliance. So. How much?”

He studied her for a long moment, his dark eyes searching hers for the trap. He saw none of the hysterical woman from earlier. He saw a cool, calculating stranger. “Enough,” he said finally, a non-answer.

Julianna gave a short, humorless laugh. “I doubt that. People like Sable don’t pay for loyalty. They rent it. And they always look for the cheapest rate.” She took a step closer, her gaze intent. “My father is Alistair Van Horn. You know the name. You know what it means.”

He didn’t confirm or deny it, but a new wariness entered his eyes. Everyone knew the name. It was synonymous with old money, power, and ruthless business acumen.

“The trust fund I inherited on my twenty-fifth birthday,” she continued, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, “is worth just over forty-seven million dollars. It’s in a shielded account. Untouchable by this… situation. My father couldn’t even get to it if he wanted to. It’s mine.”

Colt’s mask of indifference cracked. His arms uncrossed, and he stood up straighter. Forty-seven million. It was a number that demanded attention, no matter how stoic you were.

“Sable and Isabella think they’re clever,” Julianna went on, pacing slowly in front of him like a lawyer presenting a closing argument. “They think they’ve won by turning me into this.” She gestured dismissively at her own body. “But they’ve overlooked one thing. They’ve created a prisoner with the means to buy her own freedom. And to buy her warden.”

She stopped directly in front of him, looking up into his face. The height difference was still immense, but the power dynamic had subtly shifted.

“Help me,” she said, the words a cold, practical pitch, stripped of all begging. “Get me out of here before Friday. Get me to a phone, to a bank, to anywhere I can access my accounts. And I will give you five million dollars. In cash. Untraceable. Enough to disappear forever. Enough to make Sable’s paycheck look like pocket change.”

Colt let out a sharp breath, almost a scoff, but it was born of shock, not dismissal. “Five million,” he repeated, the words tasting foreign.

“Five million,” she confirmed. “Think about it, Colt. What are you really getting here? A salary to be part of this… grotesque circus. To watch them destroy a person. To be Isabella’s trained attack dog. For what? A few thousand a month? A pat on the head from Sable?” She leaned in, her voice dropping to a near-whisper. “Or you can have five million. Freedom. A new life where no one owns you. All you have to do is open a door.”

He was listening. Really listening. She could see the calculations going on behind his eyes. The conflict between his ingrained sense of duty—or whatever passed for it—and the staggering sum she had just laid before him.

“It’s not that simple,” he said, but the protest was weak, automatic. “The security… the protocols… Sable has eyes everywhere.”

“You’re her head of security,” Julianna pressed, sensing his hesitation. “You know the protocols. You know the blind spots. You know the schedule. You are the one person who could actually do this.” She let that hang in the air for a moment. “This isn’t about feelings, Colt. This isn’t about what happened between us. This is a business transaction. I am offering you a retirement plan. All you have to do is accept.”

He ran a hand over his jaw, the stubble making a rough sound against his palm. He looked from her to the door, then back again. The sheer audacity of her proposal was breathtaking. She wasn't appealing to his humanity anymore; she was appealing to his greed. It was a language he understood far better.

“And if I get caught?” he asked, his voice low. “Helping you? Sable wouldn’t just fire me. She’d make me disappear.”

“Then don’t get caught,” Julianna said simply. “Plan it. Be smart. You’re a professional. Act like one.” She paused, letting the weight of the money do its work. “Five million dollars, Colt. For a few days of risk. Versus a lifetime of being someone else’s weapon. The choice is yours.”

She turned her back on him then, walking calmly back to the bed and picking up her discarded book. She opened it to a random page, pretending to read. Her heart was hammering against her ribs, a frantic drumbeat she was sure he could hear, but she forced her breathing to remain even.

She had played her card. She had shifted the battlefield from her body and her emotions to his wallet and his future. The antagonism was gone, replaced by the cold, hard logic of a deal.

The silence stretched out, thick and heavy with the numbers she had thrown into the air. Five million dollars. It was a ghost in the room now, a third presence standing between them.

She didn’t look at him. She didn’t need to. She could feel his gaze on her, could feel the wheels turning. He was no longer just looking at a prisoner, or a victim, or a reluctant lover.

He was looking at a business partner.

And for the first time since she’d woken up in this gilded hell, Julianna felt a genuine, solid flicker of hope. It wasn’t based on kindness or affection. It was based on the oldest, most reliable motivator in the world: cold, hard cash. It was a foundation she could build on. It was the beginning of their alliance.


Chapter Six




The two days after her proposal to Colt passed in a tense, silent limbo. He didn't give her an answer. He didn't say yes, but he didn't say no. His silence was a chasm between them, filled with her desperate hope and his unreadable calculations. He performed his duties with the same quiet efficiency, but his eyes held a new, simmering intensity. He was watching everything—the routines, the guards' shifts, the subtle sounds of the building—with a focus that hadn't been there before.

It gave her a sliver of hope, a fragile belief that he was considering it, planning it. She clung to that belief like a lifeline.

But Friday arrived anyway.

The morning dawned gray and cold, the light through the high, unseen windows pale and sickly. Julianna woke up knowing, with a certainty that sat like a stone in her gut, what day it was. She had barely slept, her mind racing through escape fantasies that always ended at the locked door.

The lock turned earlier than usual. It wasn't Colt with breakfast.

It was Sable, accompanied by two large, unfamiliar men in surgical scrubs. They weren't doctors; they were orderlies. Their faces were blank, their eyes devoid of any human recognition.

"Good morning, Julianna," Sable said, her voice brisk and businesslike. "It's time."

Panic, pure and undiluted, shot through Julianna's veins. She scrambled off the bed, backing away until she hit the wall. "No," she breathed. "Not yet. It's too early."

"The schedule is the schedule," Sable replied, unmoved. She nodded to the orderlies.

They moved toward her with a calm, practiced purpose. Julianna's fight-or-flight instinct screamed at her to fight. She lashed out, her fist connecting weakly with one orderly's shoulder. It was like hitting a sack of concrete. He didn't even flinch. The other one grabbed her from behind, his arms like steel bands around her, pinning her arms to her sides.

"Colt!" she screamed, the name tearing from her throat. "COLT!"

Where was he? He was supposed to be here! He was supposed to be planning something! This couldn't be happening!

She thrashed and kicked, her screams echoing in the opulent room. "Let me go! Please! Don't do this!"

The orderlies simply lifted her, her struggles as ineffective as a kitten's. They carried her, kicking and screaming, out of the room and into a stark, sterile white hallway she had never seen before. The transition from the gilded prison to this clinical nightmare was jarring. The air smelled of antiseptic and something else, something metallic and cold.

They brought her into a bright, cold room. In the center was a single, narrow table covered in crisp white paper. Surgical instruments lay on a tray nearby, gleaming under the harsh fluorescent lights. A masked figure in green scrubs—the doctor—stood waiting, his eyes the only visible part of his face, and they held no more emotion than the orderlies'.

They transferred her to the table. The paper crinkled beneath her. Straps were produced—thick, leather straps—and before she could process it, one was secured across her chest, another across her hips, and two more on her ankles and wrists. She was pinned. Completely and utterly helpless.

Tears streamed down her face, hot and hopeless. Her pleas had dissolved into ragged, terrified sobs. "Please... please don't..."

Sable stood at the foot of the table, observing the proceedings with detached interest. "This is a moment of becoming, Julianna. Embrace it."

The doctor approached her side with a syringe filled with a clear liquid. "This is a sedative," he said, his voice muffled by his mask. "It will help you relax."

"No," she whimpered, trying to twist her arm away, but the strap held her fast. The needle pricked her skin, a small, sharp pain that was nothing compared to the terror consuming her. A cold sensation spread up her arm, a weird, heavy calmness that began to smother the panic against her will. The edges of the room started to blur. The bright lights swam in her vision.

This was it. They were really doing it. The final piece. The point of no return.

Her head lolled to the side, her strength fading along with her consciousness. And then she saw him.

Colt was standing just inside the doorway, his face ashen. He wasn't looking at Sable or the doctor. He was looking directly at her. His usual stoic mask was gone, shattered. His eyes were wide, filled with a turmoil she had never seen in them before—conflict, horror, and a desperate, helpless anguish. He was gripping the doorframe, his knuckles white, as if physically holding himself back.

Their eyes met.

In that last, fleeting second before the drugs pulled her under, she tried to pour every ounce of her betrayal, her fear, and her shattered hope into that look. You promised, her mind screamed silently at him. You were supposed to help me.

Then, darkness swallowed her whole.

Waking up was a slow, painful crawl back to a reality she didn't want. The first thing she felt was a deep, throbbing ache between her legs. It was a dull, pervasive pain, different from any soreness she had ever known. It was an emptiness, a fundamental sense of something missing, something having been carved out.

She groaned, her throat dry and raw. She was back in her room, in her bed. The silk sheets were cool against her skin. The familiar crystal chandelier hung above her.

But nothing was familiar.

She was different.

The knowledge was there before she even moved, a horrifying certainty that had been seared into her drugged subconscious. The transformation was complete.

Slowly, tentatively, she brought a hand down, her fingers trembling as they brushed against the soft, loose pajama bottoms she wore. There was a pad there, thick and absorbent. And beneath the pad… nothing. Just a flat, smooth plane, tender and stitched. The physical evidence of her maleness, the last stubborn anchor to the person she had been, was gone.

Surgically removed. Erased.

A sound escaped her, a choked, guttural sob that held no tears. She was too numb for tears. She felt… hollowed out. Not just physically, but spiritually. The fight was gone. The hope was gone. Even the rage had burned out, leaving only this vast, echoing emptiness.

Julian Van Horn was dead. He had been dying by inches for weeks, but now the process was finished. The surgery had been the final nail in the coffin.

She was Julianna. Completely. Irrevocably.

There was no going back. There was no "if" or "maybe" anymore. This was her body now. This flat chest that was slowly developing, these softening hips, this smooth skin, and this new, surgically crafted absence between her legs. This was her.

She lay there for a long time, staring at the ceiling, feeling the phantom ache of what was no longer there. She thought of Colt’s eyes in that operating room. The conflict. The pain. Had it been real? Or had it just been her drugged, desperate mind projecting what she wanted to see?

It didn't matter now. Nothing mattered. He had let it happen. He had stood by and watched as they took the last piece of her. The business proposal, the alliance, the spark of something more—it had all been a fantasy. A last, pathetic delusion of a drowning woman.

The door opened. She didn't turn her head. She didn't care who it was.

Footsteps approached the bed. She heard the quiet clink of a tray being set on the bedside table. Then, a presence settled on the edge of the mattress, making it dip.

She finally turned her head. It was Colt.

He looked terrible. His face was drawn, shadows dark under his eyes. He looked like he hadn't slept. He was holding a glass of water with a straw in it.

"Here," he said, his voice rough. "You need to drink."

She just stared at him, her expression blank. The man who had held her down, who had kissed her, who had listened to her multi-million-dollar offer, and who had ultimately done nothing.

He seemed to wither under her gaze. He looked down at the glass in his hands. "Julianna, I..." he began, but his voice trailed off. There were no words.

He reached out slowly, as if approaching a wounded animal, and gently touched her bandaged hand—the one she had cut on the mirror. It was a gesture of such profound and useless tenderness that it finally broke through her numbness.

A single, hot tear escaped and traced a path down her temple into her hair.

He saw it, and his own face crumpled for a fraction of a second before he regained control. He carefully brought the straw to her lips. She drank, the water doing nothing to soothe the desert inside her.

When she was done, he set the glass aside. He didn't leave. He just sat there on the edge of her bed, his broad shoulders slumped, looking at the floor. The silence between them was no longer charged with tension or desire. It was the silence of a shared grave.

He had failed her. And in failing her, he had completed her transformation into Julianna. There was no one else left to be.

The point of no return wasn't just a medical procedure. It was this moment, right here, in this quiet room, where the last ember of hope died, and the prisoner finally accepted the walls of her cage.

The next two days were a blur of pain and drugged half-sleep. The doctor came and went, his visits brief and impersonal. He checked the stitches, changed the dressing, pronounced everything "healing nicely," and left without meeting her eyes. Julianna floated in a gray haze, the deep, throbbing ache between her legs a constant reminder of her new, horrifying reality. She ate little, spoke less, and spent most of her time staring at the wall, retreating into the hollowed-out shell of herself.

Colt was always there. He had become a ghost in the room, moving with a new, quiet deference. He brought her meals, helped her sit up to drink, and wordlessly cleaned up when she could only manage a few bites. The charged tension that had once crackled between them was gone, replaced by a heavy, sorrowful silence. He looked at her now not as a prisoner or a problem, but with a grim, haunted respect, like a soldier looking upon a comrade who had taken a mortal wound on his watch.

On the third morning, the doctor arrived for another check-up. He performed his usual quick, clinical examination.

"The external healing is progressing," he announced to the room at large. "But the internal stitches and the tissue need regular cleaning to prevent infection. It's a simple procedure. You'll need to do it twice a day." He placed a small bottle of clear antiseptic solution and a package of sterile gauze pads on the bedside table. He then looked directly at Colt. "You'll assist her. She shouldn't be bending or straining."

A flicker of something—panic, discomfort—crossed Colt's face, but he gave a tight nod. "Understood."

The doctor left, and the silence that followed was thicker than ever. The items on the table seemed to pulse with a terrible intimacy. This wasn't just bringing her food. This was a violation of a different kind, and they both knew it.

Julianna closed her eyes, a fresh wave of shame washing over her. She couldn't do it. She couldn't let him see that... that part of her. The place that had been carved and stitched, the final, brutal proof of what they had done to her.

She heard him move. He walked to the table and picked up the bottle and the gauze. His footsteps were slow as he approached the bed.

"Julianna," he said, his voice low and rough. "We have to."

She shook her head, keeping her eyes squeezed shut. "No. Just leave it. I don't care."

"You could get an infection," he said, his tone gentle but firm. "It could make you very sick. I'm not going to let that happen."

"Since when do you care what happens to me?" The words were a bitter whisper.

He didn't answer for a moment. Then she felt the bed dip as he sat on the edge beside her hip. "Since now," he said quietly.

She finally opened her eyes and turned her head to look at him. The raw honesty in his words, in his tired eyes, disarmed her. The anger she wanted to cling to felt slippery and distant.

"Please," she whispered, a last, feeble protest.

"I have to," he replied, his gaze steady. "I'll be quick. And I'll be careful."

He waited, giving her a chance to refuse again. When she didn't, when she just lay there watching him with resigned defeat, he took it as permission.

"Okay," he said softly. "I need you to... to open your legs a little. Just enough for me to reach."

A hot flush of humiliation spread across her chest and neck. She hesitated, then, with a shuddering breath, she slowly, awkwardly, parted her knees. The movement pulled at the tender flesh, and she winced.

"I know it hurts," he murmured. "I'm sorry."

He uncapped the bottle and poured the clear liquid onto a square of gauze. The sharp, clean smell of antiseptic filled the air. He held the damp gauze in his hand, not moving yet.

"This might feel cold," he warned.

Then, with a touch so light she barely felt it, he began.

His fingers, those same strong, calloused fingers that had pinned her down, ripped her clothes, and held her with bruising force, were now impossibly gentle. He carefully dabbed at the sutured area, his movements precise and hesitant. He was treating her like something fragile, something precious that had been shattered.

Julianna gasped at the initial contact, a mix of the cold solution and the shocking tenderness of his touch. She squeezed her eyes shut again, turning her face into the pillow, unable to watch. Tears leaked from beneath her lids, silent and hopeless.

But as he continued, his touch remained unwavering in its gentleness. He cleaned her with a focused, reverent care that was completely at odds with everything that had come before. There was nothing clinical about it, nothing forced. This was an act of penance.

She could feel the slight tremor in his hand. She could hear his soft, measured breaths as he worked. He was seeing it. He was seeing the mutilation. He was touching the evidence of the horror he had allowed to happen. And in that touch, she felt no ownership, no desire, only a profound and sorrowful respect.

When he was finished, he gently pulled her pajama bottoms back into place. The whole process had taken less than a minute, but it felt like an eternity.

He didn't move away. He stayed sitting on the edge of the bed, his head bowed, the used gauze clutched in his fist.

The silence stretched, but it was no longer empty. It was filled with the ghost of his gentle touch and the weight of their shared reality.

Finally, he spoke, his voice so low she almost didn't hear it.

"I'm sorry," he said. The words were ragged, torn from somewhere deep inside him. "I'm so sorry, Julianna."

It wasn't an excuse. It wasn't an explanation. It was a confession.

She opened her eyes, looking at his profile. The strong line of his jaw was tight with emotion. The sight of this powerful, stoic man brought to his knees by remorse was more devastating than any apology could ever be.

"I was going to do it," he continued, still staring at the floor. "I had a plan. It was for the night before the surgery. A diversion. A way out." He swallowed hard. "But Sable moved the schedule up. She suspected something. She didn't tell me until that morning. By the time I knew... it was too late."

He finally turned to look at her, and his eyes were full of a raw, anguished guilt. "I stood in that doorway, and I saw them strap you down. I saw the fear in your eyes. And I couldn't move. The protocol... the other guards... it would have been a suicide run. We both would have been killed."

He reached out, his fingers hovering just above her bandaged hand before he pulled back, as if he didn't feel worthy of touching her. "But that's no excuse. I failed you. I let them do this to you. And I will... I will carry that for the rest of my life."

Julianna listened, the hollow ache inside her shifting, transforming. The numbness was receding, replaced by a complicated tangle of emotions—lingering hurt, a shocking understanding, and a fragile, tentative thread of something that felt dangerously like forgiveness.

He hadn't betrayed her for money or out of cruelty. He had been outmaneuvered. He had been cowardly. But he had tried.

He looked at her, his gaze intense, burning with a new fire. "It won't happen again," he vowed, his voice dropping to a fierce, determined whisper. "They will not sell you. I don't care what I have to do. I don't care what it costs me. I am getting you out of here. I swear it to you."

In that moment, lying vulnerable and broken in the bed, with the memory of his gentle hands tending her most intimate wound, Julianna believed him. The business proposal was ashes. The five million dollars was irrelevant.

This was no longer a transaction. It was a vow. Forged in guilt and sealed in blood and antiseptic, their alliance was finally, truly, born.

The days that followed were a study in quiet conspiracy. The air in the room, once thick with despair, now hummed with a low, purposeful energy. Colt’s vow had not been empty words. The man who had been a statue was now a coiled spring of motion and calculation.

He began his work with a subtle shift in routine. He spent less time sitting idly by the door and more time standing near it, his ear angled toward the hallway, mapping the sounds of the guards' patrols. He started bringing her meals at slightly irregular intervals, testing the system's flexibility. He would sometimes leave the room for minutes at a time, returning with a tightened jaw and new information whispered under his breath.

"The east stairwell is clear between 2:00 and 2:15 AM."

"The camera in this hall has a blind spot near the service elevator."

"Two guards on the night shift. Miller is lazy, prefers to nap. Evans is sharp, but he smokes at 1:30 AM. That's our window."

Julianna listened, absorbing every detail, her mind, once dulled by hopelessness, now sharp and focused. She was no longer just a victim; she was a co-conspirator. Her body was still healing, the phantom ache a constant reminder of her vulnerability, but it was overshadowed by this new, fierce purpose. She trusted his assessment, his skill. The five million dollars was never mentioned again. This was about survival now. A shared mission.

Four nights after the surgery, the pain had subsided to a manageable throb. She was able to move around the room more freely, though a deep tenderness remained. That evening, after Colt had brought her dinner and they had discussed—in hushed tones—the logistics of disabling the electronic lock on the main door, a different kind of tension settled between them.

It wasn't the violent, desperate charge from before. This was slower, warmer, a magnetic pull born from shared secrets and a promise made in the wake of mutilation. He was standing by the window, staring out at the darkening sky, his broad back to her. She watched the way his shoulders filled his shirt, the quiet strength that was now her only shield against the world.

She pushed back the covers and stood up. The soft cotton of her nightgown whispered against her skin. She walked over to him, her steps silent on the rug.

He heard her approach and turned. His eyes, which had been distant and focused on some unseen point in the night, softened as they landed on her. They held a question.

She didn't speak. Words felt too clumsy, too small for what was passing between them. Instead, she reached out and placed her hand flat on his chest, right over his heart. She could feel the strong, steady beat beneath her palm. A life. A promise.

He covered her hand with his own, his touch warm and sure. His other hand came up to cradle her jaw, his thumb stroking her cheek with a reverence that made her breath catch.

"This is different," he murmured, his voice a low rumble.

"I know," she whispered back.

He bent his head and his lips met hers. It was not the clash of teeth and fury from before. This kiss was a question, an offering. It was slow and deep and searching. It tasted of shared pain and fragile hope. It was a silent language that said, I see your scars. I bear my own. We are in this together.

She melted into him, her arms sliding up around his neck. The kiss deepened, becoming a slow, languid exploration. There was no hurry, no frantic need to dominate or escape. This was about connection. About sealing their pact not with a handshake, but with the mingling of their breath, the meeting of their souls.

He broke the kiss, his forehead resting against hers, both of them breathing heavily. "You're still healing," he said, his voice thick with concern. "We don't have to⁠—"

"Shhh," she silenced him, pressing a finger to his lips. "I need this. I need to feel something that isn't... that." She didn't have to specify what 'that' was. The memory of the cold table and the masked faces hung between them. "I need to feel you."

That was all the permission he needed. He swept her up into his arms as if she weighed nothing, carrying her the short distance to the bed. He laid her down with infinite care, as if she were made of glass. He didn't tear her clothes. He slowly, deliberately, pushed the straps of her nightgown off her shoulders, letting the soft fabric pool around her waist.

The cool air touched her bare skin, but she didn't feel exposed. She felt seen. His gaze was hot, but it was also worshipful. He looked at her body—the soft curves of her breasts, the smooth plane of her stomach, the bandage that was no longer there but whose memory was etched into both of them—not as a creation of Sable's, but as her. Julianna.

He shed his own clothes quickly, and then he was beside her, his body a wall of heat and solid muscle. He was fully erect, thick and heavy, but there was no aggression in his posture now, only a banked, intense desire.

He kissed her again, his mouth moving to her neck, her collarbone, lower. He took one tender, budding nipple into his mouth, and she cried out, her back arching off the bed. The sensation was electric, a sharp, sweet pleasure that shot straight to her core, making the lingering tenderness there flare with a new, unexpected heat. He was so gentle, his tongue and lips teasing and worshipping, until she was writhing beneath him, her fingers tangled in his short hair.

"Colt," she gasped. "Please."

He moved over her, bracing himself on his arms. His eyes locked with hers, dark and serious. "Tell me if it hurts. We stop."

She nodded, her throat too tight for words.

He positioned himself at her entrance. He was so much larger than she was, and she was still so sensitive, so newly made. He didn't thrust. He pressed forward with an excruciating slowness, inch by agonizing inch, giving her body time to adjust, to stretch and accept him.

She gasped, her nails digging into his biceps. There was a sharp sting of discomfort, a reminder of the recent violation, but it was quickly swallowed by an overwhelming sense of fullness. Of being filled by him. Not by fear or drugs or cold instruments, but by his heat, his strength, his promise.

When he was fully sheathed inside her, he stilled, buried to the hilt. He dropped his forehead to hers, his breath coming in ragged pants. "Okay?" he whispered, his voice strained with the effort of his control.

"Okay," she breathed, her eyes swimming with tears. It was more than okay. It was a reclamation. His body within hers was pushing out the ghosts, replacing the memory of violation with one of chosen intimacy.

He began to move, a slow, deep, rolling rhythm that was unlike anything they had shared before. There was no violence in it, only a powerful, relentless claiming. Each stroke was a pledge. Each withdrawal a promise to return. He filled her completely, his length touching a place deep inside her that felt both brand new and intimately familiar.

She wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him deeper, meeting his slow, deliberate thrusts with a rising urgency of her own. The pain was gone, transformed into a building, coiling pleasure that was all the more intense for its tenderness. She could feel every ridge and vein of him, the sheer, hard reality of him moving inside her, a physical affirmation of their alliance.

Between gasping breaths and soft, shared moans, the whispers began.

"The auction catalog shoot... is tomorrow," she managed, her head thrown back as he moved within her.

He nodded, his lips against her throat. "Good. Distraction. I can... access the security office... during the chaos."

His thrusts became slightly more urgent, his control fraying at the edges as his own pleasure built. "The service elevator... goes to the garage. A van... prepped for disposal... is always there at 5 AM."

She clutched at his back, her climax building, a tidal wave gathering force. "Keys?" she panted.

"In the visor," he grunted, driving into her with a deep, grinding thrust that made her see stars. "Always... in the visor."

That was it. The final piece of the plan, whispered in the throes of their passion. The knowledge shattered the last of her restraint. Her orgasm crashed over her, a silent, shattering convulsion that ripped through her entire body. It was deeper and more profound than the first frantic one, a release that felt like a cleansing fire, burning away the last remnants of her old self. She cried out, a broken, wordless sound of relief and surrender, her inner muscles clenching tightly around him.

Feeling her come undone around him was his undoing. With a guttural groan that was part pleasure, part vow, he buried himself to the hilt one last time and poured himself into her, his own release hot and pulsing, sealing their pact in the most primal way possible.

He collapsed atop her, his full weight a comforting anchor. They lay tangled together, slick with sweat, their hearts hammering against each other in a frantic, synchronized rhythm. The air was thick with the scent of their lovemaking and the electric charge of their conspiracy.

He didn't pull out immediately. He just held her, his face buried in her hair, his body still joined with hers.

"It's happening tomorrow," he whispered into her skin, his voice raw with emotion. "After the shoot. We're leaving."

Julianna closed her eyes, holding him tighter. The fear was still there, a cold knot in her stomach. But it was outweighed by something else, something she had thought lost forever: a fierce, unshakeable hope. Their alliance was no longer just a plan. It was a bond, forged in betrayal, sealed in tenderness, and now, physically affirmed in the quiet dark. They were in this together, to the end.


Chapter Seven




The morning of the auction catalog shoot arrived, dawning with a strange, brittle energy. Julianna woke before Colt brought her breakfast, her nerves already stretched taut. Today was the day. The plan was a fragile house of cards, and this photoshoot was the gust of wind that would either make it collapse or provide the perfect cover for their escape.

Colt entered with the tray, his expression grimly focused. He didn't speak, but his eyes held a silent question. Are you ready?

She gave him a small, tight nod. She had to be.

After she ate, two women she had never seen before entered—a stylist and a makeup artist. They worked with brisk, impersonal efficiency, transforming her. They washed and styled her now-long hair, blowing it out into soft, glossy waves that cascaded over her shoulders. They applied makeup with a light hand, enhancing her larger eyes, smoothing her complexion, adding a touch of gloss to her lips. The face that stared back from the handheld mirror they gave her was stunningly beautiful, and utterly alien. It was the face of Julianna, the finished product.

Then came the clothes. Not the simple chemises or soft trousers she had grown used to, but a creation of breathtaking cruelty. It was a dress of liquid silver, so delicate it felt like woven moonlight. It was backless, with thin straps that tied behind her neck, and it hugged the new, gentle curves of her body before falling in a soft, shimmering cascade to the floor. It was the most beautiful thing she had ever worn, and it felt like a funeral shroud.

As the stylist fastened the final strap, the door opened without a knock. Isabella swept in, a vision in emerald green, her eyes alight with predatory anticipation.

Sable followed, a faint, satisfied smile on her lips. "The transformation is complete," she announced, as if presenting a new car model.

Isabella stopped a few feet away, her gaze devouring Julianna. For a long, horrifying moment, she said nothing. She just looked, her eyes tracing every line of the silver dress, every sweep of the styled hair, every subtle enhancement of the makeup.

A slow, radiant smile spread across her face, a smile of pure, unadulterated triumph.

"Oh, Sable," she breathed, her voice trembling with emotion. "You have outdone yourself. She is... perfection."

She stepped closer, circling Julianna just as she had that first day, but now her expression was one of a collector admiring a priceless artifact she had just acquired.

"Look at you," Isabella murmured, reaching out to trail a possessive finger along Julianna's jawline. Julianna forced herself not to flinch. She stood perfectly still, her face a carefully constructed mask of placid emptiness. "All the rough edges smoothed away. All the arrogance... refined into beauty. You are exactly what I envisioned."

Julianna kept her eyes downcast, a picture of demure submission. Inside, her stomach churned with a violent, nauseating mix of hatred and terror. Every instinct screamed at her to spit in Isabella's face, to claw her eyes out, to scream until her voice gave out. But she remembered Colt's words, whispered in the dark. Perform. You have to perform.

"Thank you, Isabella," she said, her voice soft and high, the perfectly trained instrument. She even managed to infuse it with a hint of grateful warmth.

Isabella's smile widened. "You see? Even her voice is perfect. No trace of that brutish bark left." She leaned in, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper that smelled of expensive coffee and victory. "You understand now, don't you, darling? This is what you were always meant to be. Beautiful. Pliant. Precious."

Julianna felt a cold sweat break out on the back of her neck beneath her hair. She dipped her head in a slight, graceful nod. "I... I think I am beginning to understand."

It was the right thing to say. Isabella practically glowed with satisfaction. She looked over at Sable. "She's ready. Truly ready. The buyers will be fighting each other for her."

"The auction is already generating unprecedented interest," Sable confirmed smoothly. "The catalog will be the final push."

"The catalog," Isabella repeated, her eyes gleaming. She turned back to Julianna. "This is your debut, my dear. The world's first look at my masterpiece. You will smile. You will be enchanting. You will make every man in that room wish he owned you, and every woman wish she could be you. Do you understand?"

Julianna lifted her gaze, meeting Isabella's eyes for the first time. She allowed a small, shy smile to touch her lips—a smile that felt like it was cracking her face in two. "I will do my best to make you proud."

The lie was so profound, so monstrous, that she felt dizzy. But Isabella ate it up. She cupped Julianna's cheek, her touch lingering.

"I know you will," she said, her voice thick with emotion. "After all, I made you."

With a final, triumphant glance, Isabella turned and left, Sable following in her wake. The door closed, leaving Julianna alone with the stylists for a moment longer.

The moment the lock clicked, the placid mask almost shattered. Her knees felt weak. She gripped the edge of the vanity table to steady herself, her knuckles white. The stylist gave her a curious look, and Julianna forced another fragile smile.

"Just a little nervous," she explained in her soft, new voice.

The woman nodded sympathetically and went back to packing her kit.

Julianna caught her reflection in the mirror. The woman in silver stared back, beautiful and broken. A living doll. She looked perfect. For a heart-stopping second, she saw the ghost of Julian in those eyes—a flash of defiance, a spark of the old fire. But she smothered it. That man was gone. He had to be. His anger would get her killed now.

Today, she wasn't Julian, and she wasn't even Julianna fighting to survive.

Today, she was Isabella's revenge fantasy made flesh. And she had to play the part perfectly.

The photographers and their crew arrived soon after, turning her prison into a studio. Lights were set up, reflectors positioned. They directed her to stand against a plain white backdrop, to sit gracefully in a velvet chair, to look off into the middle distance with a soulful, enigmatic expression.

Through it all, she performed. She was the picture of serene, cultivated beauty. She followed every direction with a sweet, willing docility. She smiled when told to smile, a gentle, closed-lipped curve that didn't reach her eyes but looked convincing enough on camera. She let them adjust the fall of her hair, the drape of the dress. She was clay in their hands.

And through it all, her eyes occasionally flickered to Colt.

He stood rigidly by the door, his face a granite mask of professional detachment. But she saw the way his eyes tracked her, a dark, protective intensity burning in their depths. She saw the barely perceptible tightening of his jaw when the photographer asked her to arch her back, emphasizing the lines of her new body. He was her anchor in this storm of fakery, the silent witness to her performance.

During a break, as a stylist dabbed powder on her nose, their eyes met across the crowded room. It was only for a second, but it was enough. In that fleeting glance, she saw his message as clearly as if he had shouted it. Stay strong. The distraction is working. Tonight.

She gave an almost imperceptible nod, then looked away, a faint, practiced smile returning to her lips as the photographer called her back to the set.

She moved back into the lights, the silver dress shimmering. She tilted her head, letting her hair cascade over one shoulder, and gazed into the lens with a look of vacant beauty.

Inside, the real Julianna was screaming. But on the outside, she was perfect. She was the perfect doll, polished and presented for sale. She was selling the illusion of broken submission with every fiber of her being, because that illusion was the key that would unlock her cage.

The camera shutter clicked, over and over, capturing the lie. And with every flash, she prayed it would be the last picture ever taken of her as a prisoner.

The photoshoot wore on, a relentless barrage of flashes and directives. "Chin down a touch, darling." "Eyes softer, more mysterious." "Let's see a hint of a smile now." Julianna moved through the motions like an automaton, her body obeying while her mind raced. The initial shock of Isabella's visit had hardened into a cold, sharp focus. Every click of the camera, every adjustment of the silver dress, was a countdown to their chance.

The chaos was their ally. The room, usually a tomb of silence, was now a hive of activity. Assistants scurried with light meters and reflectors. The photographer, a man with a dramatic scarf and intense eyes, barked orders. The stylist hovered, ready to pat down a stray hair or smooth a nonexistent wrinkle in the liquid fabric of the dress. In all this movement, two people standing still became invisible.

Colt had positioned himself not by the door, but in a corner near the heavy velvet curtains that framed the makeshift set. It was a subtle shift, but a calculated one. It gave him a better view of the entire room, and more importantly, it put him closer to her trajectory as she was moved from one mark on the floor to another.

Their communication began with looks.

As Julianna turned slowly on the photographer's command, her gaze swept across the room and locked with Colt's for a fraction of a second. His eyes, usually so unreadable, were now a clear, dark signal. He gave a slow, deliberate blink. I'm here. I'm watching.

Later, when the photographer had her sit in the ornate chair, leaning forward with her elbows on her knees, she felt a wave of dizziness from holding the difficult pose. Her eyes fluttered shut for a moment. When she opened them, she instinctively sought out Colt. He was staring at her, his jaw tight. He gave a tiny, almost imperceptible shake of his head. Don't show weakness. Don't break.

She took a shallow breath, straightened her spine, and offered the camera a serene smile. The photographer beamed. "Yes! Perfect! Just like that!"

The first touch was an accident, but it sparked the idea.

An assistant, rushing past with a large diffuser screen, bumped into Julianna's shoulder, making her stumble a step. Colt was moving before she even registered the push, his hand coming out to steady her elbow. His grip was firm, professional, lasting only as long as it took to ensure she was balanced.

But in that brief contact, his thumb pressed once, quickly, into the soft skin of her inner arm. A pulse of pressure. A silent question. Are you okay?

She didn't look at him. She simply gave a slight, nearly invisible nod as she regained her pose. The message was received.

From then on, they built a language.

When the photographer called for a break, Julianna was led to a small side table where a glass of water waited. Colt, under the guise of checking the perimeter, walked past her. As he did, his fingers brushed against the small of her back, a ghost of a touch through the silver fabric. Two slow passes of his knuckles. Stay calm. We're on schedule.

She picked up the water glass, her hand trembling slightly. To anyone watching, it was a sign of nerves. But she let the tremor travel up her arm, a subtle, full-body shiver that was her only way to signal back. I understand.

The next setup was more complex. They wanted a shot of her looking out the grand, though fake, window they had erected, the light catching the tears they had artificially induced with eyedrops. As the stylist applied the drops, making her eyes glisten, Julianna watched Colt in the reflection of the glass.

He was talking quietly into his comms unit, his back to the room. But his free hand was resting on his hip, his fingers tapping a slow, deliberate rhythm against his belt. One, two... pause... three. It was the time. 1:23 AM. The moment Evans would be on his smoke break. The moment the hall camera would be blind. He was confirming the plan, tattooing it into the air where only she could see it.

Her heart hammered against her ribs. This was real. It was really happening.

She turned from the window, her manufactured tears making her vision swim. The photographer gasped with delight. "Stunning! Absolutely stunning! Don't move!"

In that frozen moment, as the flashes popped, Julianna let her eyes find Colt's again. This time, she allowed a flicker of her true self to show—not the broken doll, but the determined woman underneath. A spark of fierce resolve. She gave a single, slow blink of her own. I'm ready.

His response was a microscopic tightening around his eyes, a faint crinkle that no one else would notice. It was all the confirmation she needed.

The final series of shots were the most invasive. Close-ups. The photographer zoomed in on her face, her neck, the curve of her shoulder.

"Give me vulnerability," he cooed. "Let us see the real you."

The real me wants to set this whole place on fire, she thought, but on the outside, she let her lower lip tremble just so. She widened her eyes, letting the false tears well up and spill over, tracing paths through her makeup. It was the performance of a lifetime.

During this, Colt moved. He walked over to the main electrical box powering the high-wattage studio lights, pretending to check a connection. As he fiddled with a plug, his body blocked the view of his hands for a crucial few seconds. When he stepped away, nothing looked amiss. But Julianna knew. He had just done something. Sabotaged a circuit? Created a potential failure point for later? She didn't know the specifics, but the act itself was another message. I am actively working. The plan is in motion.

The shoot was finally called to an end. The crew began packing with the same brisk efficiency they had arrived with. The stylist approached Julianna to help her out of the dress, but Sable, who had been observing from the shadows, raised a hand.

"Leave it," Sable said. "The buyers arriving for the private viewing this evening will want to see her in the catalog dress. It sets the tone."

A fresh wave of ice washed through Julianna. The private viewing. Another layer of hell to endure before their escape.

As the room cleared out, the chaos subsiding into the usual oppressive quiet, Julianna was left standing in the center of the room, still clad in the shimmering silver. Colt resumed his post by the door, his face once again a blank mask.

But as the last crew member filed out, and just before Sable turned to leave, Colt's hand went to his ear, adjusting his comms unit. His little finger extended, pointing subtly downward, then curled back in. A quick, sharp gesture.

Down. The service elevator. The garage. It was a final reminder of the path to freedom.

Sable paused at the doorway, her cold eyes sweeping over Julianna one last time. "A remarkable performance today," she said, a note of genuine admiration in her voice. "You have exceeded all expectations. Isabella will be pleased."

Julianna dipped her head in a show of gratitude, the perfect picture of submissive grace. "Thank you, Sable."

The door closed. The lock clicked.

Silence.

They were alone again. The performance was over, but the most dangerous act was yet to come. The conspiracy, woven through looks and touches amidst the glare of the camera lights, was now their only reality. Every second that ticked by was one second closer to 1:23 AM.

The private viewings were a special kind of torture. Three different men, each wealthier and more unsettling than the last, had been paraded through her room under the watchful eyes of Sable and Colt. They didn't touch her, but their eyes did. They stripped her bare with their gazes, assessing her like a piece of fine art or a rare animal. They asked Sable clinical questions about her "maintenance" and "docility," their voices devoid of any recognition that she was a person standing right there. Julianna had endured it all with the same serene, vacant smile, playing her part to perfection. She was the beautiful, broken thing they all wanted to own.

Now, it was over. The last potential buyer had left, and the auction was set for tomorrow afternoon. The finality of it was a cold fist closing around her heart. There were no more delays, no more rehearsals. If their escape failed tonight, tomorrow she would be sold.

The door clicked shut after Sable's departure, leaving them in the familiar, tense silence of the evening. The air felt different, though. It was charged, not with the old hostility or even the new, fragile intimacy, but with a sharp, metallic taste of impending action. The pre-mission jitters had set in, a live wire of anxiety buzzing just beneath her skin.

Colt didn't go to his usual spot. He stood in the center of the room, his shoulders set, his gaze distant as he mentally ran through the plan one more time.

"The shoot and the viewings created the chaos I needed," he said, his voice low and focused. "I accessed the security office. The loop is set on the hall camera. It will show an empty corridor from 1:15 to 1:30 AM."

Julianna nodded, her arms wrapped around herself. "And Miller? The guard who naps?"

"A mild sedative in his coffee," Colt confirmed, a grim line to his mouth. "He'll be out cold. Evans will be on his smoke break at 1:23. That gives us a seven-minute window to get to the service elevator, down to the garage, and into the van."

"Seven minutes," she repeated, the words feeling impossibly small against the magnitude of what they were attempting.

"It's enough," he said, his voice firm, willing her to believe it. "If we move fast and we don't hesitate."

He walked over to the bed and sat down, patting the space beside him. "Come here."

She went, sitting next to him, their thighs not quite touching. The nervous energy radiating from him was a physical force. She could feel the fine tremor in her own hands.

"It's going to work," she said, but it sounded like a question.

He turned his head to look at her, his dark eyes intense. "It has to." He reached out and took her hand, lacing his fingers through hers. His grip was strong, grounding. "Once we're in the van, we drive. No stopping. I have a safe house, a place no one knows about. We lie low for a few days, then I get you to your bank. You get me the money. And then... we disappear."

The plan was simple. Deceptively so. A million things could go wrong. A guard waking up early, a camera not being on loop, a locked door they hadn't accounted for. The weight of those potential failures pressed down on them, a heavy, suffocating blanket.

The silence stretched, thick with unspoken fears. Julianna's heart was beating a frantic, irregular rhythm against her ribs. She felt dizzy with it.

"We can't just sit here and wait," she whispered, her voice tight. "I feel like I'm going to jump out of my skin."

Colt's jaw worked. He was feeling it too—the unbearable, coiling tension that needed an outlet. The professional in him knew they should rest, conserve energy. But the man, the one tied to her by guilt and promise and something else he couldn't name, understood the desperate need for release.

His eyes met hers, and the focus shifted. The plan was still there, solid and real between them, but the frantic energy found a new channel. The sexual tension that had been a slow-burning ember now flared, not as a battle or a pact, but as a tool. A necessary, physical way to bleed off the paralyzing stress, to reaffirm their connection, to prove to each other they were still alive and fighting.

He didn't say a word. He simply lifted his hand and cupped the back of her neck, his thumb stroking the sensitive skin beneath her ear. It was a question.

In answer, she leaned into his touch, her eyes closing. "Yes," she breathed. "Please."

That was all it took. The control he'd been holding onto so tightly snapped. He pulled her to him, his mouth capturing hers in a kiss that was neither gentle nor violent, but fiercely reassuring. It was a kiss that said, I am here. You are here. This is real.

They fell back onto the bed, a tangle of limbs and urgency. This wasn't about slow exploration or tender promises. It was about combustion. They tore at each other's clothes, not in anger, but with a frantic need to feel skin against skin, to anchor themselves in the most primal sensation available to them.

When he entered her, it was with a single, deep thrust that stole her breath. She cried out, her nails digging into his back, not in pain, but to feel the solid, real muscle beneath her hands. He was her anchor in the swirling storm of fear.

He set a hard, driving rhythm, each powerful stroke a hammer blow against the walls of their prison, a physical rejection of the fate that awaited her tomorrow. She met his pace thrust for thrust, her hips rising to meet his, her legs locking around his waist. It was a frenzied, wordless conversation.

Are you scared? his body seemed to ask as he plunged into her.

Terrified, hers answered, clenching around him.

Do you trust me?

With my life.

We can do this.

We have to.

There were no whispers of the plan this time. There was no need. The plan was in the sweat-slicked slide of their bodies, in the shared, ragged gasps for air, in the desperate way they clung to each other. This was the final preparation. This was them forging their resolve in the fire of shared need.

Her climax built quickly, a turbulent wave fueled by adrenaline and desperation. When it broke, it was a silent, shattering convulsion that wracked her entire body, pulling a choked sob from her throat. It was less about pleasure and more about a total, physical surrender to the moment, to him, to their shared gamble.

Feeling her come apart around him was his undoing. With a guttural groan that was part triumph, part relief, he followed her over the edge, his own release a hot, pulsing affirmation of life in the face of everything that sought to destroy it.

He collapsed on top of her, his full weight a welcome burden. They lay there, panting, hearts thundering in unison, slick with sweat. The frantic energy was gone, burned away, replaced by a weary, steady calm.

After a long moment, he rolled off her, pulling her against his side. She curled into him, her head on his chest, listening to the strong, slowing beat of his heart. His arm was a heavy, protective band around her.

In the quiet dark, the reality of what was to come settled over them, no longer terrifying, but accepted.

"Three hours," he murmured into her hair, his voice rough with sleep and spent passion.

"I know," she whispered back.

They didn't speak again. There was nothing left to say. The plan was finalized. Their commitment was reaffirmed, sealed not with words, but with the language of their bodies. All that was left to do now was wait for the clock to strike 1:23, and take the chance they had fought so hard to get.


Chapter Eight




The morning of the auction arrived not with a gentle dawn, but with the grim finality of a verdict. There was no breakfast tray, no casual routine. Instead, Sable herself entered with the same two stern-faced attendants from the day of the surgery. Their presence was a cold reminder that the performance was over; this was the real thing.

"Today is the culmination of your journey, Julianna," Sable said, her voice devoid of its usual clinical chill and instead ringing with a note of triumph. "You will be presented as the prize you are."

The preparation was more intense than for the catalog shoot. It was a militaristic operation. Julianna was scrubbed, buffed, and polished until her skin gleamed. Her hair was styled into an intricate, elegant updo, with a few artfully arranged tendrils framing her face, emphasizing the delicate lines of her jaw and neck. The makeup was heavier, designed to project flawlessness under the harsh lights of an auction hall. They painted her lips a deep, lush red.

Then came the dress.

It was not the soft, flowing silver of the catalog. This was a garment of power and possession. A sheath of deepest midnight blue, so dark it was almost black, embroidered with subtle patterns that caught the light like scattered stars. It was backless, held up by a delicate silver collar that rested lightly on her collarbones. It hugged every new curve of her body like a second skin before flaring slightly at her knees. It was devastatingly beautiful and felt like a suit of armor she had not chosen to wear.

As they zipped her into it, Julianna looked at her reflection in the full-length mirror that had been brought in. The woman staring back was a stranger. A perfect doll. Every trace of Julian Van Horn had been systematically erased, replaced by this exquisite, empty vessel. She felt a surreal disconnect, as if she were watching someone else being prepared for slaughter.

Colt was a constant, silent shadow during the process. He stood by the door, his arms crossed, his face a granite mask of professional detachment. But she could feel his gaze on her, a hot, focused brand. When her eyes met his in the mirror, there was no smile, no nod. Just a hard, unwavering intensity. Remember the plan. Stay strong. This is almost over.

When she was fully assembled, Sable circled her one final time, making a minute adjustment to a stray hair. "Perfect," she pronounced. "You are ready for your new life."

The door opened again, and Isabella walked in.

She was resplendent, dressed in a vibrant crimson gown that screamed for attention. Her eyes, alight with a feverish joy, went directly to Julianna, and a slow, ecstatic smile spread across her face. It was the look of a sculptor stepping back to admire her finished masterpiece.

"Oh, my dear," Isabella breathed, her voice thick with emotion. She didn't touch Julianna this time; she didn't need to. Her gaze was possession enough. "Look at you. You are everything I dreamed of and more."

She stepped closer, her eyes drinking in the details—the dress, the hair, the flawless makeup. "This is it," she whispered, almost to herself. "This is the moment. All that he was, all that arrogance and cruelty, refined into this... this beautiful object. My creation."

Julianna stood perfectly still, her hands clasped demurely in front of her. Inside, a storm of nausea and rage warred with her ironclad control. She kept her expression placid, a slight, polite smile on her red-painted lips. She was the docile, grateful creature Isabella wanted to see.

"I owe it all to you, Isabella," Julianna said, her voice soft and mellifluous, the words tasting like ash. "You saw my true potential."

Isabella's smile widened, a genuine, unguarded expression of triumph that was more terrifying than any of her previous cruel smirks. "I did. And soon, the whole world will see it too." She reached out and gently touched the silver collar at Julianna's neck. "I'll be in the front row, darling. I wouldn't miss this for the world."

With a final, gloating look, Isabella turned and swept out of the room, her crimson gown a slash of violent color.

Sable gave a satisfied nod. "It's time."

They led her out of the room, Colt falling into step behind them. The hallway outside was different—plush, silent, and lined with other doors that she knew hid other "assets." They walked to a small, dimly lit antechamber adjacent to what sounded like a large, murmuring room. The auction hall.

Through a crack in the heavy curtains, Julianna could see a sliver of the scene. A raised stage, bathed in a single, dramatic spotlight. Rows of chairs filled with wealthy, well-dressed men and a few women, their faces obscured by shadows. A podium stood to the side. The air hummed with the low, excited buzz of commerce.

Her heart was a frantic bird beating against the cage of her ribs. This was really happening. In a few minutes, she would be led onto that stage and sold to the highest bidder.

Colt moved to her side, his presence a solid wall of heat. He leaned in as if to adjust the fall of her dress, his mouth close to her ear.

"The van is in place," he whispered, the words so low they were almost inaudible. "Keys are in the visor. Remember, the service elevator is two lefts from this door. Don't run. Walk fast. Head down."

She gave a tiny, almost imperceptible nod, her eyes fixed on the sliver of the stage. The auctioneer was walking to the podium, adjusting his microphone.

This was the precipice. On one side was the nightmare of being sold, owned, and completely erased. On the other was a desperate, dangerous escape with a man who had once been her jailer.

She was the perfect doll, standing in the wings, about to be presented to her fate. But beneath the starlit dress and the red lips, the woman named Julianna was still there, clutching a fragile, desperate hope, and waiting for her chance to run.

A firm hand on her elbow guided Julianna from the dim antechamber into the blinding glare of the stage lights. The murmur of the crowd swelled, then hushed into an anticipatory silence. She was led to a small, velvet-covered platform at the center of the stage, the spotlight making the dark blue of her dress gleam and the silver embroidery sparkle like captured stars. She could feel hundreds of eyes crawling over her, assessing, evaluating. She kept her own gaze fixed on a point somewhere at the back of the dark room, her face a mask of serene vacancy, just as she had been trained.

The auctioneer, a man with a slick voice and a practiced smile, began his spiel. He didn't talk about her as a person. He used words like "asset," "masterpiece," "one-of-a-kind," and "fully realized transformation." He spoke of her docility, her beauty, her unique history. He was selling a story, and she was the prop.

"Let's start the bidding at one million dollars," the auctioneer announced.

A paddle went up immediately from the shadows. "One million."

"One million two."

"One million five."

The numbers climbed with a calm, financial ruthlessness that made Julianna's skin crawl. Each bid was a wave pulling her further out to sea, away from any hope of shore. She allowed her eyes to drift slightly, scanning the front rows. And there she was. Isabella. Sitting perfectly poised in the front row, a small, satisfied smile on her lips, her eyes locked on Julianna with a possessive gleam. She wasn't bidding yet. She was simply watching her investment pay off.

The bids climbed past three million, then four. The pace began to slow. It was down to two primary bidders: a reclusive tech billionaire from the back and a sheikh known for his extravagant collection of beautiful things.

"Four million eight hundred thousand," the auctioneer called, his voice rising with excitement. "Do I have five million? Five million dollars for this unparalleled creation?"

There was a pause. The tech billionaire seemed to be hesitating. The sheiekh gave a slight, regal nod.

"Five million to the gentleman from the UAE! Do I hear five million two?"

Julianna's heart sank. This was it. She was going to be sold to a man who would lock her away in a golden palace, another treasure in a vault. Her eyes flickered to the side of the stage where Colt stood, a rigid statue in the shadows. His plan, their plan, felt like a childish fantasy now. How could they possibly escape the security that would come with a five-million-dollar purchase?

And then, a new voice cut through the tension, clear, sharp, and dripping with vindictive pleasure.

"Six million."

A collective gasp rippled through the room. All heads, including Julianna's, snapped toward the front row.

Isabella had raised her paddle. A small, elegant number carved from ivory.

A jolt, like a physical electric shock, went through Julianna. Her carefully constructed mask almost shattered. Her breath hitched in her throat. No. No, she can't. Why?

It made no sense. Isabella hated her. Isabella had orchestrated this entire nightmare for revenge, to see her broken and humiliated. To sell her off to someone else as the ultimate punishment. Bidding on her herself… it was a twist so perverse, so shocking, that Julianna’s mind reeled. Did she want the final, ultimate ownership? To keep her creation locked away personally, to gloat over her every day for the rest of her life? The sheer, terrifying possessiveness of the act was more horrifying than being sold to a stranger.

The auctioneer recovered first, a wide grin splitting his face. "I have six million! A spectacular bid from the lady in the front! Do I hear six million five?"

The sheikh looked annoyed. He conferred quietly with an aide, then nodded. "Six million five."

"Seven," Isabella said immediately, her voice cool and confident, not even a flicker of hesitation.

"Seven million five," the sheikh countered, a note of irritation in his tone.

"Eight."

The room was utterly silent now, save for the rapid-fire call of the auctioneer. This was no longer a sale; it was a duel. The sheikh was bidding for a trophy. Isabella was bidding for her soul.

Julianna stood frozen on the platform, her hands clenched so tightly at her sides that her nails dug into her palms. She felt dizzy, the bright lights swimming in her vision. She couldn't look away from Isabella, from the calm, triumphant certainty on her face. Each million Isabella added was another brick in a prison wall, a prison where the warden was the architect of her torture.

"Nine million," the sheikh growled, his patience clearly wearing thin.

"Ten," Isabella replied, as if she were ordering a coffee.

A wave of murmurs swept the room. Ten million dollars. For a person.

The sheikh stared at Isabella for a long, hard moment. He saw something in her eyes—not just wealth, but a fanatical, unstoppable will. He shook his head once, sharply, and sat back in his chair, folding his arms. He was out.

"The bid is ten million dollars!" the auctioneer cried, his voice trembling with excitement. "Ten million! Going once... for the remarkable vision you see before you! Going twice...!"

His gavel hovered in the air. Julianna’s heart stopped. This was it. She belonged to Isabella. The revenge was complete. She would be taken back to a gilded cage, but this time, her tormentor would hold the only key, forever.

"No," she whispered, the sound lost in the tense silence of the room.

The auctioneer’s eyes scanned the crowd one last time. Seeing no further challengers, he brought the gavel down with a sharp, final crack.

"SOLD! For ten million dollars to the lady in crimson!"

The room erupted into applause. Isabella rose gracefully from her seat, turning to acknowledge the room with a small, victorious smile before turning her gaze back to the stage, back to Julianna. Her eyes held a message as clear as if she had shouted it: You are mine. Now and forever.

Julianna felt the world tilt. The lights blurred into a nauseating smear of white and gold. The applause was a roaring in her ears. She had thought the surgery was the final violation, but this was worse. This was a life sentence delivered with a smile.

Isabella had won. She hadn't just destroyed Julian Van Horn; she had purchased Julianna, body and soul, for the price of a small island. And as Julianna stood there, the perfect doll on her pedestal, she knew with a sickening certainty that Colt's plan had just become infinitely more dangerous. They weren't just stealing an asset anymore. They were stealing Isabella's ten-million-dollar prize.

The sharp crack of the auctioneer's gavel was not an end, but a beginning. A beginning of a new, more intimate hell. The applause that filled the room was a roaring in Julianna's ears, a sound of celebration for her own eternal imprisonment. She stood frozen on the velvet platform, the blinding spotlight making her a statue of perfect, captured femininity. Inside, she was screaming.

Isabella did not rush the stage. She savored the moment, turning slowly to accept the murmured congratulations and envious glances from those around her. Her smile was beatific, the smile of a woman who had just achieved her life's ambition. Finally, she began to make her way toward the stage, her crimson gown a trail of blood against the dark carpet.

Sable was there first, her face a mask of professional satisfaction. She extended a hand to help Julianna down from the platform. Julianna's legs were numb, barely supporting her. As her heel touched the floor, she stumbled, and Sable's grip tightened, not in support, but in warning.

"Compose yourself," Sable murmured, the words a silken threat. "Your owner is approaching."

Owner. The word landed like a physical blow. Julianna’s eyes, wide with a horror she could no longer fully conceal, scanned the edge of the stage. She found Colt. He was no longer a statue. He was a storm contained in human form. Every muscle in his body was rigid, his hands clenched into white-knuckled fists at his sides. His gaze was locked on Isabella's advancing form, his eyes burning with a ferocious, helpless rage. He saw it all. He saw the triumphant glint in Isabella's eyes, the way Sable held Julianna's arm like a leash, the sheer, absolute finality of the sale.

Their eyes met for a fractured second. In his, she saw the plan crumbling, recalculating in real time. The horror was there, yes, a mirror of her own. But beneath it, something harder, hotter. A determination that had been tempered in fire and was now being sharpened on the whetstone of this new, terrible reality. This changes nothing, his gaze seemed to scream at her across the crowded space. It just makes them more deserving of what's coming.

Then Isabella was there, stepping up onto the stage as if she owned it. Because now, in a way, she did.

She stopped directly in front of Julianna, her perfume—a cloying, expensive floral scent—overwhelming the air. She didn't touch her. She simply looked, her eyes drinking in the sight of her ten-million-dollar prize.

"Julianna," she said, her voice soft, almost reverent. "My Julianna."

Julianna forced her trembling limbs to still. She lowered her gaze in a show of submission, focusing on the intricate beading of Isabella's gown. "Mistress," she whispered, the title vile and foreign on her tongue.

A shiver of pure delight went through Isabella. "Oh, I do like the sound of that." She finally reached out, not to grab, but to gently trace the line of the silver collar at Julianna's neck. "This will do for now. But I have something more... personal in mind. A piece from my own collection."

She turned to Sable. "Have her prepared for transport. My men will take her from here."

Sable gave a curt nod. "Of course. The transfer of funds is already being processed. It has been a pleasure doing business with you, Isabella."

"The pleasure was all mine," Isabella replied, her eyes never leaving Julianna. "Every single moment."

With a final, lingering, possessive look, Isabella turned and descended from the stage, melting back into the crowd of wealthy onlookers, the queen returning to her court.

The moment she was gone, the facade on Julianna's face cracked. A ragged breath tore from her lungs. Sable's grip on her arm tightened painfully.

"Move," Sable commanded, pulling her toward the side of the stage, away from the main hall, back toward the antechamber.

As they moved, Julianna cast one last, desperate look over her shoulder. Colt was gone from his post. Her heart plummeted. Had he abandoned the plan? Had the sheer impossibility of stealing from Isabella herself made him cut his losses?

But then she saw him. He was standing by the main exit to the back corridors, his posture once again that of the professional guard. But as she passed, their eyes met for a split second. He gave a tiny, almost imperceptible jerk of his head toward the service corridor—the one that led to the elevator, to the garage, to freedom. The message was clear, a lifeline thrown into her terror. The plan is still on. Be ready.

Then she was pulled into the antechamber, and the door swung shut, blocking him from view.

The room was no longer empty. Two large men in dark, tailored suits stood waiting. Isabella's personal security. They were a different breed from Colt or Sable's enforcers. They were colder, sleeker, their eyes hidden behind sunglasses even indoors. They radiated an aura of absolute, unshakable loyalty to their employer.

One of them stepped forward, holding a long, black velvet cloak.

"Arms out," he said, his voice a monotone.

Numbly, Julianna complied. He draped the heavy cloak over her shoulders, fastening it at the neck, its voluminous fabric swallowing the beautiful blue dress, rendering her anonymous. A package to be delivered.

"This way," the other guard said, gesturing to a different door than the one she had entered from. An exit meant for the "merchandise."

Sable released her arm, transferring custody with a final, dismissive glance. "Good luck, Julianna. Your new life awaits."

Julianna was propelled forward by a firm hand on her back from one of the guards. As she was led toward the door, she risked one last glance through the crack in the curtains leading to the stage. The auction was continuing, the next "asset" being paraded under the lights. No one was watching her. She was already forgotten, a concluded transaction.

The horror of her situation was absolute. She was the property of the woman who hated her most in the world, a prized possession bought for a king's ransom. The security around her would be impenetrable. Isabella would keep her in a vault.

But as the guard's hand guided her through the doorway into a sterile, concrete-lined service hallway, the image of Colt's eyes, burning with that unwavering determination, seared itself behind her own. The plan had gone awry, yes. It had become a thousand times more dangerous. They were no longer just escaping a facility; they were committing a multi-million-dollar theft from a vengeful, powerful woman.

But he was still in the game. And as long as he was, she had to be too. The sale was final. The ownership was recorded. But as she walked, the heavy cloak feeling like a shroud, a new, fierce resolve kindled in the ashes of her terror. Isabella might have won the auction.

But the war for Julianna's life was far from over.


Chapter Nine




The service corridor was a brutal shift from the opulent auction hall. The concrete walls were bare, the air smelled of industrial cleaner, and the only sound was the harsh echo of their footsteps. The two guards flanked Julianna, their grip on her arms impersonal and firm. They didn't speak to her, didn't even look at her. She was cargo.

They didn't take her to the garage. Instead, they guided her to a private elevator she had never seen, its doors sleek and silent. One of the guards pressed a keycard to a sensor, and the doors whispered open. They ascended, the numbers on the display climbing far higher than any floor she had known in her prison. This wasn't an exit. This was a transfer to a higher level of captivity.

The elevator opened directly into a lavish suite. It was a world of white and gold, with panoramic windows offering a dizzying view of the city lights sprawling into the distance. It was the kind of place Julian Van Horn would have owned. The irony was a sharp, bitter pill.

Isabella stood in the center of the room, her back to them, holding a crystal glass of champagne. She had shed her crimson gown and now wore a silk robe the color of fresh blood. She turned as they entered, a slow, triumphant smile gracing her lips.

"Leave us," she said to the guards, her voice light and airy.

They released Julianna's arms and retreated without a word, the elevator doors closing behind them, sealing her in.

Silence. The only sound was the faint, distant hum of the city below.

Isabella took a slow sip of her champagne, her eyes roaming over Julianna, still shrouded in the black cloak. "You can take that off now, darling. There's no need for disguises here. This is your home now."

Slowly, her fingers trembling, Julianna unfastened the cloak. It fell to the plush white carpet in a heap of dark velvet, revealing the stunning blue dress beneath. She felt exposed, more than ever before. On the stage, she had been one of many. Here, she was alone with her creator and her destroyer.

Isabella’s smile widened. "There. That's better. My beautiful masterpiece, finally home where she belongs." She gestured with her glass toward the breathtaking view. "Look at it, Julianna. All that power, all those lights. And you are the most precious thing in this entire city. You belong to me."

She walked a slow circle around Julianna, her gaze possessive and hungry. "Ten million dollars," she mused, almost to herself. "A pittance, really, for the satisfaction. Do you know what the best part is? The part I've been dreaming about since the moment you laughed at me in front of your friends?"

She stopped directly in front of Julianna, so close she could smell the champagne on her breath.

"It's not just that I own you," Isabella whispered, her voice dropping to a intimate, venomous purr. "It's that I unmade you. I took that arrogant, swaggering man who thought he was a god, and I proved he was just clay. I softened his body. I raised his voice. I smoothed away every hard, ugly edge until only this… this beautiful, delicate creature remained."

She reached out and ran a single, manicured finger down Julianna's cheek. Julianna flinched, unable to stop herself.

"Don't," Isabella chided gently, her finger tracing the line of Julianna's jaw. "This is a moment of triumph. For both of us. You are free of that brutish, pathetic shell. You've been reborn, thanks to me." Her eyes gleamed with fanatical light. "You should be thanking me."

Julianna's stomach churned. She felt the bile rise in her throat. She had to play her part. She had to be the broken doll, or all was lost. She forced her eyes to well with tears, not of sadness, but of a feigned, overwhelmed gratitude.

"I… I am," Julianna stammered, letting her voice quiver. She lowered her head, a single, perfect tear tracing a path through her makeup. "It's just… it's so much to understand."

Isabella's expression softened into something grotesquely maternal. "I know, my dear. I know. It's a lot. But you will. In time, you'll see that this was a gift. The greatest gift anyone has ever given you." She used her thumb to wipe away the tear. "You will live a life of luxury and protection. You will want for nothing. All I ask in return is your loyalty. Your affection."

She leaned in, her voice dropping to a whisper. "You will learn to love me, Julianna. As I have come to love the creation I made from your ruins."

The words were a violation worse than any physical touch. Julianna felt a cold sweat break out all over her body. She had to get out of this room. She had to find Colt. The plan felt like a distant, fading dream.

"Isabella," she began, her voice a fragile thread.

"Mistress," Isabella corrected, her tone gentle but firm. "You will call me Mistress."

Julianna's throat closed. She couldn't say it. Not again. The word stuck in her craw, a lump of pure hatred.

Isabella's smile didn't falter, but her eyes hardened slightly. "We'll work on it." She took a final sip of her champagne and placed the empty glass on a side table. "Now, I have some business to attend to downstairs. The other… acquisitions. My guards are right outside. Get some rest. Tomorrow, we begin our new life together."

She walked toward the door, then paused, looking back at Julianna, a final, gloating smirk on her face.

"Oh, and don't bother trying the door. Or the windows. They're all sealed. This is your world now. And I am your sun."

With that, she swept out of the suite. The door clicked shut, followed by the distinct, heavy sound of a bolt sliding into place.

Silence.

Julianna stood frozen in the center of the vast, opulent room, the city lights twinkling mockingly beyond the impenetrable glass. The performance was over. The taunting was done. She was alone in a new prison of her tormentor's triumph, the ten-million-dollar centerpiece of her revenge.

The seemingly broken Julianna remained standing, but inside, the shattered pieces were reforming, not into a submissive subject, but into something harder. Something forged in betrayal and honed by hatred. Isabella had her triumph. But as Julianna stared at the locked door, one thought burned brighter than all the city lights combined.

Colt was still out there. And he had a plan.

Time lost all meaning in the silent, opulent suite. Julianna didn't move from the spot where Isabella had left her. She stood like a statue in the stunning blue dress, her eyes fixed on the locked door. The city lights blurred into a meaningless smear of color. Every second was an eternity, each one stretching the fragile thread of her hope to its breaking point. Had Colt been discovered? Had Isabella’s security proven too much? The cold, heavy finality of the bolt sliding home echoed in her mind. This is your world now.

Then, a sound. Not from the door. From the wall adjacent to the master bedroom. A faint, rhythmic scrape… scrape… thud.

Her heart slammed against her ribs. She held her breath, listening.

SCRAPE. THUD. CRACK.

A section of the wall, cleverly disguised as a floor-to-ceiling panel of exotic wood, splintered inward. Dust and debris filled the air. And through the hole, backlit by the dim light of a service shaft, was Colt.

He wasn't the calm, professional guard. He was a force of nature. His face was smeared with grime, his knuckles bloody. His eyes burned with a feral intensity she had never seen. In his hand, he held a heavy fire axe.

"Julianna!" he barked, his voice rough.

A sob of pure, unadulterated relief tore from her throat. She didn't hesitate. She ran to him, her heels skidding on the polished floor.

From the main door of the suite, a frantic pounding began. "Ms. Valdez! Is everything alright?" Isabella's guards. They'd heard the noise.

"Time to go. Now," Colt growled, grabbing her hand. His grip was like iron, streaking her skin with his blood.

But as he tried to pull her toward the shattered wall, she planted her feet. "No."

He stared at her, incredulous. "What?"

"The bedroom," she said, her voice suddenly calm and terrifyingly steady. "She's in the adjoining bedroom. I heard her come in a few minutes ago."

Colt's eyes widened. "Julianna, we don't have time for this! The whole floor will be locked down in sixty seconds!"

"I'm not leaving without looking her in the eye," Julianna said, her gaze unwavering. The broken doll was gone. In its place stood a woman forged in fire, and she would not be denied her reckoning.

She ripped her hand from his and strode across the living room, not toward escape, but toward the double doors of the master suite. Colt swore violently but followed, his axe held ready.

Julianna didn't knock. She threw the doors open.

Isabella was standing at her vanity, dressed in a silk nightgown, removing her earrings. She turned, her expression one of mild annoyance that froze, then shattered into utter shock at the sight of the dust-covered man with an axe and the woman in the blue dress who was supposed to be broken.

"What is the meaning of this?" Isabella demanded, her voice rising in panic. "Guards!"

"They're a little busy," Colt snarled, stepping forward, his presence filling the doorway.

But Julianna held up a hand, stopping him. This was hers.

She walked toward Isabella, her steps slow and deliberate on the plush carpet. The fear was gone, burned away by a cold, clear fury.

"You own me?" Julianna asked, her voice low and resonant, no longer the soft, trained instrument, but something raw and powerful. It was a voice Isabella had never heard before.

Isabella took a step back, bumping into her vanity. "You… you forget your place."

"My place?" Julianna let out a short, harsh laugh. "You spent ten million dollars on a fantasy, Isabella. You bought the doll, but you never broke the woman inside."

She stopped just inches from her, close enough to see the terror dawning in Isabella's eyes.

"You thought turning me into this," Julianna gestured to her own body, "would be the ultimate revenge. You thought making me soft and pretty would make me less than what I was. But you were wrong. You didn't break me. You refined me. You burned away the arrogant, careless man and left behind someone who understands real strength. Someone who knows what it is to fight for every single breath."

Isabella's mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out. The power dynamic in the room had completely inverted.

"You wanted me to be your creation?" Julianna continued, her voice dropping to a venomous whisper. "I am. You created a survivor. You created a woman who has looked into the heart of true evil and is still standing. You didn't win, Isabella. You just armed your enemy."

She leaned in, her eyes blazing. "That ten million dollars? It's the price you paid to create the person who will spend the rest of her life knowing she beat you. You don't own me. You funded my freedom."

Isabella’s face was a mask of pale, trembling rage and disbelief. "You ungrateful bitch! I made you! I gave you everything!"

"You gave me nothing but pain!" Julianna roared, the sound tearing from the depths of her soul. "And I am taking it all back!"

The main door to the suite burst open with a deafening crash. Isabella's two guards surged into the living room, guns drawn.

"Freeze!"

Colt moved. It wasn't the controlled restraint of a professional. It was pure, explosive violence. He swung the axe in a short, brutal arc, the flat of the blade connecting with the first guard's gun hand. The man screamed as bones crunched, his weapon clattering to the floor. Colt dropped the axe and drove his elbow into the second guard's throat, following up with a savage knee to his gut that dropped him, gasping, to the floor.

He didn't stop to finish them. He spun, his eyes wild, and charged into the bedroom. "JULIANNA! NOW!"

Julianna didn't look away from Isabella. She saw the dawning, horrifying understanding in her eyes—that she had lost, completely and utterly.

With a final, contemptuous look, Julianna turned her back on her tormentor.

Colt grabbed her arm, and this time, she ran with him. They plunged through the hole in the wall into the dark, cramped service shaft. The sounds of shouting and alarms followed them, growing fainter as Colt led her down a series of ladders and through a maze of echoing concrete corridors.

They didn't speak. There was no need. The confrontation had been their catharsis, the violent extraction their only path forward. They ran, two fugitives bound by a promise sealed in blood and vengeance, leaving a ten-million-dollar fantasy shattered in a suite high above the city, along with the power of the woman who had thought she owned them.

The service elevator descended with a shuddering groan that matched the frantic beat of Julianna’s heart. Colt stood rigid beside her, his bloody knuckles still wrapped around the fire axe, his ears straining for any sound of pursuit from above. The garage level was cold, dim, and smelled of oil and concrete. When the doors slid open, he peered out, his body tense.

"Clear," he grunted, pulling her out.

He moved with a predator's certainty, leading her past a few luxury cars to a row of service vehicles near a large loading dock. A white panel van with a plumbing company's logo sat, its engine off but, crucially, its driver's side window rolled down a few inches.

"The disposal crew," Colt whispered, his voice tight. "They're lazy. They leave it running sometimes to keep the AC on while they load. If not..." He didn't finish the sentence, but the grim set of his jaw promised he had other, less subtle methods.

He tried the door. Locked. With a fluid motion, he wedged the head of the axe into the gap of the slightly open window, pried it down just enough to slip his arm through, and unlocked the door from the inside. He shoved the axe into the back of the van, then practically threw Julianna into the passenger seat before sprinting around to the driver's side.

The engine turned over with a rough, reliable rumble. Colt slammed the van into gear, and they peeled out of the parking space, tires squealing on the smooth concrete. He drove with a terrifying, focused aggression, weaving through the garage, barely slowing for speed bumps, and bursting out into the cool night air through an unmanned service exit.

For the first ten minutes, neither of them spoke. Julianna stared straight ahead, her hands clenched in her lap, her body vibrating with the leftover adrenaline. She watched the city lights blur past, each one a marker putting more distance between her and the nightmare. The stunning blue dress felt like a costume from a play that had ended in a bloodbath.

Then, as Colt merged onto a dark, anonymous highway, leaving the glittering skyline behind, the dam broke.

It started as a tremor in her hands, a slight shaking she couldn't control. Then a choked gasp escaped her lips. The tension, the terror, the weeks of humiliation and the searing catharsis of her final words to Isabella—it all crashed down on her at once.

A raw, guttural sob tore from her throat. Then another. She folded in on herself, her body wracked with the force of her weeping. She wasn't crying delicate tears; she was shattering. She cried for the man she had been, arrogant and cruel, whose life had been stolen. She cried for the body that had been taken and remade without her consent, for the violation of the surgery, for the cold, clinical hands and Isabella's gloating touch. She cried for the sheer, overwhelming loss of everything she had ever known.

Colt didn't try to shush her. He didn't offer empty platitudes. His silence was a fortress around her breakdown. He kept one hand firmly on the steering wheel, navigating the dark roads, and the other reached across the console, his large, blood-streaked hand covering both of hers, holding them tightly as she fell apart.

He drove for over an hour, until the city was a distant glow on the horizon and the signs began to point to smaller, forgotten towns. He finally pulled off the highway, down a series of increasingly narrow roads, until he stopped in front of a small, dilapidated cabin nestled deep in the woods. It was dark, isolated, and perfect.

He helped her out of the van, her legs still unsteady. She was still crying, the sobs having subsided into silent, relentless tears that streamed down her face. He guided her inside, locking the door behind them and pushing a heavy chair against it for good measure.

The safehouse was sparse and dusty, containing only a bare mattress in one corner, a rickety table, and a few canned goods. But it had four walls, a roof, and a lock on the door. It was the most beautiful place Julianna had ever seen.

She stood in the middle of the single room, hugging herself, the elegant dress grotesquely out of place in the grim surroundings. The emotional storm had passed, leaving her hollowed out and trembling.

Colt came to her then. He didn't speak. He simply put his arms around her and pulled her against his chest. She buried her face in the rough fabric of his shirt, smelling blood, sweat, and the clean scent of the night air on his skin. He held her as her trembling slowly subsided, his hand making slow, steady circles on her back.

After a long time, she lifted her head. Her face was blotchy and tear-stained, her expensive makeup ruined. His eyes were dark pools of shared exhaustion and understanding.

Wordlessly, his hands went to the delicate silver collar of the dress. He unfastened it carefully, letting it fall to the dusty floor with a soft clink. Then he found the zipper at the back and drew it down. The heavy blue fabric pooled at her feet, leaving her standing in only her delicate underwear in the cold, dark cabin.

He stripped off his own torn and dirty shirt, then led her to the bare mattress. This wasn't about the frantic stress-relief before the mission or the violent collision after her surgery. This was something else entirely.

When he lay beside her and gathered her into his arms, his touch was different. It was reverent. He kissed her not with hunger, but with a profound, aching tenderness. His lips traced the tracks of her tears on her cheeks, her temples, her closed eyelids. His hands moved over her body, not with possession, but with a healing gentleness, as if trying to soothe every memory of violation, every imprint of cruelty.

She responded with a desperate need for connection, for affirmation. Her touches were searching, her kisses salty with the remnants of her tears. When he entered her, it was with an excruciating slowness that made her cry out, not in pain, but in overwhelming emotion. It was a deep, full feeling that pushed out the ghosts.

This joining was quiet. There were no growled promises, no frantic whispers. The only sounds were their ragged breaths, the rustle of the old mattress, and the occasional soft, broken sob that escaped her as he moved within her. Each slow, deep stroke was a balm on her shattered soul. It was an act of reclamation. In this raw, emotional coupling, she was not the creation of Sable or the possession of Isabella. She was Julianna. The woman who had survived. The woman who had chosen him, and chosen this path, in the ashes of the life that had been stolen from her.

Her climax, when it came, was not a shattering explosion but a deep, rolling wave of release that seemed to wash through her entire being, carrying with it the last fragments of her brokenness. She clung to him, her body trembling with the intensity of it, a quiet, healing warmth spreading from her core.

He followed moments later, his own release a low, heartfelt groan muffled against her neck, a final surrender to the bond that now held them together. He didn't pull away immediately. He stayed buried inside her, holding her close, their bodies slick with sweat and joined in the quiet dark.

In the absolute silence of the safehouse, surrounded by the scent of dust and their lovemaking, Julianna finally felt a fragile sense of peace. The past was a closed door. The future was a terrifying unknown. But here, in this moment, wrapped in the arms of the man who had become her unlikely savior, she was whole. She was free. And for the first time since this nightmare began, the woman she had become felt truly, completely her own.


Chapter Ten




The safehouse cabin existed in a state of suspended animation for three days. They were days of silence, of canned food eaten straight from the tin, of restless sleep on the thin mattress, and of the slow, meticulous process of tending to their wounds—both the visible ones on Colt’s knuckles and the invisible, deeper lacerations on Julianna’s spirit. The stunning blue dress lay in a heap on the dusty floor, a discarded snakeskin.

On the fourth morning, as a weak gray light filtered through the grimy window, Julianna rose from the mattress. She walked over to the small pile of clothes Colt had managed to acquire from a nearby thrift store—soft, anonymous sweatpants and a t-shirt. She dressed slowly, her movements deliberate. The passivity of the broken victim was gone, burned away in the fire of their escape. Something new had taken its place, something with a sharp, calculating glint in its eye.

She turned to Colt, who was watching her from the table, a can of beans half-eaten in front of him.

“We’re not just hiding,” she stated, her voice calm and clear. It wasn’t the soft, trained voice, nor the raw, broken one from the van. This was something else entirely. A voice of command.

Colt put down his fork. “What’s the play?”

“Isabella’s entire power came from secrecy. From controlling the narrative. She framed this as my transformation. My becoming.” A cold, ruthless smile touched Julianna’s lips. “I think it’s time I told my side of the story.”

He leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. “Going public is a risk. They’ll be hunting us.”

“They’re already hunting us,” she countered. “But we have something they don’t. The truth. And more than that, we have proof.” She gestured to the discarded dress. “We have me.”

Over the next 48 hours, the dilapidated cabin transformed into a war room. Using a cheap, untraceable laptop and a burner phone Colt acquired, Julianna began her work. She was no longer the victim; she was the architect. She masterminded the campaign with the same ruthless efficiency Isabella had used to destroy her.

First, she accessed the shielded, encrypted accounts her father had set up for her years ago, the ones even he couldn’t touch. The forty-seven million dollars was still there. She transferred a fraction of it—a sum that would have been unimaginable to Colt a week ago—into a series of anonymous digital wallets.

Then, she went shopping. Not for clothes, but for influence. She used the dark web forums Colt knew of to find the best—the most ruthless, the most discreet, and the most effective—hackers, investigative journalists, and media consultants money could buy. She didn't plead her case. She made a business proposition.

She provided them with everything. Not all at once, but in a carefully orchestrated drip-feed.

She gave them the financial records of shell companies tracing back to Isabella, showing the massive payments to Sable’s “institute.”

She provided the blueprints of the facility, the floor plan of her prison room, the security schedules Colt had memorized.

She directed them to the personnel files of the doctors, the voice coach Clara, the attendants—all paid through the same shady channels.

And then, she gave them the narrative.

She recorded a video statement, not from the safehouse, but against a plain, dark background. She wore the simple t-shirt, her face clean of makeup, her hair pulled back. She looked directly into the camera, her gaze unwavering.

“My name is Julian Van Horn,” she began, the use of her old name a deliberate, powerful reclaiming. “And for the past several months, I was held prisoner by Isabella Valdez.”

She spoke calmly, methodically, detailing her abduction, the forced hormonal treatments, the psychological torture, the violation of the surgery. She didn't cry. She didn't raise her voice. Her composure was more devastating than any hysterics. She presented the facts like a prosecutor delivering a closing argument.

“Isabella Valdez did not create me,” she said, her voice cutting through the silence of the cabin. “She mutilated me. She tortured me. And she spent ten million dollars at an illegal auction to own me, because the man I was had rejected her. This was not a transformation. It was a prolonged, sadistic act of revenge. I am not her creation. I am her survivor.”

She ended the video with a simple, powerful statement. “The world will now see Isabella Valdez for what she truly is. Not a visionary. A monster.”

She sent the video, along with the first wave of documentary evidence, to three major international news outlets, along with a hefty “processing fee” to ensure it bypassed editorial hesitation.

The leak detonated across the global media landscape like a silent bomb.

It wasn't a single story. It was an avalanche. One moment, Isabella Valdez was a respected, if reclusive, billionaire philanthropist. The next, her name was trending alongside words like “torture,” “human trafficking,” and “monster.”

The evidence was too overwhelming, too meticulously sourced to ignore. The financial trails, the architectural plans, the testimonies from the hired staff who suddenly found themselves facing criminal conspiracy charges—it all painted a picture of such chilling, premeditated cruelty that the public recoiled in horror.

News channels ran split-screen images: one of Isabella at a charity gala, smiling serenely, the other of the clinical, sterile room where Julianna had been held. Commentators dissected the psychology of the crime, labeling it one of the most grotesque abuses of wealth and power in modern history.

Through it all, Julianna and Colt watched from the shadows of the cabin, the flickering screen of the laptop illuminating their faces. They saw the panic erupt outside Isabella’s properties, the swarms of reporters, the statements from outraged politicians calling for investigations.

Colt watched Julianna as she monitored the fallout, her expression one of cold, focused satisfaction. She was no longer the sobbing wreck in the passenger seat of the van. She was a general surveying a battlefield she had just won.

“She’s finished,” Colt said quietly, a note of awe in his voice.

Julianna didn’t look away from the screen, where a news anchor was solemnly discussing the “Van Horn Abduction.”

“No,” Julianna corrected, her voice soft but absolute. “She’s exposed. Being finished is a choice. And I’m not done with her yet.”

She had turned Isabella’s greatest triumph into her most spectacular downfall. The victim had seized the story, and in doing so, had stripped the villain of her power, her reputation, and her freedom. The hunted had become the hunter, and she was just getting started.

The media bomb Julianna had detonated did not simply create a crater; it triggered a chain reaction of systemic collapse. From their grim safehouse, she and Colt watched the fallout unfold across the laptop screen like a masterfully directed play, each new headline a act in the downfall.

It began with Isabella Valdez.

The serene, philanthropic image she had cultivated for years shattered overnight. The leaked video of Julianna—pale, resolute, and devastatingly credible—was played on a loop. News channels ran side-by-side comparisons: Isabella accepting an award for women’s empowerment, and the financial records showing her payments for chemical castration and surgical mutilation. The disconnect was so grotesque it fueled a firestorm of public outrage.

Her publicly traded company, Valdez Innovations, saw its stock price implode, losing forty percent of its value in the first twenty-four hours of trading. Panicked investors fled. The board of directors, fearing total annihilation, held an emergency meeting and voted unanimously to remove her as CEO and sever all ties, citing "catastrophic reputational damage and conduct unbecoming." The woman who had wielded financial power as a weapon was financially neutered in a single day.

Then came the legal onslaught. The District Attorney’s office, pressured by the public fury and the mountain of evidence Julianna had provided, announced a grand jury investigation into Isabella for a litany of charges: kidnapping, aggravated mayhem, false imprisonment, and human trafficking. Federal agencies froze her assets, sealing her out of the very fortune she had used to fund her revenge. The crimson-gowned queen of the auction was now a pariah, barricaded inside one of her mansions while protesters chanted outside her gates and paparazzi drones buzzed like angry hornets over her property.

But the destruction did not stop with Isabella. The shockwaves radiated outward, finding their next target: Sable.

Her "Institute," a operation that thrived in the shadows, was suddenly blasted into the harsh light of day. The blueprints of the facility, the clinical schedules, the personnel files—it was all laid bare. The anonymous, powerful clients who had paid for Sable’s "services" now scrambled to distance themselves, leaving her exposed and abandoned.

Interpol issued a red notice for her arrest. The sleek, sophisticated woman who had overseen Julianna’s transformation with cold detachment was now one of the most wanted criminals in the world. Her network of safe houses and shell companies was being systematically dismantled by international law enforcement, her name becoming synonymous with the very worst excesses of the black-market elite. The architect of the prison found herself trapped in a cage of her own making, with no wealthy patron left to protect her.

Colt pointed to a news clip on the screen. "Look."

It was footage of the building that housed Julianna's former prison. Police barricades cordoned off the street as officers in tactical gear led a procession of figures in handcuffs out of the main entrance. Julianna spotted the doctor, his head bowed, his white coat replaced by an orange jumpsuit. She saw Clara, the voice coach, her face a mask of shock, trying to hide from the cameras. They were just foot soldiers, but seeing them processed, branded as criminals, sent a jolt of fierce satisfaction through her.

"It's gone," Colt said, a note of finality in his voice. "The whole operation. Scattered to the wind."

Julianna nodded slowly, her eyes still fixed on the screen. She watched a financial analyst dissect the ruin of Isabella's empire, a psychologist deconstruct the pathology of her obsession, a politician vowing to introduce "Julianna's Law" to prevent such abuses of power.

This was more than just escape. This was eradication. She hadn't just run from her captors; she had systematically annihilated the world they had built. The private, hidden victory Isabella had relished in her suite had been transformed into a global spectacle of her own shame and destruction.

A new clip appeared. It was a shaky, zoomed-in video taken by a protester outside Isabella's primary residence. A figure could be seen through an upstairs window—Isabella, her face drawn and haggard, staring out at the mob below. For a fleeting second, the camera caught her expression. It wasn't rage. It wasn't defiance. It was the hollow, shattered look of someone who had lost everything—her wealth, her power, her reputation, her freedom. The masterpiece she had spent ten million dollars to own had become the instrument of her total and utter ruin.

Julianna leaned back from the laptop, the blue glow of the screen washing over her. The frantic energy of the first few days had subsided, replaced by a deep, quiet, and profoundly satisfying sense of closure.

"They wanted to erase me," she said, her voice soft in the quiet cabin. "To turn me into a silent, beautiful thing in a box. Instead..." She gestured to the screen, to the cascading headlines detailing the fallout. "I became a scream that brought down their entire world."

Colt watched her, seeing not the victim, nor the avenging angel, but the formidable woman who had emerged from the ashes. She had taken the ultimate violation and weaponized it, using her intelligence, her resources, and her unbreakable will to orchestrate a public reckoning more complete than any physical escape could ever be.

The life that had been stolen from her was gone forever. But in its place, Julianna had forged a new one, built not on the ruins of Julian Van Horn, but on the indomitable strength of the survivor who had faced absolute darkness and chosen to burn it all down. The fallout was not an end. It was a cleansing fire. And from its ashes, she was finally, truly, free.

The salt-laced wind was a gentle caress, a sensation so profoundly different from the sterile, climate-controlled air of her prison that Julianna felt she was breathing for the first time. It carried the rhythmic crash of turquoise waves against white sand, a sound that had replaced the ominous silence and the click of locks. She stood on a secluded stretch of beach, the fine, warm grains shifting between her bare toes. This was not a place on any map they had once known. They were ghosts here, two people who had officially vanished in the conflagration of Isabella’s downfall.

Colt—now a man named Kael with a new passport and a quieter history—was further down the shore, hauling a wooden fishing boat onto the sand. His movements were easy, his face, once a mask of granite tension, now relaxed in the sun. The bloody knuckles and the fire axe were memories. Here, his strength was for mending nets and building a life.

Their safehouse was a small, stilted bungalow nestled among palm trees, its walls painted a faded, sun-bleached blue. It was a world away from the opulent suite or the grim cabin. It was a home, simple and real. The proceeds from the sale of a single, flawless diamond from Julianna’s emergency fund had bought it outright, no questions asked. The remaining forty-six million and change sat in a new, labyrinthine network of accounts, a fortress of their future.

Julianna walked to the water’s edge, the hem of her simple cotton sundress—a far cry from the liquid silver or the midnight blue masterpiece of torment—dampening in the foam. She had designed this new existence with the same meticulous precision she had used to orchestrate their escape and Isabella’s ruin. New names. New histories. A new corner of the world where no one looked twice at a quiet couple who kept to themselves.

It was here, in this peace, that the final ghost had to be confronted. Not Isabella, whose face was now permanently etched in the public consciousness as a monster. Not Sable, whose organization was dust. But the reflection in the mirror.

She had avoided it for days, this new-old body in a new world. The body that was still, and would always be, Isabella’s physical creation. The soft curves, the smooth skin, the voice that could still, if she let it, lift into that higher, softer register. It was a suit she had been forced to wear, a constant reminder of the violation.

But as she looked out at the endless horizon, a thought, clear and solid, formed in her mind. Isabella had provided the materials, yes. The hormones, the surgery, the training. But the woman standing on this beach? Isabella had no hand in her creation.

Isabella had not given her the resilience to endure the humiliation.

Isabella had not given her the courage to slap her jailer, to propose an alliance, to whisper a plan between desperate kisses.

Isabella had not given her the cold fury to mastermind a media leak that shattered a billion-dollar empire.

Isabella had not given her the strength to look her tormentor in the eye and strip her of all power with a few blistering sentences.

Isabella had built the cage, but Julianna had chosen to fight her way out. Every scar, every changed contour, was not a brand of ownership, but a medal from a war she had won.

She turned from the ocean and walked back to the bungalow. Inside, the air was cool. In the bottom of a simple wooden chest, folded with a care that bordered on ceremony, was the dress. The midnight blue sheath, embroidered with stars, the garment she had worn for her intended sale. The Revenge Dress.

She did not put it on with trembling hands or a heart full of dread. Her movements were deliberate, almost ritualistic. She stepped into it, feeling the familiar, expensive silk whisper against her skin. She reached back and drew up the zipper herself. She fastened the delicate silver collar around her own neck. It was not a shackle now. It was a pendant.

She walked back out onto the porch, the vibrant blue a stunning slash of color against the faded wood and the green palms. Colt—Kael—looked up from where he was cleaning fish, his eyes widening slightly. He didn’t speak. He just watched, understanding the significance of this moment.

Julianna walked past him, down the steps, and back onto the beach. She didn’t stop at the water’s edge this time. She walked right into the surf, the warm tropical water soaking the priceless fabric, weighing it down. The salt water would ruin it. The embroidery would never sparkle the same way again.

She waded out until she was knee-deep, the waves pushing and pulling at her. Then she turned to face the vast, empty expanse of the sea. And she saw it.

Her reflection, fractured and shimmering on the surface of the water. The woman in the stunning, ruined dress, backlit by the setting sun. The face was the one Isabella had sculpted, but the eyes… the eyes were entirely her own. They held a history. They held pain, yes, but also a ferocious intelligence, a hard-won peace, and a love for the man watching her from the shore. They were the eyes of a survivor. A victor.

She did not see Isabella’s creation. She did not see a victim. She did not see a doll.

She saw Julianna.

The woman who had taken the ultimate instrument of her subjugation and turned it into her armor. The dress was no longer a symbol of what had been done to her. It was a testament to what she had overcome. It was her Vengeance Dress, and today, she was retiring it from its war, on her own terms.

A final, powerful wave crashed against her, and she let it come, standing firm as the water surged around her. When it receded, she took one last, long look at the powerful, beautiful, unbroken woman staring back at her from the water. There was no hatred. No fear. Only a profound, quiet sense of ownership.

She had turned Isabella’s revenge into her own freedom. The design was finally, and completely, hers.
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