
        
            
                
            
        

    
Chapter 1: The Shadow and the Star

The recording booth smelled of ozone and stale anxiety—a hermetically sealed box of silence, cut off from the control room by a pane of triple-paned glass that cost more than Julian's car. Hell, it cost more than three of Julian's cars, if he'd owned three cars instead of taking Ubers everywhere like some kind of millionaire's broke little brother. Which, technically, he was.

Julian Cross stood before the Neumann microphone, his hands shoved deep into the pockets of his oversized grey hoodie. The fabric was worn soft from too many washes, a comfort blanket he wore like armor. He closed his eyes, took a breath that expanded his narrow ribcage—God, he hated how narrow it was, how no amount of protein shakes or push-ups ever seemed to stick—and leaned in.

The track for "Supernova" kicked in. A relentless, synth-heavy anthem designed to dominate radio waves and sell Pepsi. Or maybe it was Coke this time. Julian had stopped keeping track of which corporate overlord was bankrolling his sister's existence.

Julian didn't sing it like a man. He didn't sing it like himself. He shifted his larynx, a trick he'd perfected over years of shadowing his twin, and pushed the sound into his "head voice." The result was a crystalline, breathy soprano that sounded exactly like the most famous woman in the world.

"Touch the fire, burn the skin, tell me where the sin begins..."

He hit the high C effortlessly, holding the note with a vibrato that was technically perfect, cleaner than the scratch track his sister had laid down three weeks ago before she'd vanished on a bender in Ibiza. Or was it Mykonos? The party islands all blurred together in Julia's Instagram stories.

Christ, I sound more like her than she does, Julian thought, the words bitter even in the privacy of his own skull. What does that say about either of us?

The music cut out. The intercom buzzed with that harsh crackle that always made Julian's teeth hurt.

"Cut." Marcus King's voice was dry, stripped of any artistic appreciation. It was the voice of a man pricing livestock. "That was good, Julian. But it's too clean. You sound like a choir boy. I need sex. I need grit. You're supposed to be a twenty-year-old goddess on the verge of a breakdown, not a vocal coach. Do it again. Slur the vowels."

Julian exhaled, pushing a messy lock of brown hair out of his eyes. His hair was the same shade as Julia's natural color, before Marcus had her bleached into that platinum blonde that photographed better under stage lights. "My throat is getting raw, Marcus. We've been at this for four hours."

"And the tour starts in Tokyo in seventy-two hours. Do it again."

Of course. Because God forbid the golden goose takes a sick day. Julian nodded obediently. That was his role. The nodder. The fixer. The shadow. At five-foot-six, with shoulders that hadn't quite broadened into manhood and a face that was pretty rather than handsome, Julian had spent twenty years fading into the background while Julia burned bright enough to blind the world.

He caught his reflection in the glass. Delicate features. Wide eyes. A jawline that was clean but soft, feminine even. He'd been called "beautiful" more than "handsome" his entire life, usually by people who thought they were being kind. It never felt like a compliment.

He was just resetting his stance, rolling his shoulders to loosen the tension that had settled there like a passenger who'd missed their stop, when the heavy soundproof door to the control room slammed open. Even through the glass, the vibration rattled the floor, rattled Julian's bones, rattled the very expensive vintage equipment Marcus kept polished like religious relics.

Julia Cross had arrived.

She looked like a catastrophe in Yves Saint Laurent. Her signature blonde extensions were a matted bird's nest—the kind of nest where the bird had given up on life and possibly taken up day drinking. Her eyes were hidden behind oversized sunglasses despite the dim lighting, and she was swaying on heels that cost six grand a pair. Julian knew because he'd been there when she bought them, standing awkwardly in the corner of the Rodeo Drive boutique while she threw his credit card at the sales associate.

She looked thin. Not the healthy, toned thin of her Instagram photos—the ones Marcus's team Photoshopped for an hour before posting—but the jagged, starving thin of an industry product running on caffeine and cocaine. Her collarbones jutted out like handlebars. Her wrists were twigs.

Julian watched from the safety of the booth as the audio feed from the control room remained open. Marcus never cut the mic when Julia arrived. He liked Julian to hear these meltdowns. A reminder, maybe. This could be you. This almost is you. Stay grateful for your cage.

"Where is it?" Julia shrieked, her voice cracking. It was the voice of a smoker, deeper and rougher than the one Julian had just been mimicking. The voice that didn't sell records. "Where is my damn phone, Marcus?"

Marcus didn't stand up. He sat behind the mixing desk, looking at his multi-million dollar investment with the cold detachment of a stockbroker watching a crashing market. His fingers didn't even pause on the console. "Sit down, Julia. You're late. We need to finish the bridge."

"I don't want to finish the bridge!" She swept a pile of lyric sheets off the console. They fluttered down like wounded birds, settling on the plush carpet that cost more per square foot than Julian's monthly rent. "I want to sleep! I want to go home! I hate this song. I hate this tour!"

Get in line, Julian thought. There's a waiting list for hating that tour.

"You spent the advance, Julia," Marcus said, his voice dangerously calm. It was the voice of a man who'd already done the math, carried the one, and foreclosed on your future. "You spent the advance, your parents spent their cut, and the label has already booked the jets. You sing, or you lose the estate. Those are the options."

Julia let out a sound that was half-laugh, half-sob. It was the sound of something breaking, something that had been cracking for years and finally gave up the ghost. She ripped the sunglasses off, and Julian winced. Her eyes were bloodshot, rimmed with dark circles that no amount of concealer could hide. She looked like she'd been crying. Or not sleeping. Or both, on a loop, for several weeks.

She looked at the glass, locking eyes with Julian.

For a second, it was like looking in a mirror. They shared the same high cheekbones, the same delicate jawline, the same wide-set eyes that photographers called "expressive" and school bullies had called "girly." But where Julian was soft and untouched, Julia looked eroded. Weathered. Like a statue left out in acid rain.

"Look at him," she sneered, pointing a manicured finger at the glass. The nail was chipped. Julia's nails were never chipped in public. "My little shadow. Does he do it better than me, Marcus? Does the little faggot sing it better?"

The word hit Julian like a slap. He was used to her volatility—the tantrums, the thrown phones, the three a.m. calls where she sobbed about wanting to die—but the venom was new. Or maybe it wasn't new. Maybe he'd just been too close to see it clearly.

Little faggot. The same thing Dad used to say when Julian couldn't throw a baseball right. When he'd wanted to take theater instead of football. When he'd shown up to Thanksgiving dinner in a turtleneck that Dad said made him look "like a European."

"He shows up," Marcus said simply. "He does the work."

It wasn't a compliment. Marcus didn't do compliments. It was an observation. An accounting entry. Julian: asset. Julia: liability.

"Then let him go to Tokyo!" Julia screamed. She grabbed a platinum record plaque off the wall—her debut album, First Light—and hurled it.

It smashed into the mixing desk, shattering the glass frame and sending shards skittering across the expensive carpet. One piece landed near Marcus's shoe. He didn't flinch.

"I quit," she hissed. Her voice had gone quiet now, which was somehow worse than the screaming. "I'm done. I'm not your doll anymore, Marcus. I'm not doing the tucks, I'm not doing the diet, and I'm sure as hell not getting on that plane."

The tucks. Julian knew what that meant. The body tape that held everything smooth and tight. The shapewear that compressed her organs. The rib removal she'd gotten in Seoul that Marcus had paid for and their parents never talked about.

She turned on her heel and stormed out. The heavy door didn't slam this time; the pneumatic closer caught it, letting it click shut with a finality that echoed in the silence she left behind.

Julian stood in the booth, his heart hammering against his ribs. Each beat felt too loud, too fast, like his body was trying to escape without him. He waited for Marcus to run after her. That was the routine. Julia exploded, Marcus smoothed it over, checks were written, NDAs were signed, and the machine kept turning.

But Marcus didn't move.

He sat in his leather Aeron chair—the kind with the ergonomic mesh that cost two grand and supposedly saved your spine—staring at the shattered glass of the platinum record. He picked up a shard, turning it over in his manicured fingers. The silence stretched for a minute, then two. Julian counted the seconds in his head. Forty-seven. Forty-eight. Forty-nine.

Finally, Marcus pressed the talkback button.

"Come in here, Julian."

Julian's stomach dropped. Nothing good ever started with those four words. He stepped out of the booth, and the air conditioning of the control room hit his sweat-dampened skin. He approached the desk cautiously, the way you'd approach a dog that hadn't decided if you were friend or food.

"She'll come back," Julian said, though he didn't believe it. The words tasted like a lie even as he spoke them. "She just needs to sleep. I can go to her apartment, talk her down..."

"She's not going to her apartment," Marcus said. He pulled up a GPS tracker on his phone. Of course he had a GPS tracker on her. Julian had stopped being surprised by Marcus's surveillance methods around the same time he'd stopped believing in Santa Claus. "She's heading to the airfield. She's chartered a private flight to Zurich. She's going to that clinic again. The one with no phones and an iron-clad privacy policy."

Julian felt the blood drain from his face. He could actually feel it, like someone had pulled a plug at the base of his skull. "Zurich? But... the tour. The investors."

"The breach of contract clause triggers at midnight on Friday if she isn't in Japan," Marcus recited, his eyes still fixed on the screen. He had the clause memorized. Of course he did. Marcus probably had it tattooed on his ass. "The label will seize the masters. They will seize your parents' house in the Hamptons. They will seize the penthouse. You will be destitute by Monday morning."

Destitute. What a word. It sounded Victorian. Dickensian. Like something that happened to orphans in novels, not to people who'd grown up with heated pools and private tutors.

"We have to stop her," Julian said.

"We can't." Marcus finally looked up. He swiveled his chair to face Julian.

His gaze was unsettling. Usually, Marcus looked through Julian. He was just the brother, the hanger-on, the line item on the payroll spreadsheet labeled "Misc. Family Expenses." But now, Marcus was looking at him. Really looking. He was scanning Julian from his scuffed sneakers, up his slender legs hidden by denim, to his narrow waist, his flat chest, and finally resting on his face.

Julian felt like a specimen under glass. Like something being appraised.

"Take off the hoodie," Marcus said.

"What?"

"Take it off."

Julian hesitated. His hands went to the hem of his hoodie, then stopped. "Marcus, this is weird. Even for you, this is weird."

"Julian." Marcus's voice didn't rise. It didn't need to. "Take. It. Off."

Julian hesitated, then pulled the grey fabric over his head. His hair stuck up with static. He was wearing a tight white undershirt beneath, the kind that clung to his frame and made him feel exposed. He crossed his arms instinctively, self-conscious of his slight frame. He had always hated how delicate he looked, how hard it was to put on muscle. He'd tried, God knows he'd tried. Protein shakes that tasted like chalk. Weight routines that left him sore but never bigger. He just didn't build mass. He built nothing.

Marcus stood up. He walked around the desk, circling Julian like a buyer inspecting a thoroughbred. Like something Julian had seen at a horse auction once, when Julia had been dating that polo player. The way the buyers looked at the horses. Teeth. Legs. Bloodlines.

He reached out and grabbed Julian's chin, tilting his head left, then right. His thumb traced the line of Julian's jaw. Marcus's hands smelled like expensive hand cream. Sandalwood and something else. Ambition, maybe.

"Same bone structure," Marcus muttered, more to himself than Julian. "Same nose. Your skin is good. Pores are tight. You use retinol?"

"I... what? No. I use whatever's on sale at CVS."

"Lucky genetics, then." Marcus dropped Julian's chin and grabbed his wrist, lifting his arm. "Small wrists. No defined deltoids. You shave your arms?"

"I... I have sparse hair. It's genetic." Julian wanted to pull away, but something in Marcus's grip suggested that would be a bad idea.

"Lucky," Marcus said again. He dropped Julian's arm and walked around behind him. Julian could feel Marcus's eyes on his back, his ass, his legs. "Narrow hips. Well, narrower than most men. Turn around."

"Marcus, you're freaking me out."

"Turn around, Julian."

Julian turned. Slowly. Marcus was studying him like a blueprint. Like a problem that needed solving.

"Your Adam's apple," Marcus said. "It's subtle. Barely visible. That's good. Very good."

"Good for what?"

Marcus ignored him. He walked back to his phone and pulled up a photo. Julia on stage in Tokyo two years ago. The Supernova tour, first leg. She was wearing a bodysuit that left nothing to the imagination, her body lean and curved and perfect under the lights.

Marcus held the phone next to Julian's face. Comparing.

"You know the choreography," Marcus said. It wasn't a question. "I've seen you marking it for her during sound checks."

"I know the steps, sure. I helped teach her the bridge for 'Love Bomb' when her regular choreographer quit." After Julia had thrown a water bottle at his head, but Julian didn't mention that part.

"And you have the range. You just hit that High C better than she has since 2023."

"Marcus, what are you saying?" But Julian already knew. He could feel it, the terrible idea forming in the air between them like something toxic.

Marcus walked over to the wall-sized calendar. It was covered in color-coded blocks. Red for Julia. Blue for studio time. Green for press. Yellow for appearances. The next six weeks were a solid wall of red.

"The Tokyo Dome holds fifty-five thousand people," Marcus said, his finger tracing the first red block. "They are fifty feet away from the stage. Between the lighting, the pyrotechnics, and the Jumbotrons... nobody sees the real person. They see the costume. They see the wig. They see the brand."

He turned back to Julian, his face set in stone.

"Julia is gone, Julian. But the show isn't."

Julian laughed. It was a nervous, jagged sound that echoed wrong in the soundproofed room. "You're insane. I'm a guy. I'm her brother."

"You're a twin," Marcus corrected. He said it like he was correcting Julian's grammar. Like it was a simple fact that Julian was getting wrong. "You are the other half of the zygote. You are the spare part. That's what twins are, Julian. Nature's insurance policy."

"I can't—"

"Your vocal range is identical. Your face is identical. With the right… adjustments, your body can be close enough. The audience doesn't want reality, Julian. They want the fantasy. They want Julia Cross, the brand. The image. And you can give them that."

"No." Julian backed toward the door. His legs felt weak. "No, I can't do that. I can't be her. I'm not—I don't—"

"You've been her for years," Marcus said quietly. "Every vocal track she's laid down in the last eighteen months? Sixty percent of it is you. Every dance rehearsal she's missed? You're there, learning it for her. You are her, Julian. You've just been doing it from the shadows."

"That's different! That's just—that's just helping. This is—you're talking about—"

"I'm talking about putting on a wig and a costume and doing what you already do. Just on a bigger stage."

Marcus picked up his phone and dialed a number. He put it on speaker. It rang twice.

"Yes?" A woman's voice. Efficient. Cold.

"Get the team to the penthouse," Marcus said into the phone. "Yes, everyone. Hair, wardrobe, and get Dr. Aris. Tell him to bring the fillers. The good ones. And the hormones. Tell him we're doing the accelerated protocol."

"Tonight?" the woman asked.

"Tonight."

"Understood."

Marcus hung up and looked at Julian. The predatory gleam was gone, replaced by pure, cold business logic. The kind of logic that built empires and crushed anyone who got in the way.

"Get in the car, Julian."

"No." Julian backed toward the door. His hand found the handle. "I can't do that. I can't be her. I won't."

"Do you love your parents?" Marcus asked quietly.

The question hit Julian like a punch. "What?"

"Do you love your parents? Your mother, with her delicate heart condition? Your father, who put his entire pension into that house? Do you want to see them on the street? Because that is exactly what happens in forty-eight hours. Unless Julia Cross walks onto that stage in Tokyo."

Julian froze. He thought of his mother's fragile health. The pills she took every morning, the ones that cost eight hundred dollars a bottle even with insurance. He thought of the house he grew up in, the one with the garden his mother tended every spring. He thought of the debt. The crushing, impossible debt that Julia had accumulated like some people accumulated shoes.

"They'll survive," Julian said, but his voice was weak. "They'll—we'll figure something out."

"Will they?" Marcus walked over and placed a hand on Julian's shoulder. It felt heavy, like a yoke. Like a chain. "Your father is sixty-seven, Julian. He has no pension left. No 401k. Julia borrowed against it all. Your mother can't work. Her heart can't take the stress. Where will they go? What will they do? Have you thought about that?"

Julian hadn't. Or he had, but he'd pushed it away, the way you push away thoughts of death or cancer or nuclear war. Things too big to process.

"This is insane," Julian whispered.

"This is business," Marcus corrected. "And it's just for six weeks. Just the tour. Then she's back, hopefully clean, hopefully functional, and you go back to being the ghost. Six weeks, Julian. That's all I'm asking."

Six weeks. Julian looked at his reflection in the darkened glass of the booth. He saw his own frightened eyes, but in the reflection, superimposed over the ghost of his sister's exit, they looked identical. The same eyes. The same fear.

"What would I have to do?" Julian asked. His voice sounded far away. Like someone else was speaking.

Marcus smiled. It didn't reach his eyes. "First, we handle the obvious differences. Dr. Aris will start you on an accelerated hormone regimen. Estrogen, anti-androgens. They'll work fast. Faster than you'd think."

"Hormones?" Julian's voice cracked. "You're talking about—"

"Temporary chemical adjustments," Marcus said smoothly. "To soften your features. Help with fat redistribution. It's all reversible, Julian. Six weeks on, six weeks off. You'll be back to normal by Christmas."

Normal. What a word. What a joke.

"Your body hair will thin out," Marcus continued, clinical now, like he was reading from a medical textbook. "What little you have. Your skin will soften. You'll notice changes in your chest tissue—some sensitivity, some swelling. The anti-androgens will reduce your muscle mass, which honestly won't take much work given your build."

Julian felt sick. "You've thought about this. You've actually thought this through."

"I've thought about contingency plans for every possible scenario," Marcus said. "Julia overdosing. Julia getting pregnant. Julia running away. Julia dying. You think this is the first time I've considered using you as a replacement? Julian, you've been Plan B since the day you were born."

The words should have hurt. They didn't. They just felt true.

"What else?" Julian asked.

"We'll need to do some cosmetic work. Nothing surgical, not yet. Fillers in your lips, your cheeks. Maybe a little Botox to feminize your brow line. Dr. Aris is a genius. You won't recognize yourself."

That's what I'm afraid of, Julian thought.

"Your chest," Marcus continued. "We'll use a combination of the hormones and breast forms. High-end silicone, custom-fitted. Under the bodysuit, under the lights, no one will know the difference."

"And my—" Julian couldn't say it.

"We'll tuck," Marcus said simply. "Like Julia does. Body tape, compression garments. It's uncomfortable, but you'll get used to it. And the hormones will help with that too. Shrinkage is common."

Julian felt like he was going to throw up. "You're talking about turning me into a woman."

"I'm talking about turning you into Julia Cross," Marcus corrected. "There's a difference. This isn't about gender, Julian. This isn't about identity or self-discovery or any of that political nonsense. This is about a product. A brand. And you are going to become that brand for six weeks so that everyone—your parents, me, the label, the investors—doesn't lose everything."

Julian looked at his reflection again. He tried to imagine it. The hormones, the fillers, the wig, the costume. Tried to imagine standing on stage in front of fifty-five thousand people, pretending to be someone he wasn't.

Hell, he'd been pretending to be someone he wasn't his whole life. Maybe this was just the logical conclusion.

"It's just for six weeks?" Julian whispered.

"Six weeks," Marcus lied. His voice was smooth as silk, as convincing as a car salesman who knew you were already going to buy. "Just the tour. Then she's back, and you go back to being the ghost. No one will ever know."

Julian knew that was a lie too. He could feel it. But what choice did he have?

He thought of his mother. Her garden. Her pills.

He thought of his father. The house. The debt.

He thought of Julia, somewhere over the Atlantic by now, running away from the life she'd built and the life that had built her.

And he thought of himself. The shadow. The spare part. The ghost.

"Okay," Julian said quietly. "Okay."

Marcus's smile widened. "Good. Now, let's go. You have a waxing appointment in an hour."

Julian followed Marcus out of the studio, out into the harsh Los Angeles sunlight that made everything look too bright, too real. The car was waiting. A black Mercedes with tinted windows. Marcus opened the door.

"One more thing," Marcus said as Julian climbed in. "From this moment on, you don't use your name. Not in front of the team, not in front of anyone. You're Julia now. You need to start thinking like her, talking like her, being her. Understand?"

Julian—no, Julia—nodded.

The door closed.

The car pulled away from the curb, and through the tinted windows, Julian watched the studio disappear behind him. The last place he'd been himself. The last place he'd been him.

Six weeks, he thought. Just six weeks.

But as the car merged onto the highway, heading toward the penthouse and Dr. Aris and everything that came next, Julian couldn't shake the feeling that he was driving toward something he'd never come back from.

That the boy in the grey hoodie was already gone.

And in his place, something else was being born.


Chapter 2: The Contract.

The penthouse overlooked Central Park, a sprawling glass-and-steel fortress that cost forty thousand dollars a month to maintain. Julian knew because he'd accidentally seen the invoice once, left open on Julia's laptop. Forty thousand. For rent. He could live for two years on that. Hell, most people could.

It was decorated in stark whites and chromes, devoid of personal warmth—a showroom, not a home. Everything looked like it had been staged for an Architectural Digest shoot and then never touched again. The couch probably cost more than a car. The art on the walls was the kind of abstract nonsense that rich people bought because other rich people told them it was important.

When the elevator doors slid open, Julian expected silence. Maybe some ominous music. A dramatic pause where he could reconsider his life choices.

Instead, he walked into what looked like a mobile field hospital of beauty.

The living room furniture had been pushed to the walls like someone was preparing for a wrestling match. In the center of the room stood a padded massage table—the kind you'd see in a spa, except more clinical, more threatening—bright studio lights on tripods that could probably be seen from space, and a rolling cart filled with pots of viscous, amber liquid that smelled of pine resin and chemicals. The kind of smell that promised pain.

Three women turned to look at him in perfect unison, like they'd rehearsed it.

They weren't the bubbly entourage members Julian was used to seeing around his sister—the yes-women who laughed at Julia's jokes and fetched her green juice and told her she looked skinny. These were different. These were the "Fixers." They wore black scrubs that looked almost military, their hair pulled back in severe buns that could probably withstand a hurricane, their faces set in expressions of clinical boredom. They looked at Julian the way a mechanic looks at a broken transmission.

"He's smaller than I thought," the tallest one said. She had a heavy Eastern European accent—Russian, maybe, or Ukrainian—and held a clipboard like a weapon. Like she was prepared to beat someone to death with demographic data. "Shoulders are narrow. Good. Hips are... acceptable. The face, yes. Very good bone structure."

"Thank you?" Julian said weakly. He wasn't sure if he was being complimented or appraised for parts.

Marcus stepped out of the elevator behind Julian, his presence filling the room like a cold front. He tossed his suit jacket onto a pristine white sofa—Hermès, probably, because Marcus didn't do off-the-rack—and pulled a thick document from his briefcase. He slapped it onto the glass coffee table hard enough to make Julian flinch.

"Sign it, Julian."

Julian looked at the paper. It was thick. Official. The kind of document that came with consequences. He could see the headers: Non-Disclosure Agreement. Liability Waiver. Temporary Power of Attorney.

"What is all this?" Julian asked, his voice trembling slightly. He hated how weak he sounded. Like a kid asking his parents about a bad report card.

"It says that for the next six weeks, you are an asset of King Management," Marcus said, uncapping a Montblanc pen that probably cost more than Julian's entire wardrobe. "It says that you will adhere to the dietary, physical, and medical protocols deemed necessary by the management. It says that if you speak a word of this to anyone—press, parents, friends, that barista you flirt with at Starbucks—you are liable for the full value of the tour. One hundred million dollars."

Julian's brain stuttered over that number. One hundred million. That was... that was more money than existed. That was dragon-hoard money. That was national debt money.

"That's insane," Julian said. "I don't have a hundred million dollars."

"No," Marcus agreed. "You don't. Which is why you won't talk. Incentive structure. Economics 101."

Julian looked at the massage table, then at the bubbling wax pots. The heat coming off them rippled the air, making the whole scene look like a fever dream. "And if I don't sign?"

"Then get out," Marcus said, not looking up from his phone. He was already texting someone, probably arranging the next disaster. "Walk out that door. Take the elevator down. And tell your mother to start packing boxes. I hear there are some lovely studio apartments in Jersey City. Very affordable. Only two hours from Manhattan if the bus is running."

The casual cruelty of it took Julian's breath away. Marcus wasn't angry. He wasn't threatening. He was just... stating facts. Like he was reading the weather.

Julian looked at his hands. They were shaking. He thought of the foreclosure notices he'd hidden from his mother last week, stuffed in the back of his sock drawer like dirty magazines. He thought of his father's stroke the year before, brought on by financial stress and Julia's third stint in rehab. He thought of his mother's face when she talked about the garden, about the roses she'd planted when they first bought the house.

He picked up the pen.

The weight of it surprised him. Heavy. Substantial. The kind of pen that meant business.

The scratch of the nib on the paper sounded like a lock clicking shut. Like a cell door closing. Like the end of something.

"Good boy," Marcus said, and snatched the paper away before the ink was even dry. He turned to the woman with the clipboard. "Elena, strip him."

Julian took a step back, his hands coming up instinctively. "Wait, I can—"

"We don't have time for modesty, malish," Elena said. The word sounded like an insult, though Julian didn't speak Russian. She snapped her fingers, and the other two women moved in like sharks who'd smelled blood.

They were efficient. Almost robotic. This was clearly not their first unwilling client.

Before Julian could protest, hands were on him. His hoodie—his comfort blanket, his security object—was pulled over his head. His t-shirt was yanked up, the fabric catching on his chin. He stumbled, trying to keep his balance as they unbuttoned his jeans with the kind of practiced efficiency that would make a stripper jealous.

"Hey, I can undress myself—" Julian tried.

"Stand still," one of the assistants commanded. She was shorter than Elena, Asian, with hands that moved like surgical instruments.

"Shoes off," the third assistant said. She was blonde, Scandinavian maybe, with ice-blue eyes that had probably never experienced joy.

Julian kicked off his sneakers. They landed with sad little thumps on the pristine white carpet. He stood there in his boxers and socks—tube socks, Jesus, why hadn't he worn better socks—his arms crossed over his chest, shivering in the air-conditioned room. The penthouse was kept at a crisp sixty-eight degrees. Good for the art. Bad for naked people.

He felt pathetic. Pale, skinny, and exposed. Like a plucked chicken. Like something that should be put out of its misery.

Elena walked a circle around him, her heels clicking on the hardwood like a countdown. She poked his side with a cold finger. "No fat. That is lucky. Very lucky. But the skin..." She made a tsking sound that somehow conveyed both disappointment and professional resignation. "Rough. Dry. And the hair. Bozhe moi. It is everywhere."

"I'm not that hairy," Julian protested. "I'm barely—"

"You are man," Elena said, like that explained everything. Like being male was itself an affliction that needed treating.

Julian looked down at his legs. He wasn't overly hairy, not like some guys. He'd seen guys at the gym who looked like they were wearing fur pants. He just had a normal, moderate coating of dark hair on his shins and thighs. A happy trail ran from his navel into his waistband—nothing crazy, just the standard-issue male body hair that had appeared during puberty and never left.

"It all goes," Marcus said from the sofa, pouring himself a scotch from a crystal decanter that probably cost more than most people's cars. "Every strand below the eyelashes. I want him smooth as a dolphin. Smooth as a Ken doll. Smooth as a—"

"We understand smooth," Elena interrupted. She was apparently the only person allowed to cut Marcus off.

She turned back to Julian and pointed a manicured finger at the table. Her nails were perfect. Blood red. "Get on the table."

Julian hesitated. He looked at Marcus, who was sipping his scotch and watching like this was dinner theater. "Can I keep the boxers on?"

The room went silent. Even Marcus paused mid-sip.

Then Elena laughed. It wasn't a kind laugh. It was the laugh of someone who'd heard every form of denial and had developed immunity to all of them.

"Don't be stupid," she said. She pointed again at the table, more forcefully this time. "Face up. Everything off. Now."

"Marcus," Julian tried. "Come on, man. This is—"

"Julian." Marcus set down his glass. "You signed the paper. That means you're an asset now. And assets don't negotiate. They comply. So get on the fucking table and let these nice ladies do their job."

Julian's throat felt tight. He swallowed hard, tasting something bitter. Pride, maybe. Or dignity. Whatever it was, he was about to lose it.

He hooked his thumbs in his boxers and shimmied them down, kicking them aside. They landed on top of his jeans in a sad little pile of masculine failure. He climbed onto the table, the paper covering crinkling loudly under him like it was announcing his surrender to the whole building.

He tried to cover himself with his hands, his face burning with a heat that had nothing to do with the room temperature. The studio lights were hot on his skin, illuminating every flaw, every imperfection, every reason he'd spent his entire life hiding in oversized hoodies.

"Hands behind your head," Elena commanded.

"Please," Julian whispered. It came out like a prayer. Like begging.

"Hands. Behind. Head."

Julian obeyed. He laced his fingers behind his skull and stared at the ceiling. The ceiling was white. Smooth. Boring. He tried to pretend he was anywhere else. Tried to imagine he was floating above his body, watching this happen to someone else.

He felt the heat of the spotlight on his skin, illuminating every flaw, every pore, every inch of his nakedness. He'd never felt more exposed in his life. Not in gym class. Not during that one drunken hookup in college. Not even that time he'd accidentally walked in on Julia's photo shoot and seen what fame looked like without Photoshop.

"Spread the legs," Elena said.

The humiliation was a physical weight in his gut, like he'd swallowed a bowling ball. He parted his knees slightly.

"Wider," Elena said. She didn't wait for him to comply. She just pushed his knees apart with her cold hands, spreading them until his inner thighs were stretched taut, until he felt the pull in his groin. "We start with the legs. Use the hard wax. The Brazilian formula."

"Brazilian?" Julian asked weakly. "I thought Brazilian was just for—"

"For everyone now," the Asian assistant said. She was preparing the wax, stirring one of the pots with a wooden stick. "Brazilian means everything. No discrimination."

"How progressive," Julian muttered.

The first sensation was the heat. Thick, molten liquid was spread down his shin with a wooden spatula. It was uncomfortably hot, bordering on burning. Like someone was painting his leg with liquid fire. He hissed through his teeth, his toes curling.

"Relax the muscle," the assistant murmured. She had a softer voice than Elena. Almost kind. Almost. She pressed a strip of muslin over the wax, rubbing it vigorously to adhere it to the hair. Her hands moved in quick, efficient circles.

"This is going to hurt," she said.

"Thanks for the head—"

RIIIP.

"—FUCK!" Julian yelled, his back arching off the table. The pain was sharp and shocking, like a layer of skin had been flayed off. Like someone had grabbed every hair follicle on his shin and yanked them all out at once with pliers. His eyes watered.

"Still," Elena barked from somewhere above him. "If you move, it hurts more. If you stay still, it only hurts the normal amount."

"What's the normal amount?" Julian gasped.

"This," Elena said.

They worked in tandem, two of them, one on each leg. They moved like a factory assembly line. Spread. Rub. Rip. Spread. Rub. Rip.

The sound of the tearing fabric filled the room, rhythmic and horrible. Julian bit his lip until he tasted copper. He watched through squinted eyes as his leg hair—the visual proof of his testosterone, the biological marker that said this is a man—was torn away strip by strip, leaving behind angry, red, glistening skin.

"The skin, it reacts," Elena observed, running a finger down his calf. "Good. This means good blood flow. The bruising will fade in two days."

"Bruising?" Julian croaked.

"Small price for beauty," she said.

"I don't want to be beautiful," Julian said. "I want to be unconscious."

"We can arrange that," Marcus called from the sofa. "But it costs extra. And you're already over budget."

"Turn," Elena said.

They forced him onto his stomach. Julian buried his face in the thin paper covering, breathing in the smell of antiseptic and his own fear-sweat. They waxed his calves, his hamstrings, the backs of his thighs. Each strip was a fresh agony. Each rip was a small death.

Then came the buttocks.

"Oh no," Julian said into the paper. "No, we're not doing—"

"We are doing," Elena said. "Everything, remember? Smooth like dolphin."

The indignity of having two strangers spread his cheeks and apply hot wax to his most private crevices was absolute. It was beyond humiliation. It was transcendent shame. Tears pricked the corners of his eyes, but he refused to let them fall. He wouldn't give Marcus the satisfaction.

"Almost done with the back," the blonde assistant said. She sounded almost encouraging. Almost.

"Turn back," Elena commanded.

Julian rolled over. His legs were now smooth, shining with oil and soothing gel, but throbbing with a dull, pervasive ache. They looked strange to him. Foreign. Like someone else's legs attached to his body. Without the hair, they looked longer. Thinner. Almost elegant.

Almost feminine, his brain supplied helpfully, and he wanted to punch his brain in the face.

But they weren't done.

Elena loomed over his midsection, her face appearing above him like the moon. She looked down at his groin. Julian flinched, his muscles contracting, his hands instinctively moving to cover himself.

"Hands behind head," she repeated.

"Elena, please—"

"Hands."

Julian put his hands back. He stared at the ceiling. He tried to go somewhere else in his mind. Tried to think about baseball. About tax returns. About anything that wasn't what was about to happen.

"This is the most important part," Elena said clinically. She was putting on fresh gloves, the latex snapping against her wrists. "For the tuck to work, for the leotards, for the costumes... there can be nothing. No texture. No stubble. Not even the shadow of hair. It must be perfect."

"Define perfect," Julian whispered.

"You will see."

She applied the wax to his stomach first, spreading it over his happy trail with the wooden spatula. Julian felt every hair being coated, trapped, doomed.

RIIIP.

The happy trail was ripped away in one cruel motion. Julian cried out, his abs contracting so hard he thought he might sit up involuntarily. The assistant held his shoulders down.

"One more second of that," Julian gasped. "And I'm filing assault charges."

"You signed waiver," Elena said. "Paragraph seven. Subsection C. You waived assault."

"I waived assault?"

"You waived many things."

Then she moved lower.

Julian's breath caught in his throat. "Wait. Wait, can we talk about this?"

"Talking time is over," Elena said. "Now is doing time."

The pain of the Brazilian wax was blinding. When she ripped the strip from his pubic bone, Julian cried out, a ragged sound that was half-sob, half-scream, one hundred percent regret. His body jerked involuntarily, trying to escape, but there was nowhere to go.

"Hold him down," Elena said calmly, like she was asking someone to pass the salt.

The two assistants pinned his shoulders and thighs to the table. He was trapped, splayed open, utterly helpless. He felt like a specimen. Like something being studied. Like a frog in biology class, pinned to the dissection tray.

He felt the hot wax being applied to the scrotum.

"Oh God," Julian whimpered. "Oh God, oh God, oh God—"

"No God here," Elena said. "Only Elena."

She was meticulous. Thorough. She spread the wax over every inch, every wrinkle, every fold. The shaft. The perineum. Places Julian didn't even know could be waxed. Places he didn't think should be waxed.

It was a systematic violation of his manhood.

Every rip felt like castration.

"Almost done," the Asian assistant whispered, though her voice held no sympathy. She was lying anyway. They weren't almost done. They were maybe halfway done.

Julian had stopped screaming. He'd moved past screaming into some kind of dissociative state where the pain was happening to someone else. Some other poor bastard who'd signed the wrong contract.

When the last strip was torn away—from the perineum, Jesus Christ, from the actual perineum—Julian lay panting, sweat beading on his forehead despite the cold room. His whole body was trembling. He felt raw. He felt missing. He felt like something essential had been removed and he'd never get it back.

Elena wiped him down with an oil-soaked cloth, removing the sticky residue. Her touch was firm, professional, treating his genitals not as sexual organs, but as a cleared construction site. A blank canvas. A problem that had been solved.

"Stand up," she said.

Julian didn't think he could. His legs felt like jelly. Like they'd been replaced with prosthetics that didn't quite fit right.

"Stand. Up."

He slid off the table. His legs wobbled. The world tilted slightly. He caught himself on the edge of the table, his smooth hand sliding on the smooth surface. Everything was smooth now. Too smooth.

The air in the room felt different. It rushed against skin that had never felt a breeze before. The friction of his thighs rubbing together was gone, replaced by a strange, slippery sensation of skin-on-skin. It was disturbing. It was wrong.

It was arousing in a way that made him hate himself.

"Look," Elena pointed to the full-length mirror on the far wall.

Julian walked over to it on shaky legs. Each step felt weird. His thighs touched differently. His balls—Jesus, his balls felt like they were on fire and also somehow more exposed than they'd ever been.

He reached the mirror.

The person staring back was familiar, yet alien.

The scruffy boy in the hoodie was gone. In his place was a pale, slender creature. Without the body hair to break up the lines, his limbs looked longer, softer. His legs looked like they belonged on someone else. Someone thinner. Someone more... delicate.

His narrow chest, now hairless and pink, looked boyish and vulnerable. His nipples—which had always been kind of there, kind of unremarkable—now stood out like punctuation marks. Like the only features on a blank page.

And below...

He looked down. Without the bush of hair, his genitals looked exposed, almost obscene in their nakedness, yet oddly reduced. Like they'd shrunk. Like someone had photoshopped them smaller. He looked less like a man and more like a mannequin awaiting assembly.

"It looks weird," Julian said. His voice sounded small.

"It looks clean," Elena corrected. "It looks professional. It looks like you are ready for next step."

Marcus walked up behind him in the reflection. He didn't look at Julian's face. He looked at the body. His eyes scanned up and down, appraising, calculating, pricing.

"Better," Marcus said, nodding. "Much better. The canvas is clean. Now we can start the real work."

He turned to Elena. "Get Dr. Aris. I want the lips and the cheeks done before the swelling goes down on the legs. We build the face tonight. The hormones start tomorrow morning. I want the first injection done before he can change his mind."

"I won't change my mind," Julian said. But even as he said it, he knew it was a lie.

"Julian," Marcus said, his eyes meeting Julian's in the glass. There was something in his expression that might have been pity if Marcus was capable of pity. But it wasn't pity. It was satisfaction. "Don't bother getting dressed. You're not going to be wearing men's clothes again for a long time. Maybe never. Get comfortable with that."

Julian shivered, hugging his smooth, hairless arms around his chest. His arms felt thin. Breakable. Like bird bones.

The erasure had begun.

And somewhere in the reflection, behind his own terrified eyes, Julian could see it. The ghost of his sister. The outline of Julia Cross. The shape he was being molded into.

"How long until the doctor gets here?" Julian asked.

"He's in the elevator," Marcus said, checking his phone. "Should be here in thirty seconds. I suggest you mentally prepare yourself. The injections are... unpleasant."

"More unpleasant than having my asshole waxed?"

"Different kind of unpleasant," Marcus said. He smiled. It wasn't a nice smile. "That was external pain. This is going to be internal. Transformative. You'll feel it in your bones."

The elevator dinged.

Dr. Aris had arrived.

Julian looked at his reflection one last time. The smooth, hairless boy in the mirror. The blank canvas.

This is it, he thought. This is the point of no return.

But he'd passed the point of no return the moment he'd signed that contract.

Hell, maybe he'd passed it the moment he was born.

The spare. The shadow. The replacement part.

Julian Cross was disappearing.

And Julia Cross was being born.


Chapter 3: Building the Doll.

Julian sat on the edge of the massage table, a towel draped loosely over his lap, shivering as the adrenaline of the waxing wore off, replaced by a stinging, full-body rawness. His skin felt like it was on fire. Every movement sent tiny sparks of pain racing across his nerve endings. He felt like he'd been attacked by a swarm of angry bees, except the bees were Eastern European beauticians with a vendetta against body hair.

The elevator chimed again. The sound made Julian flinch. What fresh hell is this?

This time, a man in a pristine charcoal suit entered, carrying a silver medical case that looked like it belonged in a spy thriller. Dr. Aris. He didn't look like a doctor—at least not the kind who cared about your blood pressure or told you to eat more vegetables. He looked like a sculptor who worked with flesh instead of clay. Mid-fifties, silver hair swept back, sharp cheekbones that could cut glass. He had the detached, artistic air of someone who saw people as projects, not patients.

"Is this the canvas?" Aris asked, setting his case down on the coffee table with a heavy thunk. He snapped the latches open with practiced efficiency, revealing rows of syringes and vials resting in molded foam like instruments of beautiful torture.

"It is," Marcus said, nursing his scotch. He swirled the amber liquid, watching it catch the light. "We need the 'Julia' package. Lips, cheeks, jaw softening. Temporary fillers only. It needs to dissolve in two months. After that, he's someone else's problem."

"Two months is tight," Aris said, pulling out a syringe and holding it up to the light. He flicked it with his finger. "I can give you eight weeks, maybe ten if he doesn't metabolize too quickly. But after that, he'll start to deflate. Could get lumpy."

"Ten weeks is fine," Marcus said. "He just needs to make it through the tour. After that, he can look like a melted candle for all I care."

"Gee, thanks," Julian muttered. "My self-esteem is really soaring right now."

Aris walked over to Julian, tilting his head back with a gloved hand. His fingers were cold, clinical. He poked Julian's cheek, pressing into the bone. "Good bone structure. High cheekbones, which helps. But the jaw is too square. The lips are too thin. He looks... dour. Masculine. Serious."

"I'm sitting right here," Julian said.

"Yes, and you need to stop talking," Aris replied. "Your face moves too much when you speak. Very distracting."

"Fix it," Marcus ordered. He said it the way you'd tell someone to change a lightbulb.

Aris snapped on a fresh pair of gloves and selected a syringe from his case. The needle was long. Too long. Julian's stomach did a flip.

"Lean back," Aris commanded.

Julian lay back down on the massage table, the paper crinkling under him. His heart was hammering. "Is this going to hurt?"

"Beauty is pain, Julian. You know the saying." Aris uncapped the syringe with his teeth—a move that was somehow both casual and terrifying. "Hyaluronic acid. Dense cross-linking. It will hold the shape against the microphone, against the sweat, against the stage lights. This is medical-grade filler. Not the cheap stuff they use at mall kiosks."

"How comforting," Julian said.

"Open your mouth slightly. Good. Now, don't move."

The first needle went into the meat of his upper lip. Julian winced, his eyes watering instantly. He felt the thick, cold gel being pushed under his skin, the pressure building, the foreign substance invading tissue that had been just fine before, thank you very much. Aris massaged the lip vigorously, molding it, shaping it into a permanent, swollen pout.

"Ow, fuck—" Julian tried to say, but his lip was numb now, thick and unresponsive.

"Don't talk," Aris murmured. He moved to the lower lip. Another needle. Another cold invasion. "The lidocaine will kick in soon. You'll just feel pressure."

Pressure was an understatement. Julian felt like his lips were being inflated like bicycle tires. Each injection sent a strange, almost nauseating sensation through his face—not quite pain, but deeply wrong. Like his body knew something unnatural was happening and was filing a formal complaint.

"Don't move," Aris murmured. He moved to the cheekbones.

This was worse. The needle went in at an angle, sliding under the skin, and Julian felt every millimeter of its journey. Aris injected slowly, creating pockets of filler that he then massaged and shaped with his fingers, sculpting Julian's face like wet clay.

"The goal," Aris said, working methodically, "is to create the illusion of youth and femininity. Higher cheekbones create shadows that slim the face. Fuller lips suggest fertility and sexual availability—basic primate brain stuff. We're hacking millions of years of evolution with ten milliliters of cross-linked polysaccharides. Modern medicine is beautiful, no?"

"Beautiful isn't the word I'd use," Julian mumbled. His face was going numb now, a spreading coldness that felt like his skin was dying.

"No?" Aris selected another syringe. "What word would you use?"

"Horrifying. Invasive. Completely fucking insane."

Aris laughed. It was a dry, clinical sound. "All the best things are."

For the next hour, Julian was a pincushion. He felt the pressure building in his face, a strange heaviness as his features were inflated and altered. Aris worked with the focused intensity of a watchmaker, adding a milliliter here, half a milliliter there, smoothing, shaping, creating.

His lips felt massive, numb, and foreign. When he touched them with his tongue, they felt rubbery, swollen to twice their normal size. His cheekbones felt like someone had shoved golf balls under his skin.

"The jaw," Aris said, studying Julian's face from multiple angles. "We'll use Botox to relax the masseter muscles. It will slim the lower face, make it less masculine. You'll feel weak when you chew for a few days. Don't eat anything tough. Smoothies only."

"Fantastic," Julian said. Or tried to say. It came out as "Fanashik."

Aris injected the Botox into the sides of Julian's jaw, four injection sites on each side. Julian felt his jaw muscles starting to relax almost immediately, going slack and useless.

"Done," Aris said, wiping a spot of blood from Julian's chin with a cotton pad. "The swelling will go down in an hour, but the shape remains. The Botox takes three days to fully settle, but you'll see results by tomorrow. Don't lie down for four hours or the Botox will migrate. You don't want droopy eyelids."

Marcus handed Julian a hand mirror. "Look."

Julian took the mirror with shaking hands. He didn't want to look. He wanted to throw the mirror across the room and run out of the penthouse and never come back.

But he looked.

The face staring back was his, but distorted. Like someone had taken his face and run it through a beauty filter on maximum setting.

His lips were lush, bee-stung, parted in a perpetual breathless gasp. They looked like he'd been making out with a vacuum cleaner. They were obscene. They were pornographic.

His cheekbones were higher, more pronounced, casting a feminine shadow that softened the angle of his jaw. His face looked narrower, more delicate, like someone had squeezed it gently from both sides.

He looked like a filtered Instagram photo brought to life. He looked like every girl he'd ever jerked off to in high school.

He looked like her.

"Oh my God," Julian whispered. His new lips barely moved.

"Good 'oh my God' or bad 'oh my God'?" Marcus asked.

"I don't know yet," Julian said honestly. "Ask me when I can feel my face again."

"You'll get used to it," Aris said, packing up his syringes. "Everyone does. The brain is remarkably adaptable. In three days, you'll forget you ever looked different."

"I doubt that," Julian said.

"Trust me," Aris said. "I've done this hundreds of times. Wives who want to look like mistresses. Mistresses who want to look like wives. Men who want to look like women. Women who want to look like men. The mind follows the mirror. You'll see."

He snapped his case shut and headed for the elevator. "Marcus, the invoice will be sent tomorrow. As always, it was a pleasure doing business with you."

"Always a pleasure, Doctor," Marcus said. He waited until the elevator doors closed before turning back to Julian. "Now the body."

Julian's stomach dropped. "What about the body?"

"You didn't think we were stopping at the face, did you?" Marcus checked his watch. It was a Patek Philippe that cost more than Julian's life. "Elena, bring the suit."

Elena disappeared into another room and returned with a garment that looked like it had been designed in hell's costume department. It was a flesh-toned silicone bodysuit, seamless and heavy, molded with artificial breasts and padded hips. It looked like a second skin. A female skin.

"What the fuck is that?" Julian asked.

"Your new body," Elena said simply. She laid it out on the massage table. The breasts jiggled slightly, horrifyingly realistic. "Custom made. Based on Julia's measurements from 2023, before the weight loss. This is her at her peak."

Julian stared at the thing. It looked like a deflated sex doll. "You want me to wear that?"

"I want you to become that," Marcus corrected. "Stand up."

Julian slid off the table, his legs still shaky from the waxing. His raw skin prickled in the air conditioning.

Elena dusted Julian's naked, hairless torso with baby powder, her movements brisk and efficient. The powder smelled like his childhood, like innocence, which made the whole situation even more surreal. "Arms up."

Julian raised his arms. He felt ridiculous. Vulnerable. Like a child being dressed by his mother, except his mother would never dress him in a silicone female body.

The silicone was cold and clammy against his skin. It took two assistants to roll it onto him. It was a struggle, the material tight and unyielding. They rolled it up his legs first, the silicone gripping his hairless skin like a wetsuit.

"It's so tight," Julian gasped.

"It has to be," Elena said. "Any wrinkles and it shows under the costume. We need it skin-tight."

They worked it over his thighs, and Julian felt the first major change. The suit had padding built into the thighs and hips, reshaping his naturally straight male legs into something curvier, more feminine. His thighs looked thicker, softer. His hips flared out where they'd been straight before.

They pulled it up over his groin. There was a special tucking compartment built in, a pocket that compressed and concealed his genitals, pushing them back and up into the body cavity. The sensation was deeply uncomfortable, like being castrated without surgery.

"I can't—this is crushing everything," Julian protested.

"That's the point," Elena said. "Smooth front. No bulge. Like Julia."

They worked the suit up his torso. It compressed his chest, flattening what little muscle definition he had, smoothing out his ribs. The material sucked onto his skin like a parasite, adhering with a combination of static and body heat.

As they pulled it over his shoulders, Julian gasped. The suit had sleeves that went all the way to his wrists, and the fit was so tight he could barely move his arms.

But the real shock was looking down.

Where his flat, male chest had been, there were now two perfectly shaped, perky C-cup breasts. They had weight; they bounced slightly when he moved. They had realistic nipples that poked through the silicone. They had the slight teardrop shape of real breasts, the kind that looked good in a push-up bra.

The hips of the suit flared out, creating an hourglass curve that his own body completely lacked. He looked down at his new figure and felt his brain short-circuit.

"It feels... weird," Julian stammered, touching one of the breasts experimentally. It felt real. It moved like a real breast. "I can't feel my skin. I can feel the pressure, but not the touch."

"You're not supposed to," Marcus said. "That is the second skin. Your actual skin doesn't matter anymore. Only the surface matters. Only what people see."

Julian looked at his reflection in the mirror. The breasts changed everything. They changed his posture, his center of gravity, his entire silhouette. He looked like a woman. A naked woman. A hot naked woman.

His brain didn't know how to process it.

"Now, the structure," Marcus said.

Elena held up the corset. It was a monstrosity of nude satin and steel boning, with dozens of eyelets running up the back. It looked Victorian. It looked medieval. It looked like a torture device from the Spanish Inquisition.

"No," Julian said. "No way. I can't breathe in those things."

"You don't need to breathe deeply," Marcus said. "You just need to look perfect. Turn around."

Julian turned. He felt the corset being wrapped around the silicone suit. The steel busk clicked shut in the front, and he felt the first wave of pressure around his midsection.

"Hold on to the table," Elena warned.

Julian gripped the edge of the massage table. "How bad can it—"

Elena grabbed the laces. She pulled.

"—OHHH FUCK."

The air left Julian's lungs in a rush. Wham. His ribs were crushed inward, compressed by the steel boning. He tried to inhale, but the corset refused to yield. His lungs could only expand at the very top of his chest, shallow and insufficient.

"I... I can't breathe," Julian wheezed, clawing at the table. Panic was setting in. He was being crushed. His organs were being squeezed. He was going to die in a corset, which was possibly the most humiliating death imaginable.

"You're breathing with your chest," Elena scolded, putting her knee into the small of his back for leverage. She yanked the laces again. Crrrk. Julian heard his ribs creak. "Breathe with your upper lungs. Shallow breaths. Like a lady."

"Like a lady?" Julian gasped. "Ladies breathe like they're being suffocated?"

"Yes," Elena said simply. "Beauty is suffering. You will learn this."

She pulled again. And again. Each yank reduced his waist by another half-inch, another quarter-inch. Julian felt lightheaded. The room was spinning. He was trapped in a vice. The steel bones dug into his sides, his back, his stomach.

But as he looked in the full-length mirror, he saw his waist shrinking, cinched in until he looked impossibly fragile. The corset forced his posture upright, his chest thrust forward, his back arched. The silicone breasts were pushed up and together, creating cleavage that would make a Victoria's Secret model jealous.

His waist looked tiny. Breakable. Feminine.

"Twenty-two inches," Elena announced, tying off the knot with a grunt of satisfaction.

"That's impossible," Julian panted. "Men can't have twenty-two-inch waists."

"You're not a man right now," Marcus said. "You're a product. And products need to meet specifications."

Julian stood there, panting shallowly, his chest heaving. Each breath was a struggle, a conscious effort. He couldn't slouch if he wanted to. The corset held him rigid, locked into the silhouette of a diva.

He looked at his reflection. The hourglass figure was dramatic, almost cartoonish. His waist nipped in severely between the generous curves of the silicone breasts and hips. He looked like a Barbie doll. He looked like Jessica Rabbit.

He looked like every straight man's wet dream.

"I can't wear this all day," Julian said. "I'll pass out."

"You'll adapt," Marcus said dismissively. "Women did this for centuries. You'll survive six weeks. Now the feet."

He kicked a box across the floor. It skidded to a stop at Julian's feet.

Inside were a pair of black patent leather thigh-high boots with six-inch stiletto heels. They gleamed under the studio lights, beautiful and deadly.

"You're joking," Julian said.

"Put them on."

"Marcus, I can barely breathe. I can't walk in six-inch heels."

"Then you'll learn," Marcus said. "Julia wears six inches. Sometimes seven. You're Julia now. So you wear what Julia wears."

Julian sat gingerly on the edge of the massage table, the corset digging into his hips. The silicone suit made sitting feel weird—his ass was padded, changing how his weight distributed. He felt like he was sitting on a cushion.

He slid his feet into the boots. They were tight, crushing his toes together into a pointed shape. The leather was stiff, unforgiving. He zipped them up slowly, feeling them hug his calves, squeeze his legs. The boots went all the way up to mid-thigh, forcing his legs into a perfectly straight line.

"Stand up," Marcus commanded.

Julian tried. He wobbled instantly, his arms windmilling. His center of gravity had shifted completely. The heels forced him onto his tiptoes, his calves screaming as they flexed to support his weight. His hips, encased in the silicone padding, had to tilt forward to counterbalance. The corset kept his spine rigid, preventing him from bending to adjust his balance.

"Whoa, whoa, whoa—" Julian grabbed the table to keep from falling.

"Let go of the table," Marcus said.

"I'll fall!"

"Then fall. And get back up. That's how you learn."

Julian let go. He stood there, wobbling, his legs shaking. The pain in the balls of his feet was immediate and intense, a burning fire that radiated up his calves.

"Walk to me," Marcus commanded.

Julian took a step. His knee bent awkwardly. His foot rolled. He looked like a newborn giraffe learning to walk. He looked like a drunk sorority girl at 2 a.m.

"No," Marcus barked. "Straight legs. Swing the hips. The hips drive the walk, not the knees. Use the corset—let it hold your core so your hips can move independently."

Julian tried again. Clack. Wobble. Clack.

"Again."

Clack. Wobble. Clack.

"Your knees are bending. Lock the knees. Swing from the hips."

For an hour—an actual, endless hour that felt like a prison sentence—Marcus made him walk the length of the penthouse. Back and forth. Back and forth. The marble floor was unforgiving. Every step sent shockwaves through his feet.

Julian's calves cramped. His toes went numb. He could feel blisters forming, hot and angry, between his toes.

"I can't," Julian gasped, leaning against the wall, sweat ruining the powder on the silicone suit. His makeup was starting to run. "My feet are bleeding. I can feel blood in the boots."

Marcus walked over. He looked down at Julian with all the sympathy of a drill sergeant. "Elena, get the athletic tape."

"What?"

"If you can't keep them on, we'll tape them on," Marcus said coldly. "Wrap his feet. Individually wrap the toes so they don't rub. Then tape the ankles for stability. He sleeps in them tonight."

"You want me to sleep in six-inch heels?" Julian's voice cracked.

"The muscles need to adapt," Marcus said. "If you take them off, they'll seize up and you'll have to start over tomorrow. This is the fastest way."

Julian watched in horror as Elena unzipped the boots and peeled them off. His feet were a disaster. Red, swollen, with blisters forming on his heels and between his toes. Blood was seeping from where the leather had rubbed his skin raw.

Elena cleaned the wounds with antiseptic—which burned like hellfire—and then began wrapping his feet with athletic tape. She wrapped each toe individually, creating barriers between them. She wrapped his heels, his arches, his ankles. By the time she was done, his feet looked like mummies.

"Back in the boots," she said.

Julian whimpered. He actually whimpered.

But he put the boots back on. They fit differently now, the tape creating a buffer between his skin and the leather. When he stood up, he felt locked in. He was physically unable to stand flat-footed. The tape held his ankles rigid, forcing him to remain en pointe like a tortured ballerina.

"Walk," Marcus ordered.

Julian walked. Clack. Clack. Clack. The tape helped. The pain was still there, but it was duller, more manageable. His hips were swinging now, forced by the combination of the corset and the heels and the silicone padding.

He caught his reflection in the floor-to-ceiling windows. He looked like a woman. He walked like a woman. He moved like a woman.

It was horrifying.

It was also, in some small, secret corner of his brain, kind of hot.

"Better," Marcus said. "Much better. Now, the finish."

He gestured to the stylist chair that had been set up in the corner. Julian hobbled over, the heels clicking sharply on the marble. Each step was agony, but he was getting better at it. His body was adapting, learning, accepting this new reality.

The next two hours were a blur of brushes and sprays and hands in his hair.

A wig cap was glued to his scalp with spirit gum, pulled tight, stretching his skin and pulling his eyebrows up slightly. It opened his eyes, made them look bigger, more doe-like.

Then came the wig.

It was a custom lace-front masterpiece of honey-blonde waves that cascaded down his back. The hair was real—human hair, Marcus explained, sourced from Russia and ethically questionable. It was heavy, hot, and smelled of expensive synthetic fibers and hairspray.

The stylist glued the lace front to his forehead, blending it seamlessly with his skin. She plucked at the hairline, removing individual strands to make it look more natural. She curled sections, teased the crown, sprayed it until it was bulletproof.

"Don't touch it," she warned. "If you mess up the lace front, we have to start over."

The makeup artist worked with surgical precision next. She was Korean, tiny, with hands that moved like hummingbirds. She didn't speak, just worked.

Heavy contouring to slim the nose. Dark bronzer in the hollows of his cheeks—his already-enhanced cheeks—to make them look even more dramatic. Highlighter on the high points: cheekbones, brow bone, the tip of his nose, his cupid's bow.

False lashes that felt like weights on his eyelids. Not just one pair—three pairs, layered and fanned, until his lashes were so long they brushed his eyebrows when he blinked.

Overlined lips in a deep crimson that matched the swollen pout Dr. Aris had created. The lipstick was matte, heavy, and tasted like chemicals.

"Eyes open," the makeup artist said, gluing the final lash. "Don't blink for thirty seconds."

Julian stared straight ahead, his eyes watering. The lashes were so heavy he could barely keep his eyes open. He looked like a drag queen. He looked like a porn star.

He looked like Julia Cross.

"Done," the makeup artist said, stepping back to admire her work.

Marcus walked over. He studied Julian's face from multiple angles, his eyes critical. "Good. Very good. Now, get the costume."

Another assistant appeared with a garment bag. She unzipped it with a dramatic flourish.

It was the "Supernova" opening look. A Swarovski crystal bodysuit, sheer in places, strategically opaque in others. It was covered in thousands of crystals that caught the light and threw rainbows across the room. It was designed to show skin—skin that Julian had just acquired through wax and silicone and a complete erosure of his masculinity.

Elena helped him step into it. It slid over the silicone bodysuit seamlessly, like it had been made for this exact purpose. It was tight, compressing everything into a solid, shining unit. The crystals were heavy, pulling the fabric taut against his new curves.

The suit was cut high on the legs, showing off the thigh-high boots. It was cut low in the front, showing off the silicone cleavage. It was essentially a very expensive, very sparkly bathing suit that left nothing to the imagination.

"Look," Marcus said, pointing to the mirror.

Julian stood up slowly, the corset forcing him to arch his back, the heels making his legs look miles long. He turned to the glass, and his breath caught.

He stopped breathing.

He expected to see a man in a dress. He expected to see a caricature, a joke, a Halloween costume.

But the creature in the mirror was... perfection.

The silicone suit gave him luscious curves that looked terrifyingly real under the crystals. The breasts had natural movement, swaying slightly as he turned. The corset gave him a waist that defied anatomy, a dramatic nip that made him look like a pinup illustration.

The wig softened his face, framing the pumped-up lips and the huge, dark eyes. The waxing left his skin gleaming like polished marble under the studio lights. The legs went on forever, smooth and perfect in the thigh-high boots.

He didn't look like Julian. He didn't even look like Julia.

He looked like Julia 2.0. An idealized, hyper-feminine version of the woman his sister used to be before the drugs and the stress and the industry ground her down.

He looked like a fantasy made flesh.

He raised a hand to his throat, touching the smooth skin. The crystals on his arm caught the light, throwing sparkles across the room. He turned to the side, watching the way his new hips swayed, the way his ass—padded and lifted by the silicone suit—filled out the costume like it was painted on.

A strange, hot flush went through him. It wasn't just fear. It wasn't just shock.

It was a spike of dopamine. Pure, chemical attraction.

He looked at his reflection and felt a bizarre, narcissistic pull. She was beautiful. And she was him.

"Well?" Marcus asked, watching Julian's reaction closely. He was smiling, that predatory smile that meant he'd won.

Julian turned to face him. He tossed the blonde hair over his shoulder, a gesture he hadn't planned, something that just... happened. Muscle memory from watching Julia do it a thousand times.

He parted his swollen, red lips. The lipstick felt heavy, foreign.

"It fits," Julian said.

His voice sounded different. The corset restricted his diaphragm, forcing his voice higher, breathier. He couldn't get enough air to speak from his chest, so the sound came from his throat, soft and feminine.

He sounded like her.

Marcus smiled wider, a shark smelling blood in the water.

"Welcome back, Julia."


Chapter 4: Rehearsal Hell.

The dance studio was a cavern of glass and polished wood, smelling of rosin and old sweat—the kind of smell that spoke of thousands of hours of physical suffering in pursuit of artistic perfection. One entire wall was a mirror, mercilessly reflecting every flaw, every hesitation, and every misplaced limb. The fluorescent lights above were unforgiving, washing out any attempt at flattering shadows. This wasn't a place for vanity. This was a place where illusions came to die or be perfected.

Julian stood in the center of the floor, gasping for air.

Each breath was a struggle, a conscious effort to pull oxygen into the top third of his lungs. The corset wouldn't allow anything deeper. His body was screaming at him—feet burning, calves cramping, back aching from being forced into an unnatural arch for the last three hours.

He was no longer wearing the crystal bodysuit from last night. That was for show, for the stage, for the fantasy. Now, he was dressed in the "training uniform": a high-cut black leotard worn over the silicone body suit, the kind of high-cut that would make a Brazilian bikini look modest. It rode up into the padded hips of the suit, creating an almost obscene leg line. Over that, opaque dance tights that shimmered under the fluorescent lights, the kind that cost sixty dollars a pair and ripped if you looked at them wrong.

And, of course, the corset. Always the corset.

It was laced so tight today that Julian felt his pulse thumping in his stomach, could actually see the heartbeat rippling through the fabric. Elena had taken sadistic pleasure in lacing it this morning, her knee wedged in his back, pulling until Julian's vision had gone spotty.

"Tighter every day," she'd said cheerfully. "By Tokyo, we get you to twenty inches. Then you really look like woman."

Julian was pretty sure twenty inches would kill him. But he'd signed the contract. He was an asset now. Assets didn't get to complain about being compressed to death.

And, of course, the boots. The six-inch patent leather prisons that Marcus insisted he wear "until they fuse to your feet."

Julian had slept in them last night. Or tried to. He'd lain in bed, feet throbbing, unable to find a comfortable position, the tape around his toes and ankles preventing any relief. He'd finally dozed off around four a.m., only to be woken at seven by Elena with a protein shake and a reminder that "Julia Cross doesn't need beauty sleep. She is already beautiful."

"Stop," a voice cracked like a whip across the room.

Raoul, the tour's lead choreographer, marched out from the corner where he'd been watching with the intensity of a predator sizing up wounded prey. He was a compact man made of muscle and spite, wearing a mesh tank top that showed off a torso Julian envied—lean, defined, the kind of body that came from a lifetime of dance and probably cocaine. His hair was slicked back in a tight bun, and his eyes were lined with kohl, giving him a permanently aggressive expression.

Raoul knew the secret. He had to. You couldn't teach a man to move like a woman without acknowledging the anatomy you were fighting against. But he never acknowledged it directly. He just worked around it, corrected it, erased it through sheer force of will and repetition.

"You are walking like a truck driver," Raoul spat, circling Julian like a shark. His accent was French, but not Parisian—something rougher, from the south. "You are heavy. You are stomping. Clomp, clomp, clomp. Like elephant. It is disgusting."

Julian wiped sweat from his forehead, careful not to disturb the lace-front of the wig that was glued to his temples with industrial-strength adhesive. The wig was hot, itchy, and added another pound to his head that his neck muscles were not prepared to support. "My feet are killing me, Raoul. My center of gravity is completely off because of the..." He gestured vaguely to the silicone breasts attached to his chest. Each one weighed about a pound, pulling him forward, throwing off the balance he'd spent twenty-five years developing.

"I do not care about your feet," Raoul said, grabbing Julian's shoulders and spinning him to face the mirror. His hands were strong, callused from years of gripping dancers and forcing them into position. "Look at yourself. What do you see?"

Julian looked. He saw the curves—the dramatic hourglass created by the corset and the silicone suit. He saw the blonde hair—honey-blonde waves that caught the light. He saw the pouty lips—still slightly swollen from the injections, painted in a nude pink that matched Julia's signature look. "I see her."

"No," Raoul corrected, standing behind him, his hands gripping Julian's waist—specifically, the steel-boned indentation of the corset. His fingers dug in, finding the rigid structure beneath the fabric. "You see a boy in a dress. Because you are holding yourself like a boy. Your shoulders are hunched forward, protective. Your pelvis is tucked under like you are protecting your balls. Like you are afraid someone will punch you in the groin."

Julian flinched at the crude language. But Raoul wasn't wrong. He could feel it—the instinctive male posture, the protective stance.

"You don't have balls right now," Raoul whispered in his ear, his breath hot against Julian's neck. His voice was harsh, almost cruel. "They are taped inside your gut, hidden, gone. Forget them. You need to open up. Present yourself. You are not protecting anything. You are offering everything."

Raoul kneeled down. He grabbed Julian's right calf, his grip bruising, fingers digging into the muscle. "The walk starts here. You are stepping flat, heel-toe like a man. You must step on the ball of the foot first. Engage the calf." He slapped the back of Julian's leg hard enough to leave a red mark. "Tighten it! The calf should be flexed at all times. The heel should never touch the ground heavily. It is a stiletto, not a work boot. You are on your toes, always. Like a ballerina. Like prey ready to run."

He stood up and jammed his knee into the small of Julian's back, forcing the arch deeper. "Arch. More. More!"

Julian groaned as his spine was forced into a deep curve that bordered on painful. His lower back muscles were screaming. "It hurts."

"It's supposed to hurt!" Raoul barked. "Tits out, ass out. You are presenting yourself, Julian. You are a product on a shelf. Make them want to buy you. Make them want to fuck you. That is your job now."

The crudeness should have bothered Julian. A week ago, it would have. But now, exhausted and compressed and transformed, he just nodded. Raoul was right. That was exactly what Julia did on stage. She sold sex. She sold the fantasy. And now Julian had to do the same.

Raoul stepped back and clapped his hands sharply. "From the top. The chorus strut for 'Toxic Love.' Five, six, seven, eight!"

The speakers blasted the opening beat—a pulsing, aggressive rhythm that was designed to be heard in stadiums.

Julian moved. Or he tried to.

Step, cross, step, pivot.

His body remembered the choreography from watching Julia rehearse it a hundred times. But remembering and executing were two different things.

"Snap the hip!" Raoul screamed over the music, his voice cutting through the bass. "Don't just turn! Throw the hip! Break it! Make it violent!"

Julian tried to exaggerate the movement. The silicone hip pads felt heavy, like saddlebags, throwing off his balance. But they also gave him momentum. He threw his right hip out hard, using the rigidity of the corset as a fulcrum, and felt the sharp snap of the movement.

Snap.

He caught his reflection. The movement looked... good. Better than good. The padding exaggerated the sway, creating a pendulum effect that was hypnotic. His hips swung in a wide arc that no biological male could achieve without the silicone assist.

"Better!" Raoul yelled, pacing alongside him like a coach running drills. "Now the hands! Why are your hands in fists? Are you going to punch the audience? Are you Mike Tyson? Soft! Soft fingers! Delicate! You are made of silk, not steel!"

Julian uncurled his hands, forcing his fingers to relax. He tried to mimic the way Julia used to move—delicate, fluttering gestures that looked accidental but were precisely choreographed. He trailed a hand down his own torso, over the fake breasts, feeling the silicone give slightly under the pressure, down to the curve of the hip.

The gesture felt absurd. He was literally caressing himself in front of two men.

"Yes! Touch yourself!" Raoul encouraged, actually clapping. "Make love to the camera. You are the most beautiful thing in the room. You know it. You love it. Sell it to me! Seduce me!"

Julian kept moving, step-cross-step, his hips swinging, his hand trailing over his body. He reached the end of the room and did the pivot turn—a one-eighty on the ball of his foot that required perfect balance.

His heel caught on a seam in the floorboard. He wobbled, arms flailing to catch his balance.

"Stop!" Raoul cut the music with a slash of his hand.

Silence crashed back into the room like a physical force. Julian bent over, hands on his knees, wheezing. The corset made deep breathing impossible; he had to pant like a dog, shallow and fast, his mouth open.

"The turn was sloppy," Raoul said, walking over and poking Julian's stomach with one finger. "Engage the core. Use the corset. It is there to hold you, to make you stable. If you wobble, the illusion breaks. If the illusion breaks, the audience sees a freak show. A man in a wig. And then we are all fucked."

Marcus spoke up from the corner, where he had been watching silently, typing on his phone. Probably emailing investors. Probably lying to them about Julia's location. "It's not just the move, Raoul. It's the voice. He's grunting when he moves. I can hear it from here."

Julian straightened up, wincing as his lower back protested. Every muscle in his body was staging a revolt. "I can't help it. I'm out of breath. The corset is crushing my lungs."

"Julia doesn't grunt," Marcus said, walking onto the floor. His shoes clicked on the wood—expensive Italian loafers that cost more than a month's rent. "She sighs. She gasps. Even when she's exerting herself, it sounds sexual, not athletic. Every sound she makes sells the fantasy. Your grunting breaks it."

He stood in front of Julian, studying him. "Say the line. The intro to the song. 'Are you ready, Tokyo?'"

Julian swallowed. His throat was dry, scratchy. He needed water. He pitched his voice up, finding that sweet spot in his head voice that he'd spent years developing. "Are you ready, Tokyo?"

"Too deep," Marcus shook his head. "You sound like a drag queen doing karaoke. Higher. Lighter. Put some air in it. Make it breathless. Make it sound like you just got fucked and you're ready for round two."

Julian felt his face flush. The crudeness was constant now. No one treated him like a person anymore. He was a project. A product.

"Are you ready, Tokyo?" Julian tried again, adding a breathy quality, pushing the sound through his nose slightly to make it more nasal, more feminine.

"Better," Marcus allowed, nodding. "Now do it while you're dancing. The audience needs to believe you're effortless. That this is easy for you. That you're having fun. Raoul, run the breakdown."

Raoul smirked. It was not a kind expression. "The floor routine. Good luck, princess."

Princess. Great. Julian had graduated from insults to pet names.

The music started—a heavy, grinding bass beat that you felt in your chest. This was the section where Julia usually writhed on the floor, surrounded by male dancers who lifted her, spun her, touched her. In Tokyo, there would be six dancers. Here, it was just Julian and the unforgiving hardwood.

"Down!" Raoul barked.

Julian dropped to his knees. The impact jarred him, sent shockwaves up his thighs even with the knee pads Elena had forced him to wear. "You will be on your knees a lot," she'd said. "Better to protect them."

"Arch back! Head on the floor! Pelvis to the ceiling!"

Julian threw his head back, letting the wig tumble around his face, the synthetic hair blinding him. He thrust his hips upward, creating a bridge position. The gaff—the tight, reinforced underwear holding his tuck—pulled painfully tight against his skin, the tape digging into his flesh. He felt a flash of panic that the tape might give way, that the smoothness Elena had created would be ruined by a slip, by biology asserting itself at the worst possible moment.

"Hold it!" Raoul circled him like a referee. "Look at the camera. Part the lips. Make them want you."

Julian stared into the mirror from the floor, his vision upside down. He saw the curve of his throat, stretched and vulnerable. The thrust of the silicone breasts, gravity pulling them toward his face. The extreme arch of his waist, the corset creating a dramatic curve. His legs, spread slightly, the high-cut leotard creating an illusion of endless limbs.

He looked helpless. He looked inviting. He looked like every male fantasy made flesh.

"Now crawl," Raoul ordered. "Like a cat. Stalk the prey. Make love to the floor."

Julian dragged himself forward on his hands and knees. The corset forced his ass into the air with every movement. The arch of his back was exaggerated, pornographic. He felt ridiculous. He felt degraded. He was a grown man crawling on the floor while another man yelled at him to stick his ass out and make it sexy.

But then he saw Raoul's reflection in the mirror.

Raoul wasn't looking at him with disgust anymore. The choreographer's eyes were tracking the movement of Julian's hips with a focused, hungry intensity. His mouth was slightly open. His breathing had changed.

And Marcus... Marcus was nodding slowly, his phone forgotten in his hand.

A strange jolt went through Julian. It wasn't just the adrenaline. It wasn't just the fear.

It was power.

By submitting to the choreography, by becoming this hyper-sexualized object, he had captured their attention completely. These two men—powerful, wealthy, in control of everything—were watching him with desire. Or something close to it.

He was in control by giving up control.

The realization was dizzying.

"Sing it!" Marcus yelled, breaking the spell.

Julian pushed up onto one arm, tossing the hair out of his face with a snap of his neck that sent a spray of sweat flying. The droplets caught the light, glittering. He looked straight into the mirror, locking eyes with his feminine reflection—the woman he'd become, the illusion that was consuming him.

"Are you ready, Tokyo?" he cried out.

The voice was perfect. High, breathless, desperate, and dripping with manufactured lust. It didn't sound like Julian pretending. It didn't sound like a man doing a falsetto.

It sounded like Her.

Raoul cut the music.

The silence was deafening. Julian could hear his own heartbeat, could hear the rasp of his breathing.

"Okay," Raoul said slowly, breathing heavily himself. His chest was rising and falling. "Okay. That... that worked."

Julian collapsed onto the floor, rolling onto his side to relieve the pressure on his ribs. He was trembling. His feet felt like they were on fire, the blisters from yesterday reopened and bleeding into the tape. His groin ached from the tuck, from the constant pressure of the gaff. His ego was bruised from being treated like a sex toy.

But as he lay there, catching his breath, he ran a hand over the smooth, nylon-covered curve of his hip. The padding felt real. The curve felt good.

"Get up," Marcus said, tossing him a water bottle. It landed next to Julian's head with a thunk. "Five minute break. Then we do the costume change drills. You need to get that corset off and back on in ninety seconds. The quick-change booth backstage in Tokyo is the size of a coffin. You'll have two assistants, but they're not miracle workers."

Julian took the water, his hands shaking. He unscrewed the cap and drank greedily, not caring that water was running down his chin, ruining his makeup. "I nailed the floor section though, didn't I?"

It was pathetic, this need for approval. But he wanted to hear it. Wanted Marcus to acknowledge that he'd done it right.

Marcus looked down at him. For the first time since this nightmare began, there was a glimmer of something in his eyes. Respect? Or perhaps, ownership. The way a man looks at a racehorse he's trained.

"You looked good," Marcus admitted. "You looked like a slut. Which is exactly what we need."

The word should have stung. A week ago, Julian would have been offended, would have argued.

But now, lying on the floor in a corset and a wig and silicone breasts, he just smiled.

Julian took another drink, hiding the small, confused smile that tugged at the corner of his injected lips. The lips were still swollen, still tender, but they were starting to feel normal. Like they'd always been this big.

He was a slut. He was their doll. He was Julia Cross.

And God help him, he wanted to do it again.


Chapter 5: Tokyo Opening Night.

The backstage area of the Tokyo Dome was not a place of glamour; it was a war zone of organized panic. Cables snaked across the concrete floor like black vipers, dodging flight cases the size of small cars. The air was thick with the smells of ozone, hairspray, and the nervous sweat of three hundred crew members running on caffeine and pure adrenaline. Somewhere in the distance, someone was screaming in Japanese. Someone else was screaming in English. A forklift beeped. A guitar tech swore creatively.

Julian stood in the "Quick Change" tent—a black drape cubicle just stage left that was barely big enough to turn around in. He was naked save for the silicone bodysuit that had become his second skin over the last three days. Three days of hell. Three days of rehearsal, adjustment, panic, and transformation.

The suit felt different now. Less foreign. It had molded to his body heat, had started to feel like it was part of him rather than something worn. The breasts moved when he moved. The hips swayed when he walked. He'd started to forget what his real body felt like underneath.

"Arms up," Elena barked. She was sweating, a rare sight. Elena never sweated. Elena was a machine. But tonight, even she looked nervous. "We are T-minus eight minutes."

Julian obeyed, lifting his smooth, hairless arms above his head. He was shaking. A fine tremor vibrated through his fingertips, making his hands look like they were vibrating. His whole body felt electric, wired, like he'd been plugged into a live socket.

"I can't breathe," he whispered. His voice was tight, high-pitched. "Elena, the corset... it feels tighter today."

"It is the same," she lied smoothly, checking the laces at his back. She was lying. Julian knew she was lying. She'd taken it in another half-inch this morning, muttering something in Russian about "final adjustments." "You are just hyperventilating. Stop it. Shallow breaths. Like a bird. Pant. Don't gulp."

"The tuck," Julian gasped, his hands going instinctively to his groin. "Check the tuck. I feel... I feel like it's slipping."

This was the terror that had kept him awake for forty-eight hours straight. Not the choreography. Not the singing. Not even the fifty-five thousand people.

The fear that in front of fifty-five thousand people, the medical tape would fail, the gaff would shift, and the illusion of the female pop star would be shattered by the undeniable outline of male anatomy pressing against crystal mesh.

He'd had nightmares about it. Literal nightmares where he was on stage and felt everything come loose, felt gravity and biology reassert themselves, felt the crowd's screams turn from adoration to horror.

"Bend over," Elena commanded. There was no room for dignity here. There never had been.

Julian gripped the back of a folding chair, bent at the waist, and spread his legs slightly. The position was humiliating. Vulnerable. But he was past caring.

Elena reached under him. Her hands were clad in latex gloves, efficient and clinical. She pressed firmly against his groin, checking the chaotic architecture of tape and flesh that had forced his genitals back inside him, tucked up into the inguinal canals where they'd originally descended from during puberty.

It had taken Elena twenty minutes to do the tuck this morning. Twenty minutes of manipulation, tape, and pain. His testicles were pushed back into the body cavity. His manhood was taped flat against his perineum. The whole area was then covered with a dance belt—basically a heavy-duty jockstrap—and then the gaff, and then the silicone suit.

The result was a completely smooth front. Anatomically female. No bulge. No texture. Nothing.

"It is rock solid," Elena announced, giving his crotch one final pat. She smoothed the heavy-duty dance gaff—a pair of terrifyingly tight panties made of compression material that looked like it could stop a bullet—over the area. "You are flat as a Barbie doll, Julian. Nothing moves. You could get hit by a truck and you would still look like a girl."

"That's comforting," Julian muttered. "Really paints a picture."

She spun him around, ignoring his sarcasm. "Now, the suit."

The "Supernova" bodysuit was hanging on a rack, glittering even in the dim backstage light. It was a masterpiece of engineering—thousands of Swarovski crystals hand-sewn onto a mesh so fine it was invisible from three feet away. The whole thing probably weighed fifteen pounds, all of it in tiny, sharp crystals that caught every light.

As Elena pulled it up his legs, the cold crystals grazed his skin, sending goosebumps racing up his thighs. It slid over the silicone hips with practiced ease—they'd done this a dozen times in rehearsal—compressed the waist further with internal boning, and snapped at the back of the neck with three hook-and-eye closures.

Elena tugged it into place, adjusting the bust, making sure the silicone breasts sat properly in the built-in cups. She yanked the fabric tight across his ass, smoothing out any wrinkles.

"Boots," she said, pointing.

The boots were waiting on the chair. Six-inch patent leather monsters that he'd lived in for three days straight. His feet had gone through stages of grief about the boots. Denial. Anger. Bargaining. Depression. And finally, a kind of numb acceptance.

He sat, wincing as he jammed his taped, blistered toes into the narrow toe box. His feet were wrapped in so much athletic tape he could barely feel them anymore, which was probably a blessing. The zippers hissed shut, locking his ankles into a permanent plantar flexion—en pointe, basically, like a ballet dancer frozen mid-leap.

"Wig check," the stylist rushed in, a tiny Japanese woman who moved like a hummingbird. She was carrying a can of freezing hold spray that she deployed with the enthusiasm of someone using a flamethrower.

She sprayed a cloud of it directly at Julian's head. He coughed, his eyes watering, tasting chemicals.

"Don't move!" she commanded, securing the pins into the wig cap, driving them into his scalp with tiny, precise stabs. She pulled the blonde mane so it cascaded over his left shoulder, teased the crown, checked the lace front for any lifting.

"Perfect," she declared. "You are perfect."

"Five minutes!" a stage manager screamed in Japanese, then English, running past the tent. "Ms. Cross to the lift! Ms. Cross to the lift!"

The words sent a spike of adrenaline through Julian's system. Ms. Cross. That was him. He was Ms. Cross now.

Elena grabbed Julian's shoulders, her fingers digging in hard enough to bruise. She looked him in the eye, her face inches from his.

"Listen to me," she hissed. "You are not Julian right now. Julian is a scared little boy. Julian stays in this tent. Out there?" She jerked her head toward the stage. "Out there, you are a bitch. You are a queen. You own them. Every single one of them belongs to you. Do you understand?"

Julian nodded, the movement stiff due to the wig and the weight of the crystals and the corset holding his spine rigid. "I understand."

"Say it."

"I'm a queen."

"Louder."

"I'm a queen," Julian said, his voice stronger now, pitched up into his performance register.

"Good." Elena shoved him toward the exit. "Go. And don't fuck this up. We all go to jail if you fuck this up."

"No pressure," Julian muttered.

He walked. The boots went clack-clack-clack on the plywood ramp leading under the massive stage. The sound echoed in the darkness, mixing with the muffled roar of the crowd above. The darkness was total, broken only by the blue glow of safety lights and the occasional flash of a crew member's headlamp.

He had to duck his head to avoid steel beams and lighting rigs. The superstructure of the stage was a maze of metal and cables, a hidden skeleton that held up the illusion.

He reached the hydraulic lift—a small square of metal grid that would shoot him twenty feet into the air in exactly ninety seconds. The lift was small, maybe four feet by four feet. Cramped. There was a single red light next to it, currently dark.

Marcus was there, standing like a sentinel. He was wearing a headset, his face illuminated by the blue light of his tablet. He looked at Julian. He didn't smile. He never smiled before a show.

He checked the costume with the eye of a jeweler examining a diamond. He pulled a loose thread from the hip, adjusted the angle of the wig by a millimeter, tugged the bodysuit down to make sure it was sitting properly over the silicone breasts.

"Ear monitors," Marcus said, handing Julian the custom-molded earpieces.

Julian took them with shaking hands and jammed them into his ears, seating them deep in the ear canal. The chaos of the backstage noise—the shouting, the beeping, the mechanical groans—was instantly replaced by the dead silence of the isolated audio feed.

Then came the click-track. Click. Click. Click.

The metronome of his life for the next ninety minutes.

"Remember," Marcus said, leaning in close, his voice cutting through the isolation of the monitors. "They don't want to hear you sing. They want to watch you be her. Don't trip. Don't break the line. And for God's sake, keep your knees together when you squat. The last thing we need is a crotch shot trending on Twitter."

"Marcus," Julian said, his voice trembling despite the performance training. "I think I'm going to throw up."

"Swallow it," Marcus said flatly. "You ruin that crystal mesh with vomit, and I'll kill you. I'll actually kill you. That suit costs forty thousand dollars."

"Jesus Christ."

"Jesus isn't here. It's just you and me and fifty-five thousand people who paid two hundred dollars a ticket." Marcus stepped back. He gave a thumbs up to the lift operator—a burly man in a black t-shirt who'd probably lifted cars for fun.

"Good luck, Julia."

Julia. Not Julian. Julia.

The house lights in the Tokyo Dome went black.

A roar.

It wasn't a sound; it was a physical impact. Fifty-five thousand people screamed at once. The sound vibrated through the steel grid of the lift, traveling up through Julian's heels, into his shins, rattling his teeth. It was a primal, terrifying sound. The sound of a mob. The sound of worship. The sound of hunger.

Julian's heart was hammering so hard he thought it might break through the corset.

THOOM-THOOM-THOOM.

The bass of the intro track kicked in. It was so loud it re-arranged Julian's heartbeat, syncing it to the beat. The subwoofers were powerful enough to move air, to create pressure waves. Julian felt them in his chest, in his stomach, in his bones.

The lift jerked beneath his feet.

"Here we go!" the operator yelled, his voice barely audible over the music.

Julian shot upward.

The sensation was stomach-dropping, like a roller coaster in reverse. The darkness fell away. Light appeared—first a crack, then a flood.

He burst through the stage floor into a world of blinding white light.

Spotlights—twenty of them, maybe more—hit him simultaneously. The heat was instantaneous, like standing in front of an open oven. He couldn't see the audience; he could only see a wall of white. But he could feel them. He could feel the hunger of fifty-five thousand pairs of eyes locking onto his body, consuming him, devouring every inch of his transformed form.

The music exploded into the opening riff—a synth-heavy assault that the sound system turned into a physical force.

Julian froze. His mind went blank. I'm a man, he thought wildly. I'm a fraud. I'm going to fall. I'm going to trip. The tuck is going to fail. They're going to know.

The panic was total, overwhelming, paralyzing.

Then, the click track in his ear gave the cue. Four. Three. Two. One.

Muscle memory, drilled into him by Raoul's cane and Marcus's insults and three days of hell, hijacked his nervous system.

Julian didn't think; his body just moved.

He threw his right hip out, snapping the joint so hard the crystals on his suit flashed like diamonds, catching the spotlights and throwing them back at the audience in a thousand directions. He threw his head back, the blonde hair whipping in a perfect arc, exactly the way he'd practiced. He raised the microphone to his painted, swollen lips.

"Touch the fire, burn the skin..."

The voice that came out wasn't the scared boy's voice. It was the Studio Voice. The voice he'd perfected over years of ghost work. Amplified by the massive sound system, enhanced by the acoustics of the Dome, it sounded godlike. Otherworldly.

The crowd screamed louder. They bought it. They bought the lie.

Julian strutted down the catwalk that extended into the audience, his hips swinging automatically, the heels clicking in perfect time with the beat. The heels, which had been torture in the studio, now felt like extensions of his legs. Natural. Powerful.

The corset, which had been a vice, now felt like armor. It held him upright, projecting his chest forward, forcing his ass out, creating the silhouette that the lights were designed to worship.

He reached the end of the runway, surrounded by the pit of fans who'd paid extra to be close. He could see their faces now, no longer just a blur of white light.

Girls crying, their makeup running, their mouths open in screams of joy.

Men staring with slack-jawed lust, their eyes tracking every movement, every curve.

He looked at one man in particular—a businessman in an expensive suit, holding a pink glow stick that looked ridiculous in his manicured hand. The man was staring at Julian's legs, at the smooth, waxed curve of his thigh where the bodysuit ended, at the dangerous arch of his heel.

The man looked at him with pure, unadulterated desire. Hunger. Want.

And he had no idea he was looking at a boy.

A jolt of electricity shot through Julian's spine. It was better than drugs. It was better than sex. It was better than anything he'd ever felt in his entire life.

It was absolute power.

You want me, Julian thought, staring back at the businessman. You want this body. You want to touch me. You want to fuck me. And you have no idea what I really am.

He winked at the businessman. Pursed his swollen lips. Blew a kiss.

He saw the man stumble back, overwhelmed, like he'd been hit with a physical force.

Oh my God, Julian thought, the panic evaporating completely, replaced by a dark, intoxicating heat. I can do anything to them.

He spun around, working the stage the way Raoul had taught him. He dropped into the squat, knees wide but not too wide—never too wide, always conscious of the camera angles—grinding his hips to the beat just like they'd drilled.

He felt the tightness of the tuck, the pressure of the gaff against his sensitive skin, the tape pulling. But instead of shame, instead of fear, it fueled him. It was his secret. His dirty, beautiful secret.

He was fooling them all. He was trapping them in an illusion. He was making them want something that didn't exist.

He ran his hand up his own body, tracing the silicone breast, feeling the weight of it, the curve of it. Down to the corseted waist, so impossibly small. Over the hip, exaggerated by the padding.

He treated his own body like an object of desire, and the crowd mirrored him, screaming their approval, their hands reaching up toward him like supplicants to a god.

By the time the final chorus hit, Julian Cross was dead.

The creature on stage was sweating, panting, and radiating sex. She hit the final high note—a sustained C that she held while the pyrotechnics exploded behind her, sending columns of flame twenty feet into the air.

The heat washed over her back. The crowd screamed so loud it hurt.

She struck the final pose—back arched to the point of pain, one hand on her hip, the other pointing to the sky, her face tilted up toward the lights like she was receiving a benediction.

The lights cut out.

Darkness. Total and absolute.

In the darkness, amidst the deafening applause that shook the Dome's foundation, Julian stood panting, his chest heaving against the steel bones of the corset. Each breath was shallow, rapid. He was dizzy. Exhausted. In pain.

His feet were screaming. His groin ached. His ribs felt bruised from the corset.

But as the lift began to lower him back into the underworld beneath the stage, back into the darkness, he realized one terrifying thing.

He didn't want the lights to turn off. He didn't want to take the wig off. He didn't want to peel off the silicone skin and become Julian again.

He wanted to go back up.

He wanted to stay her.


Chapter 6: The Boy Band & The Girl.

The hydraulic lift hit the concrete sub-floor with a metallic clank that reverberated through Julian's bones, the sound echoing in the industrial cavern beneath the stage like a death knell.

The moment the stage lights vanished, the god-like energy that had possessed him evaporated, leaving behind a twenty-year-old boy trembling in a silicone suit. The transformation was instant and brutal. One second he was a deity commanding worship; the next he was just Julian—scared, hurting, and utterly depleted.

Julian crumpled. He didn't faint; his legs simply refused to hold the lie any longer. The muscles in his calves, locked in those six-inch heels for ninety straight minutes, just gave up. He sank to his knees on the metal grid, the impact jarring even through the padding. His breath came in ragged, shallow gasps against the steel boning of the corset, each inhale a struggle, each exhale a wheeze.

"Get him up!" Marcus's voice was a bark in the darkness, cutting through the muffled roar of the crowd still screaming above. "Don't let him sit! The costume will crease! Those crystals are hand-sewn!"

Elena and a wardrobe assistant were on him instantly, materializing from the shadows like stage crew ghosts. They didn't treat him like a star who had just commanded fifty-five thousand people into a religious experience. They treated him like a racehorse that had survived the derby—valuable, but just an animal. They hauled him upright by his armpits, their grips firm and impersonal.

"Water," Julian wheezed, the wig falling into his face, synthetic hair sticking to his sweat-drenched makeup. "My feet... get these boots off. Please. They're on fire."

"No time," Marcus said, checking his watch—that Patek Philippe that cost more than a car. "The sponsors are already at the Roppongi club. We have twenty minutes to get you across town, changed, and holding a glass of champagne like you didn't just sing your lungs out."

"I can't," Julian whispered. Tears were pricking his eyes, hot and humiliating. The adrenaline crash was brutal, like coming down off cocaine—which he imagined, anyway. He'd never actually done cocaine, but Julia had, and she'd described it once. His toes felt like they had been hammered with a mallet. The tuck—that constant, oppressive tightness between his legs—was a dull, throbbing ache that radiated into his stomach, into his lower back, making him want to curl up in a ball.

"You can," Marcus said, grabbing Julian's chin and forcing him to look up. His fingers dug into Julian's jaw, right where the Botox had weakened the muscles. "Because if you don't, the investors pull the plug, and the check for the nursing home bounces. Your mother gets evicted from the memory care unit. Do you want to explain to your father why Mom is sleeping in a Motel 6? Do you understand?"

The threat worked. It always worked. The misery in Julian's eyes hardened into resignation.

"Get me out of this bodysuit," Julian said, his voice finding that breathy, feminine pitch automatically. It was muscle memory now. The voice didn't even feel like a choice anymore.



The dressing room was a whirlwind of activity, a tornado of hands and fabric and hairspray. The "Supernova" crystal suit was peeled off him like the skin of a snake, each crystal catching the fluorescent lights as it was stripped away. The removal revealed the industrial under-layer: the flesh-toned silicone torso, still warm from his body heat; the hip pads that had absorbed gallons of sweat; and the corset that was now damp and clinging, the satin dark with perspiration.

"Do not loosen the laces," Elena warned the assistant who reached for his back, her hand hovering over the knot. "The waist must stay compressed or he will bloat. The dress is fitted to twenty-two inches. If he expands even half an inch, it will not zip."

"I can't feel my organs," Julian muttered.

"You don't need to feel them," Elena said. "You just need them to stay where they are."

Instead of relief, instead of the freedom Julian desperately craved, he was shoved into the "After-Party" look. It was a slip dress made of liquid silver silk, cut on the bias so it draped like mercury over the silicone curves. The fabric was so fine, so delicate, that it showed every line, every texture. The back was dangerously low, dipping to the dimples of his lower back—the kind of dimples women had, the kind enhanced by the corset's arch—exposing the flawless, waxed skin of his spine and shoulders.

No bra. The silicone suit had built-in breasts, and the dress was designed to show them off—the natural sway, the gentle bounce, the nipples that pressed against the silk.

"Sit," Elena commanded, pointing at the chair.

Julian sat, his legs shaking. The boots were unzipped with agonizing slowness. He almost sobbed with relief as the pressure released, but it was short-lived. The air hit his feet and they immediately began throbbing worse, like the blood was rushing back into tissue that had been strangled.

Elena stripped off the sweat-soaked socks, revealing toes that were red and angry, wrapped in medical tape that was stained with blood and fluid. Two of his toenails looked like they might fall off.

"Jesus," the assistant whispered.

"Fresh tape," Elena muttered, ignoring the carnage. She re-wrapped them quickly, her movements practiced and efficient. "And fresh heels. The silver Louboutins."

"They're higher than the boots," Julian protested weakly, looking at the strappy death traps she was pulling from a box.

"They are prettier," Elena countered, like that settled the matter. Like beauty was worth any amount of pain. She forced his battered feet into the delicate, strappy sandals. The arch was severe, pitching him forward onto the balls of his feet at an even more extreme angle. The straps dug into his swollen flesh.

Julian bit back a scream.

A fresh layer of powder was puffed onto his chest to blend the silicone neckline with his real skin. The makeup artist worked quickly, creating a seamless transition. A spritz of shimmer spray made his shoulders and collarbones glow. A touch-up of the red lipstick, reapplying the thick, matte color over his swollen lips.

Marcus stood by the door, scrolling on his phone, probably already writing the press release about the "triumphant Tokyo debut." He looked up, his eyes scanning Julian with the detachment of a quality control inspector.

"Perfect," he said. "You look vulnerable. Fragile. The press eats that up. Let's go."



The VIP section of the club in Roppongi Hills was a sensory assault. Deep house music thumped through the floor, vibrating up through Julian's heels and into his bones. The bass was so heavy it made his chest feel like it was caving in. The air smelled of expensive cologne, ozone, and money—that particular smell of wealth, the kind that came from hundred-dollar bills and designer drugs.

Julian stood in the corner of the roped-off area, clutching a flute of champagne he wasn't allowed to drink. Marcus had been very clear: "Sugar bloats the stomach. Carbonation bloats the stomach. You can hold it. You can pose with it. You cannot drink it."

So he held it, the glass cold against his palm, and tried not to look as terrified as he felt.

He felt like an imposter in a way he hadn't on stage. On stage, he was a character, a role, a performance. The distance between himself and the audience had been literal—fifty feet, plus lights, plus pyrotechnics. Here, among people talking and laughing and drinking, the deception felt fragile. Breakable.

He was five-foot-ten in the heels, towering over most of the Japanese executives who were mingling with the tour crew. But he felt incredibly small. He kept his knees pressed together, hyperconscious of the tuck, conscious of the way the silk dress draped over his fake hips. One wrong move, one slip, and everything would be visible.

"Julia!"

The voice was deep, American, and booming—the kind of voice that cut through club music like a foghorn.

Julian froze. Every muscle in his body locked up. He knew that voice. He'd heard it on the radio a thousand times. Heard it in the hallways backstage when Rogue Wave had toured with Julia two years ago.

He turned slowly, the movement careful, controlled.

Jax Ryker was wading through the crowd like a dreadnought cutting through fishing boats. The frontman of Rogue Wave, the opening act for this tour, was even bigger in person than on the posters. He was six-foot-two of Midwestern corn-fed muscle, all shoulders and jaw. He was wearing a leather jacket over a white t-shirt that strained against his chest, showing off the kind of physique that came from actual physical labor, not just a gym membership. His hair was dark, artfully messy. He had the kind of stubble that looked accidental but probably took twenty minutes to groom.

He was the definition of alpha male. The kind of guy who'd probably bullied kids like Julian in high school.

Panic flared in Julian's chest, hot and immediate. He knows her. He's toured with her before. He's seen her up close. He'll see the Adam's apple. He'll see the hands. He'll see the shoulders.

Jax stopped two feet away, so close Julian could smell him—leather and whiskey and something clean, like expensive soap. He looked Julian up and down, his blue eyes scanning the silver dress, the blonde hair, the exposed shoulders. His gaze lingered on Julian's legs, on the curve of the hips.

"Damn, Jules," Jax said, a lopsided grin splitting his face. He had dimples. Of course he had dimples. "You actually showed up. I lost fifty bucks to the drummer. I thought you'd be back at the hotel throwing phones at assistants."

Julian's throat went dry. His carefully constructed feminine voice abandoned him for a second. He had to speak. He had to be Her. But not the bitchy version Jax seemed to expect. He didn't have the energy for bitchy. He didn't have the energy for anything.

Julian lowered his eyelashes—those heavy, glued-on lashes that weighed down his eyelids—looking at the knot of Jax's t-shirt instead of his face. He took a shallow breath, the corset constricting his diaphragm, making it impossible to get enough air.

"I... I wanted to celebrate," Julian said. His voice was soft, barely a whisper over the music. It wasn't the projected stage voice; it was the voice of someone tired and hurting. Vulnerable. Real.

Jax blinked. The cocky grin faded slightly, replaced by a look of confusion, then something else. Concern?

"Whoa," Jax stepped closer, invading Julian's personal space. He was so big. Julian had to tilt his head back slightly to maintain eye contact. "You okay? You sound... different."

Julian's heart hammered against the silicone breastplate. He knows. He knows. This is it. This is where it all falls apart.

"My throat," Julian improvised, bringing a manicured hand to his neck—carefully positioned to cover the Adam's apple, which was small but still there, still visible if you looked closely enough. "The show... I pushed too hard. I think I strained something."

Jax's expression softened instantly. The bravado vanished, replaced by genuine concern. "Yeah, I heard you from the wings during sound check. You were hitting notes I haven't heard since the first album. You went hard tonight. Like, career-defining hard."

Jax looked around the crowded VIP area—models draped over bankers, executives doing lines in the bathroom, the usual circus. Then he looked back at Julian. He seemed to notice the way Julian was shifting his weight from foot to foot, the subtle tremble in his legs.

"Your feet are killing you, aren't they?" Jax asked.

Julian looked up, surprised. "What?"

"The shoes," Jax gestured to the silver stilettos, which were basically just straps and sharp points. "My sister was a dancer. Ballet, then Broadway. I know the 'I'm trying not to scream' wobble when I see it. You're doing that thing where you're shifting weight every ten seconds."

Julian let out a genuine, nervous laugh. It came out breathy, feminine, tinged with relief that Jax had misread his discomfort. "They're... tight. That's one word for it."

"Come here," Jax said.

Before Julian could protest, Jax reached out. His hand—large, warm, and calloused from guitar strings—settled on the small of Julian's back.

The sensation was electric.

Even through the silk and the corset and the silicone, Julian could feel the heat of the palm. The hand was massive, spanning nearly the entire width of his cinched waist. It was a possessive gesture. A steering gesture. A dominant gesture. The kind of touch that said I'm in charge here.

"There's a booth in the back," Jax said, his voice close to Julian's ear. "Sit down before you fall down. I've seen girls pass out in heels before. Not pretty."

Julian allowed himself to be led, his body moving on autopilot. He felt incredibly delicate next to Jax. The size difference was staggering. Jax was a wall of solid muscle and bone; Julian was a construct of wax, silicone, and tension. Jax's shoulders were probably twice as wide. His hand on Julian's back made Julian feel tiny.

It was a feeling Julian had never experienced before. Not as a man. Men weren't allowed to feel tiny.

But she could. Julia could.

Jax pushed through the crowd, using his broad shoulders to clear a path. "Excuse us, coming through. Watch out."

People moved. The crowd parted like he was Moses and they were the Red Sea. Nobody argued. Nobody questioned. They just moved.

He was protecting her.

Julian felt a strange, warm flutter in his stomach that had nothing to do with the champagne he hadn't drunk. He had spent his whole life being invisible, or being the one who had to move out of the way. To have this alpha male part the crowd for him, treating him like something precious and fragile... it was intoxicating. It was addictive.

They reached a secluded velvet booth in the back, away from the main action. The music was slightly quieter here. The lights were dimmer. More intimate.

Jax gestured for Julian to sit, his hand still on Julian's back, guiding him.

Julian lowered himself carefully, every movement calculated. He kept his knees locked together, smoothing the silk over his thighs. The dress rode up slightly, showing more leg, and he tugged it back down with nervous fingers. He sat upright, the corset preventing him from slouching even if he'd wanted to.

Jax sat next to him—not across, but next to him—close enough that their thighs brushed. Jax's leg was hard and solid, all muscle; Julian's (thanks to the silicone hip pads and the complete lack of hair) felt soft and yielding. The contrast was stark.

"You're quiet tonight," Jax noted, leaning back and draping an arm over the back of the booth. The gesture created a protective cage around Julian. Territorial. "Usually you're tearing Marcus a new asshole by now. Or throwing drinks at photographers. I've seen you do both."

Julian looked at his hands, folded in his lap. The manicure was perfect—long, almond-shaped nails painted in nude pink. They looked nothing like his real hands. "I'm just... tired of the fighting, Jax. I just want to sing."

Jax stared at him. Those blue eyes were searching, scanning Julian's face like he was trying to solve a puzzle. "You know, you're not as much of a nightmare as the tabloids say. Or maybe you just hit your head. Did you hit your head? Should I call a doctor?"

"Maybe I changed," Julian whispered, looking up through his false lashes. The lashes were so long they brushed his eyebrows when he blinked.

Jax held his gaze. The air between them grew heavy, charged. The noise of the club faded into background static. Jax wasn't looking at him like a colleague anymore. He wasn't looking at him like Julia Cross, the difficult pop star.

He was looking at Julian's mouth—the swollen, glossy pout that Dr. Aris had engineered for exactly this purpose.

"Well," Jax said, his voice dropping an octave, going deeper, rougher. "I like this version better. You seem... realer. Softer. Like there's an actual person in there instead of just a PR machine."

He reached out and tucked a loose strand of the blonde wig behind Julian's ear. His knuckles grazed Julian's cheek. The skin there was flawlessly smooth, not a hint of stubble—Elena had waxed his face this morning, even though the hair was sparse. No trace to betray him.

Julian shivered. It was a distinct, physiological reaction to the touch. Goosebumps raced down his arms. He felt small. He felt submissive. He felt... girly.

The realization was terrifying. And thrilling.

"You're cold," Jax noted, frowning slightly.

Without waiting for an answer, Jax shrugged off his leather jacket. It was heavy, smelling of tobacco and expensive leather conditioner and man. He draped it over Julian's shoulders like a blanket.

The jacket engulfed him. It was huge, designed for Jax's frame, and it swallowed Julian whole. It hid the corset, the fake breasts, the silk dress. Inside the jacket, Julian was just a small body in the dark. But to the world, to everyone watching, he was the girl wearing the rock star's coat.

The claiming had begun.

"Better?" Jax asked.

Julian pulled the lapels tight, burying his nose in the collar for a second. The smell was overwhelming—leather and smoke and something masculine that made Julian's head spin. "Yes. Thank you, Jax."

"Don't mention it, Princess," Jax winked.

Princess.

The word hit Julian like a drug. Like a shot of something straight to his veins. He hated himself for how much he liked it. He was a man. He was a fraud. He was lying to this man's face, and if Jax ever found out, he'd probably kill him.

But as he sat there, encased in the leather jacket, with Jax's heavy arm brushing his shoulder and the smell of a man surrounding him, Julian realized something terrifying.

He didn't want to tell the truth. He wanted to see how far this scene could go. He wanted to know what it felt like to be the girl Jax Ryker took home.


Chapter 7: The Paparazzi Date.

"Sit still," the stylist hissed, applying a final layer of adhesive to the nape of Julian's neck. Her fingers were cold, clinical, pressing the lace into his skin with the precision of a surgeon. "If this lace lifts, the whole world sees your hairline. And then we're all fucked."

Julian sat rigid in the hotel suite's vanity chair, his spine straight despite the absence of the corset—a rare luxury that would end the moment he put on the dress. The "day off" in Tokyo hadn't been a day off. It had been six hours of maintenance: a touch-up wax on his upper lip that had made his eyes water; a lymphatic drainage massage to reduce the swelling from the corset that had felt like someone was squeezing a tube of toothpaste; and now, two hours of prep for a dinner that was technically a business meeting but felt like something else entirely.

His face in the mirror was starting to look normal to him. The swollen lips. The high cheekbones enhanced by filler. The perfectly arched brows that had been shaped and tinted this morning. It was Julia's face. Not his.

"It's trending," Marcus said from the sofa, not looking up from his tablet. His fingers swiped rapidly across the screen. "#Jux. You and Jax. That's what they're calling you. The photo of you in his jacket went viral. Three million impressions in twelve hours. Engagement is up 400%."

"So I have to date him?" Julian asked, staring at his reflection. His voice came out flat, resigned.

"You have to be seen dating him," Marcus corrected, finally looking up. "There's a difference. The narrative is perfect. The troubled pop princess tamed by the bad boy rocker. Beauty and the Beast, except he's also beautiful. It sells tickets. It sells albums. It sells the fantasy."

"And what does Jax get out of this?" Julian asked.

Marcus smirked. "Access to your audience. Legitimacy. And judging by the way he was looking at you last night, probably a good time. Win-win."

Elena walked in carrying the dress like it was the Holy Grail. It was a weapon of mass destruction in emerald green silk, draped over her arms like liquid.

"Backless," Julian noted, his stomach tightening. He could see from across the room that there was basically no back to speak of.

"Completely," Elena confirmed, laying it out on the bed with reverence. "It plunges to the sacrum. It shows off the spinal trench we created with the contouring and the arch from the corset training. Very sexy. Very vulnerable."

"Very likely to expose me as a fraud," Julian muttered.

"Not if you don't slouch," Elena said sharply. "The posture is everything. You stand like a man, you look like a man in a dress. You stand like her, you are her."

Julian stood up to be fitted. He was wearing only the silicone bodysuit and a pair of nude seamless panties that compressed everything into oblivion. The dress was bias-cut, meaning it had no zippers or buttons; it simply draped over the body like water, clinging to every curve through gravity and friction alone. It relied entirely on his hips—his silicone-padded hips—to stay up.

Elena lifted the dress over his head. The silk whispered against his skin as it slid down, cool and impossibly soft. It settled on his body like it had been sewn onto him.

As it fell into place, Julian felt a distinct sense of exposure. The front was high-necked, almost modest, covering him from collarbone to floor. But the back was entirely open. The fabric scooped down to just above his ass, exposing every inch of his waxed, naked back. He felt the air conditioning on his spine. It highlighted the fact that he had no broad male shoulders, no latissimus dorsi muscle definition, no trap development. He looked frail. Delicate.

Feminine.

"Perfect," Elena breathed, circling him like a predator. "The shoulder blades, they are so delicate. Like wings. And the spine, it curves just right. You look breakable."

"I feel breakable," Julian said.

"Good. Men like that." Elena wasn't being cruel. She was being factual.

"The choker," Elena said, holding up a thick velvet ribbon with a diamond pendant the size of a grape. She fastened it around his neck. It was tight, sitting right over his Adam's apple, pressing against the cartilage.

"It hides the laryngeal prominence," she whispered, adjusting the diamond so it sat centered. "Do not take it off. Not in the restaurant, not in the car, not even if it's uncomfortable. This is your armor."

"And the voice," Marcus added, standing up to inspect the product. He walked a slow circle around Julian, his eyes critical. "You're going to a quiet restaurant. Intimate. No shouting. Keep it breathy. Soft. If you laugh, cover your mouth. Men don't look at the mouth when a woman covers it; they look at the eyes. It's instinctual."

"I know the drill, Marcus," Julian said, smoothing the silk over his hips. The fabric clung to the silicone padding, creating a curve that his actual body could never achieve. He turned to the side, checking his profile in the mirror. The silhouette was undeniable. Hourglass. Classic. "I look... expensive."

"You are expensive," Marcus said cold-bloodedly. "Between the surgery, the suit, the dress, and the PR, you're a quarter-million-dollar investment walking out that door. Jax is picking you up in five minutes. Don't eat the bread. It makes you bloat. Don't drink too much sake. It makes you sloppy. And for God's sake, don't let him touch your back too much. The silicone edge is visible if you know what you're looking for."

"Anything else?" Julian asked sarcastically.

"Yeah," Marcus said, heading for the door. "Have fun. You're supposed to look like you're falling in love. Method acting, Julian. Commit."



The lobby of the Ritz-Carlton was a gauntlet of humiliation disguised as glamour.

As soon as the elevator doors opened, the flashbulbs started. A wall of light and sound that hit Julian like a physical force.

"Julia! Julia! Over here!"

"Give us a smile!"

"Is it true you're dating Jax Ryker?"

Julian stepped out, flanked by two security guards who looked like they bench-pressed refrigerators for fun. But they stepped back, creating a gap, as Jax Ryker approached from the other side of the lobby.

Jax had cleaned up. He was wearing a black suit—Tom Ford, probably—no tie, the top button of his shirt undone to show a hint of chest hair. His dark hair was swept back. His jaw was sharp enough to cut glass. He looked devastatingly masculine, like he'd stepped out of a cologne ad.

"Wow," Jax said, stopping a foot away. He didn't hide his appraisal. His eyes traveled from Julian's face, down the emerald silk that clung to every fake curve, to the silver sandals that added four inches to his height, and back up. Slowly. Deliberately. "You look dangerous, Julia."

Julian lowered his eyes, performing the shy demureness Marcus had drilled into him. Eyelashes down. Small smile. Hands clasped in front. "You don't look so bad yourself, Jax."

"Ready to run the gauntlet?" Jax offered his arm, crooked at the elbow like a gentleman from a different era.

Julian took it. Jax's bicep was hard as a rock under the wool suit, flexing slightly as Julian's hand settled into the crook of his elbow. Julian leaned into him, letting Jax take some of his weight. The heels were already making his feet scream.

They walked toward the revolving doors, and the paparazzi swarmed like locusts.

"Julia! Julia! Over here!"

"Jax! Are you together? Are you official?"

"Look this way! The shoulder! Give us the shoulder!"

"Julia, what are you wearing?"

Julian felt a spike of pure terror. If he tripped on the hem, if the dress slipped down, if the wind from the doors blew the wrong way and exposed the silicone edge...

But Jax pulled him closer. He wrapped a massive arm around Julian's waist, his hand splaying possessively over the silk covering Julian's padded hip. The hand was huge, warm, commanding. He shielded Julian's body with his own, blocking the aggressive photographers who were getting too close.

"Back off, guys," Jax growled, his voice deep and authoritative. Alpha male in full effect. "Give the lady some room. Show some respect."

The lady.

Julian felt a shiver run down his exposed spine. Not from cold. From something else. Something he didn't want to examine too closely.

He let himself be small. He let himself be guided, steered, protected. For the first time in his life, he didn't have to be the man who opened the door or checked the perimeter or made decisions. He just had to slide into the leather seat of the waiting black limousine and look pretty.

Jax climbed in after him, his bulk filling the space. The door closed, sealing them in quiet luxury.

"You okay?" Jax asked, his hand still on Julian's waist.

"I'm fine," Julian breathed. "Just... a lot of cameras."

"You'll get used to it," Jax said. His thumb rubbed a small circle on Julian's hip through the silk. It was an unconscious gesture, soothing, possessive.

Julian's breath caught. That small touch, that casual intimacy, felt more real than anything on stage.



The restaurant was a private room at a high-end sushi place in Ginza. Minimalist design—bamboo, stone, low lighting. Intimate. Romantic.

There was a single table in the center of the room, set for two.

Jax pulled out Julian's chair. The gesture was so old-fashioned, so chivalrous, that Julian almost didn't know how to respond. He sat, crossing his legs at the knee immediately—left over right, ankles together—to maintain the tuck's integrity, smoothing the silk skirt with nervous hands.

"So," Jax said, sitting opposite him. The table was small; their knees almost touched. "No Marcus. No handlers. No cameras. Just us."

Julian took a sip of water from the delicate crystal glass, careful not to smudge his lipstick. "Just us."

"You seem... calmer," Jax observed, pouring sake into a small ceramic cup with steady hands. "I gotta be honest, the last time we toured together, you were kind of a nightmare. Throwing sushi at assistants. Screaming about the lighting. I saw you make a grown man cry over the temperature of your vocal tea."

Julian smiled, a small, practiced curling of the lip. "I was unhappy then. I was trying to be something I wasn't."

It was the truth, spoken inside a lie.

"And now?" Jax asked, leaning forward, his blue eyes intense. Searching.

"Now..." Julian touched the velvet choker at his throat, feeling the hard knot of his Adam's apple beneath it. "Now I feel like I'm finally figuring out who I'm supposed to be."

The words felt true even though they shouldn't. Even though they were insane.

Jax nodded slowly. "I can see it. You're softer. Less... guarded. More vulnerable. I like it. I like you."

The waiter arrived—silent, efficient, in traditional dress. Julian panicked. He hadn't looked at the menu. He couldn't read the Japanese, and he didn't know what he could eat without loosening the corset he wasn't wearing but whose restrictions he'd internalized.

"She'll have the sashimi omakase," Jax ordered for him, without asking. "No rice. Light on the sauce. And another carafe of sake. The good stuff."

Julian blinked. A man ordering for him. In his old life, as Julian, he would have been offended. He would have felt emasculated, infantilized.

But as Julia?

He felt a strange, warm liquid sensation in his stomach. It was relief. It was submission. It was the luxury of surrendering control. Jax had taken charge. Jax was the leader. Julian just had to exist, to be beautiful, to be desired.

"Thank you," Julian whispered.

"You gotta eat," Jax smiled, and the dimples appeared again. "You're wasting away in that dress. I can practically see your ribs."

"I'm not that thin," Julian protested softly.

"You are," Jax said. "But it works on you. You look... ethereal. Like I could break you."

The words should have been alarming. They weren't. They were thrilling.

As the meal went on, the conversation flowed easier than Julian expected. Jax talked about his cars—he collected vintage Mustangs, apparently. His bandmates, who sounded like disasters. His house in the Hollywood Hills with a view of the city.

He didn't ask Julian about business. He didn't ask about album sales or tour dates.

He asked about feelings.

"Do you ever get scared?" Jax asked suddenly, popping a piece of tuna into his mouth. "Up there? Fifty thousand people?"

"Terrified," Julian admitted. The sake was loosening his tongue. "Before I go up... I feel like I'm going to die. Like my heart is going to explode. But then... the lights hit. And I become her."

"Her?"

Julian's heart stopped. Fuck. Fuck.

"The... the persona," Julian corrected quickly, his voice barely a whisper. "The Star. Julia Cross, the brand. It's like putting on armor."

Jax reached across the table. His hand covered Julian's.

Julian froze. Jax's hand was warm, rough-skinned from guitar strings, encompassing Julian's entirely. Julian's nails were long, painted emerald green to match the dress, shaped into perfect ovals. The visual contrast—the large, hairy masculine hand over the slender, manicured feminine one—was striking. Obvious.

"You don't have to be the Star right now," Jax said softly. "Just be the girl. Just be Julia. The real one."

Julian stared at their joined hands. The silence in the room was thick, charged with a tension that Julian hadn't prepared for. This wasn't PR anymore. This wasn't a photo op. Jax wasn't acting for cameras that weren't there.

This was real. Jax thought this was real.

"Jax..." Julian started, his voice trembling.

"You're beautiful, Julia," Jax said, his thumb stroking across Julian's knuckles. "I mean it. I've known you for years, but I've never really seen you until this week. You were always surrounded by chaos, by armor. But now... I see you."

Julian felt a flush rising up his neck, creeping toward his face, hidden partially by the velvet choker. He was blushing. Like a schoolgirl with a crush.

"I'm... I'm complicated," Julian murmured, looking down at their hands.

"I like complicated," Jax squeezed his hand. "Complicated is interesting. Perfect is boring."



The ride back to the hotel was silent, but it wasn't uncomfortable. The alcohol and the emotional overload had left Julian feeling floaty, disconnected from his male reality. He felt like he was watching himself from outside his body.

The limo pulled up to the service entrance to avoid the paparazzi who'd been camped out front for hours.

"I'll walk you up," Jax said.

"You don't have to," Julian said automatically.

"I want to."

They rode the elevator to the penthouse floor in silence. The mirrored walls reflected them from multiple angles: Jax, the tall, broad-shouldered protector in his black suit; Julian, the slender, emerald-clad prize in his backless dress. They looked like a couple. They looked right together.

The elevator dinged. They walked down the hallway, their footsteps muffled by plush carpet.

They stopped at Julian's door.

"Well," Julian said, clutching his clutch bag like a shield. His voice was barely above a whisper. "Thank you for dinner. It was... nice."

"It was better than nice," Jax said. He took a step closer, closing the distance.

Julian backed up instinctively until his spine hit the door. The backless dress meant his bare skin was pressing against the cold wood, the sensation shocking.

Jax placed a hand on the doorframe, just above Julian's head. He boxed him in with his body. He leaned down, using his height advantage.

Julian stopped breathing. The scent of Jax—sandalwood cologne, scotch, and something fundamentally male—filled his nose, his lungs.

He's going to kiss me, Julian thought, panic and desire warring in his chest. And if he kisses me, he'll feel the beard shadow under the makeup. He'll feel the rigidity of the jaw. He'll taste the lie.

But he didn't move away. He couldn't. His body, betrayed by the hormones of the moment and the psychology of the role, wanted it. He wanted to be kissed. He wanted to be claimed. He wanted to know what it felt like to be the object of this man's desire.

Jax lowered his head. His lips hovered inches from Julian's, so close Julian could feel the warmth of his breath.

"You're shaking," Jax whispered.

"I'm cold," Julian lied. His whole body was trembling.

Jax smiled, a slow, predatory thing that made Julian's knees weak. But he didn't kiss Julian's lips.

Instead, he leaned past his face.

His lips brushed Julian's ear, just below the lobe.

"Get some sleep, Princess," Jax whispered, his stubble grazing the sensitive, waxed skin of Julian's neck, just above the choker. The rough texture of his five o'clock shadow against Julian's impossibly smooth skin created a friction that was electric. "I'll see you in Osaka."

The sensation of the rough stubble against his smooth skin sent a jolt of electricity straight through Julian's body, pooling between his legs. It was a tactile reminder of the difference between them. Man and Woman. Hard and Soft. Real and Fake.

Jax pulled back, winked, and walked back to the elevator. He didn't look back.

Julian fumbled with his key card, his hands shaking so violently he could barely get it in the slot. He finally managed, stumbled into the penthouse, and locked the door behind him.

He leaned against it, gasping for air, his chest heaving. Then he slid down until he hit the floor, the silk dress pooling around him like liquid emerald.

He touched his neck where Jax had nuzzled him. The skin was hot, tingling.

He was hard. Painfully hard, trapped beneath the layers of tape and gaff and compression, the pressure almost unbearable.

"Oh god," Julian whispered to the empty room.

He wasn't just playing the part anymore. He wasn't just pretending.

He was enjoying it.


Chapter 8: Wardrobe Malfunction.

London was a furnace. A freak heatwave had hit the city, turning Wembley Arena into a humid, airless box despite the industrial air conditioning units humming at full capacity, their mechanical whine barely audible over the pre-show soundcheck. The temperature backstage had to be pushing ninety degrees, and that was before the stage lights kicked in.

Julian stood in the wings, sweat already pooling at the small of his back, trickling down his spine in rivulets that the silicone suit couldn't absorb.

Tonight's costume was the "Dominatrix" set: a high-cut, blood-red latex bodysuit with a thong back, worn over flesh-toned dance tights that were supposed to create the illusion of bare legs. It was unforgiving. It didn't breathe. Every square inch of the latex trapped heat like a wetsuit designed by sadists. It turned the silicone breastplate and hip pads into a slippery, suffocating cage that felt like being wrapped in hot plastic wrap.

"You're glistening," Elena said, dabbing his forehead with a blotting sheet that came away soaked. "It looks good on camera. Like glazed fruit. Very sexy."

"I feel like I'm boiling in my own skin," Julian snapped. His temper had shortened considerably as the tour progressed. The constant hunger—Marcus had him on twelve hundred calories a day—the sleep deprivation from the corset training and the schedule, and the unrelenting pain of compression were fraying his nerves down to the wire.

Three weeks into the tour. Seventeen shows down. Twenty-three to go.

He was losing weight. The silicone suit was starting to feel loose around the waist. His cheekbones were more prominent. He looked good—too good, in that heroin-chic way that fashion magazines loved and doctors hated.

"Two minutes," the stage manager called, her voice crackling over the walkie.

Julian adjusted the bodysuit, tugging at the high-cut legs. It was tight—tighter than the others, possibly because the heat had caused the latex to contract. It cut high on the hip, exposing the entire length of his waxed, silicone-enhanced legs from hip to toe. The danger zone—the crotch—was covered by a patch of red vinyl no wider than a smartphone, held in place by the structural integrity of the suit and prayer.

"The tape," Julian whispered to Elena, his voice tight. "It feels... gummy. The heat. I can feel it sliding."

The medical tape holding his tuck in place was supposed to be waterproof, sweatproof, apocalypse-proof. But he could feel the adhesive breaking down, turning tacky and loose against his skin.

"It is medical grade, malish," Elena dismissed him, checking his wig line with her usual brisk efficiency. "It holds onto burn victims in shower. It will hold onto you. Stop being baby. Go."

The cue light turned green.

Julian took a breath—as deep as the corset would allow—and strutted out onto the stage.

The roar of London was deeper, more guttural than Tokyo. British crowds were different—louder, drunker, more aggressive. He could smell the beer from here.

He hit the center mark, struck the opening pose—legs apart, hands on hips, head thrown back—and the opening chords blasted through the speakers so loud they rattled his teeth.

This was the high-cardio number. High kicks. Squats. Floor work. Splits.

The choreography Raoul had drilled into him until he could do it in his sleep.

Julian launched into the routine. Step, kick, turn, drop.

The latex squeaked against itself as he moved, the sound picked up by the stage mics and amplified into a rhythmic squeak-squeak that somehow worked with the beat. The heat was instantaneous and brutal. Under the stage lights—each one a thousand-watt halogen bulb—the temperature spiked to over a hundred degrees. Julian felt the sweat streaming down his chest, pooling under the heavy silicone breasts, soaking the flesh-toned tights.

But the real problem was lower.

Midway through the first chorus, he went for a high fan-kick—the signature move, the one that always got screencapped and turned into GIFs.

Slrrrp.

It was a small sensation. A cold, wet slide against his inner thigh. The feeling of adhesive giving way.

Julian froze mid-motion, his leg dropping early, the kick incomplete.

The medical tape. The sweat had compromised the adhesive. The heavy-duty medical tape used to pin his anatomy backward—tucking his testicles up into the inguinal canals and taping his manhood flat against his perineum—was sliding against the damp skin.

Oh fuck. Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck.

He landed the jump, but as he hit the ground, he felt it clearly. The "tuck"—the flat, smooth, Barbie-doll mound that was the cornerstone of the entire illusion—was failing. The tape had slipped at least an inch. The pressure of the gaff was the only thing holding everything in place, and it wasn't designed to work alone. It was a support system, not a primary structure.

If he did the next move—the grand jeté split that was coming up in eight counts—the gaff would shift. The outline of his manhood, currently mashed uncomfortably backward but hidden, would pop forward against the red vinyl like a party favor.

Fifty thousand people. High-definition IMAG screens the size of buildings. Camera crews. The internet.

The end of the tour. The end of his life. Possibly the end of his actual physical life because Marcus might murder him.

Panic flooded his system, cold and electric.

The dancers around him were winding up for the jump, their bodies coiling like springs. The music was building to the signature moment.

Don't jump, a voice screamed in his head. Do not open your legs. Do not split. Do not move.

Julian stopped.

He planted his feet firmly on the ground, knees locked together, legs welded shut.

The dancers launched into the air behind him, a flurry of perfectly synchronized limbs. Julian stood statue-still in the center of the chaos, surrounded by movement, frozen.

He missed the cue. The choreography was broken. Shattered.

The dancers landed, looking at him with wide, confused eyes. What the fuck are you doing? their expressions screamed.

The crowd murmured. The momentum of the song faltered. The energy dipped.

In the control booth, he knew Marcus was screaming into his headset. Somewhere, Raoul was probably having a stroke.

Julian's mind raced. He couldn't leave the stage—that would be worse, that would be admitting defeat. He couldn't dance—not the choreography, not with his legs spread, not without exposing himself.

He looked at the microphone stand—a heavy, chrome vintage-style prop that was purely decorative, not functional.

He grabbed it.

The metal was cold against his latex-covered hands. He ripped it from its mount with a strength he didn't know he had.

Instead of the frenetic, Britney-esque routine they had rehearsed for six hours yesterday, Julian dragged the mic stand to the front of the stage. The metal base scraped loudly against the floor, the sound harsh and aggressive, picked up by every mic in the arena.

SCREEEEEECH.

The crowd went quiet. Confused.

He wrapped one leg around the stand—keeping his thighs crushed together, using the pole as a physical barrier between his legs.

He signaled the drummer with a sharp cut of his hand across his throat, then pointed down. Slow it down.

The drummer—a seasoned session pro who'd played with everyone from Madonna to Metallica—caught the vibe instantly. He dropped the frantic pop beat into a half-time groove, dirty and bluesy, all snare and bass.

The rest of the band followed, confused but professional.

Julian leaned into the mic stand, arching his back so the latex strained over his fake breasts, the red material stretching dangerously thin. He didn't sing the next line the way it was written. He purred it, low and filthy.

"I'm a bad... bad... girl..."

He ran his hands down his body, over the latex. It wasn't choreography. It was damage control disguised as sensuality. He was using his hands to physically check the status of the tuck, masking it as a sensual caress. His fingers pressed against the vinyl patch at his crotch, feeling for the bulge, the shift, the disaster.

He felt it. It was bad. The tape had slipped further. One more inch and he would be exposed. One wrong angle and the cameras would catch everything.

He dropped to his knees, keeping them glued together like his life depended on it—because it did. He crawled forward on the stage, moving toward the mic stand, grinding his hips against the metal. It was filthy. It was raw. It was a strip club move, not a pop concert move.

The crowd went insane.

The screams were deafening. Phones came out. Lights flashed.

They didn't see a malfunction. They didn't see panic. They saw an intimate, unscripted breakdown. They saw Julia getting dirty, getting real, giving them something raw and unrehearsed.

Julian closed his eyes, sweat dripping off his false lashes, running mascara down his cheeks in black streaks. He kept his hips thrust forward into the cold metal of the stand, using it as a shield, as a barrier, as the only thing standing between him and total humiliation.

He sang the rest of the song from his knees, swaying, moaning into the microphone, turning the upbeat anthem into a slow-burn dirge of sex and desperation.

When the final note hit, when the music faded, he didn't stand up to take his bow. He couldn't. Standing would expose the problem. Standing would end everything.

"Lights!" he screamed into the mic, his voice hoarse.

The lighting director—confused, panicked—cut to black.

The arena went dark.

In the safety of the sudden darkness, Julian scrambled to his feet, clutching his crotch with one hand like a kid who needed to pee, and ran. He sprinted off stage left, ignoring the stairs, practically throwing himself into the wings, his heels catching on cables.

Elena was there with a robe. He grabbed it, wrapping it around his waist instantly, his hands shaking so badly he could barely tie the knot.

"The tape failed!" he hissed, his face pale beneath the makeup. "I'm coming out. I can feel it. Get me to the room. Now!"

They ran. The backstage corridor blurred into a tunnel of concrete and fluorescent lights.

Marcus intercepted them at the dressing room door. His face was purple. A vein was throbbing in his temple.

"What the hell was that?" Marcus roared, slamming the door behind them hard enough to rattle the mirror. "You cut the choreography! You changed the arrangement! You turned a family-friendly pop show into a peep show! Do you have any idea how many soccer moms just clutched their pearls?"

"I saved your ass!" Julian screamed back.

The adrenaline was still coursing through him, making his hands shake, making his vision sharp and bright. He ripped the wig off, throwing it onto the sofa where it landed like a dead animal. He tore at the latex suit, fingers scrabbling at the shoulder strap, snapping it with a sharp crack.

"Look!" Julian dropped the robe and pulled the latex down his hips with jerking, panicked motions.

The gaff had rolled. The elastic had twisted. The tape was hanging loose, wet with sweat, the adhesive turned to useless gummy residue. His anatomy was half-exposed, angry and red from the friction and compression, the outline clearly visible against his inner thigh.

"If I had done that split," Julian yelled, pointing at his crotch with a shaking finger, "you would be explaining to the shareholders why Julia Cross has a cock! You'd be explaining it on CNN! On the BBC! On every fucking tabloid from here to Tokyo!"

Marcus stared at the mess. He looked at the failed tape, the twisted gaff, the redness of Julian's skin. He looked at Julian's heaving chest, at the fire in his eyes, at the defiance radiating off him like heat.

For the first time since this nightmare began, Julian wasn't shrinking away. He wasn't apologizing. He wasn't the scared little boy who'd signed the contract.

He was standing half-naked, in six-inch heels, covered in sweat and glue and stage makeup, and he was staring Marcus down like an equal.

"I improvised," Julian snarled, his voice dropping into his natural male register for the first time in weeks. It sounded strange, foreign, too deep. "I felt it go, and I changed the show. The crowd loved it. Did you hear them? They were louder for that than they were for the pyrotechnics. Louder than they've been all tour."

Marcus went quiet. He walked over to the monitor on the wall and turned it on.

The Twitter feed was scrolling so fast it was a blur of caps lock and exclamation points.

OMG JULIA IS ON FIRE.

THAT VERSION OF BAD GIRL WAS EVERYTHING.

SHE IS SO RAW TONIGHT.

I'M CRYING SHE'S SO VULNERABLE.

BEST PERFORMANCE I'VE EVER SEEN.

Marcus looked back at Julian. The anger faded from his face, replaced by that cold, calculating look. The look of a man doing math.

"You're right," Marcus said quietly. "They loved it."

He walked over to the mini-fridge and tossed a bottle of water to Julian. It landed in his hands with a cold, wet slap.

"Elena," Marcus said, not taking his eyes off Julian. "Get the duct tape. Not the medical stuff. The industrial silver tape from the lighting rig. The stuff they use to secure the trusses."

Julian's eyes widened. "That will rip my skin off when I remove it."

"It won't slip," Marcus said, his voice hard again, business-like. "You have three minutes until the ballad section. Fix it. Tape him so tight he could do gymnastics and nothing would move. And Julian?"

Julian paused, water bottle halfway to his mouth.

"Don't ever yell at me again," Marcus said, his voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. "But... good save. That was a star move. That was Julia Cross."

Marcus walked out, the door clicking shut behind him with finality.

Julian sank into the chair, his legs giving out. He looked at his shaking hands. He looked at the roll of industrial silver duct tape Elena was holding like a medieval torture device.

He should be crying. He should be quitting. He should be calling his parents and confessing everything.

But as he looked in the mirror—at the smeared lipstick, the wild eyes, the fierce angle of his jaw, the defiance in his expression—he realized something.

He wasn't scared anymore.

He had faced the worst-case scenario. He had stood on the edge of the cliff with disaster breathing down his neck. And he hadn't fallen. He'd improvised. He'd adapted. He'd won.

He grabbed the duct tape from Elena's hands.

"Do it," Julian said, gritting his teeth, spreading his legs. "Wrap it so tight it never moves again. I don't care if it takes skin. I'm finishing this show."

Elena nodded, a small smile playing at her lips. "Now you are learning, malish."

He was going back out there. And he was going to finish the show.


Chapter 9: The Return of the Queen.

New York City vibrated with a different frequency than Tokyo or London. It was aggressive, loud, and demanding—a constant assault of car horns and construction noise and people yelling into phones. The energy was frantic, caffeinated, borderline manic. And Madison Square Garden sat at its center like a concrete throne, the temple where legends were made or destroyed.

Julian sat in the "Star Dressing Room"—the one that had hosted Madonna, Gaga, and Beyoncé. There were photos on the wall to prove it, signed glamour shots in expensive frames. He was staring at his reflection in the vanity mirror, but he wasn't checking his makeup. He was staring at the person he had become.

It was T-minus forty-eight hours to the final show. The "Supernova" tour had grossed one hundred and twenty million dollars. The numbers were insane. The press was calling it the "Resurrection of Julia Cross." Headlines everywhere: Julia Cross 2.0: Better Than Ever. Pop Princess Reclaims Her Throne. Julia's Comeback Tour Breaks Records.

They said she was sharper, sexier, and more disciplined than she had ever been. Her vocals were better. Her stage presence was magnetic. Her body was flawless.

They were talking about him.

Julian picked up his phone. A text from Jax was waiting, the notification glowing on the screen.

Jax: Hey Princess. Thinking about that Italian place in the Village for after the show. Just us. And maybe I can finally see what's under that dress? ;)

Julian felt a flush of heat that had nothing to do with the room temperature. His stomach did a flip—anticipation mixed with terror. He bit his lip—his swollen, injected lip that still felt foreign but also didn't—and typed back with manicured fingers.

Julian: Careful, rockstar. You might not be able to handle it.

He stared at the message for a second before hitting send. Bold. Flirtatious. Dangerous.

A month ago, Julian Cross wouldn't have dared to flirt with a man like Jax Ryker. Wouldn't have known how. Wouldn't have had the confidence.

But Julia? Julia could wrap him around her little finger.

He set the phone down and stood up, smoothing his hands over the fabric. He was wearing the "Finale" costume for the lighting check: a floor-length gown made of gold chainmail that weighed thirty pounds. Every link was hand-forged, creating a liquid metal effect that moved like water. Underneath, the corset was laced to a breathless twenty-one inches. He had lost weight on the tour—too much weight, probably; his ribs were starting to show—and the corset had been taken in twice by the wardrobe team. His waist was now indistinguishable from a wasp's, creating a dramatic hourglass that photographs couldn't quite capture.

He turned to the side, admiring the silhouette in the full-length mirror. The gold metal draped over the silicone hips like liquid fire, catching every light in the room. He ran a hand down the curve, feeling the cold metal against his fingertips, the weight of it settling on his padded hips.

I look like a goddess, he thought. I look like a million dollars. I look like everything I was never supposed to be.

The door handle turned.

"Marcus, I told you, the hem is fine," Julian called out, not turning around. He was examining the back of the dress, making sure the chainmail sat properly over his ass. "I can walk in it. I've been practicing."

"I'm not Marcus."

The voice was familiar. It was the voice Julian had been mimicking for six weeks, the voice that came out of his mouth every time he opened it in public. But it wasn't breathy or musical. It was flat, raspy, and cold. Like gravel in a blender.

Julian froze. Every muscle in his body locked up. He watched in the mirror as the door swung fully open.

Julia Cross stood in the doorway.

She looked... small. Diminished. She was wearing baggy grey sweatpants that hung off her hips, an oversized hoodie with stains on the sleeves, and nondescript sunglasses even though they were indoors. Her hair—her real hair, not the extensions—was tied back in a messy, greasy bun. She looked like a college student during finals week, running on no sleep and bad decisions. She held a Starbucks cup in one hand and a lit cigarette in the other, the smoke curling up toward the ceiling.

She looked at Julian's back—the exposed, waxed skin, the perfect posture, the gold chainmail. Then she looked at the reflection in the mirror.

Their eyes met.

She dropped the cigarette on the carpet and crushed it out with a dirty sneaker, grinding it into the expensive pile.

"Hello, brother," she said.

The word brother sounded like an accusation.

Julian turned slowly. The movement was regal, dictated by the heavy gown and the six-inch gold platforms that made him tower. He faced her directly.

The visual contrast was violent. Jarring.

Julian was a golden statue, a hyper-feminized deity standing nearly six feet tall in heels, glowing with highlighter and diamonds. Every inch of him was polished, perfected, engineered. He looked like he cost money to even look at.

Julia was drab, washed out, aggressively human. She looked like someone who'd been sleeping in airports.

"Julia," Julian whispered. His voice automatically pitched up, matching hers, breathy and soft.

"Don't," she snapped, walking into the room and kicking the door shut behind her. "Don't do the voice. It's creepy. It's fucking creepy hearing my voice come out of your mouth."

She circled him slowly, like a predator circling prey—except the prey was much larger and shinier and frankly more intimidating. She reached out and touched the gold chainmail with one finger. She flicked it with a chipped fingernail. Clink.

"Nice dress," she sneered. "Cost more than your car, didn't it? Oh wait, you don't have a car. You take Ubers everywhere like a peasant."

"Marcus said you were in Switzerland," Julian said, his heart hammering against the steel busk of his corset. Each beat felt too loud. "He said you were locked down. Court-ordered treatment."

"I checked myself out," Julia said, walking over to the craft services table and picking up a grape from the fruit platter. She popped it in her mouth. "Imagine my surprise when I turn on the TV in the clinic lounge and see myself giving a lap dance to a microphone stand in London. I thought I was hallucinating. I thought the meds were fucking with me. But no. That was you."

She turned on him, her eyes narrowing behind the sunglasses. She ripped them off with a dramatic flourish. Her eyes were clear—sober, for once—and furious.

"You're enjoying this," she accused, pointing the sunglasses at him like a weapon.

"I'm saving your ass," Julian countered. He stood his ground. He didn't slouch to minimize his height like he used to, didn't hunch his shoulders, didn't try to make himself smaller. He stood tall, chest out, chin up. The way Raoul had taught him.

"Saving my ass?" Julia laughed, a harsh, barking sound with no humor in it. "You've stolen my face, Julian! You've stolen my name. I watched the interviews—the ones you did with Vogue, with Rolling Stone. You're not just filling in. You're... you're enhancing it. You're doing it better than I ever did."

She walked up to him, closing the distance until they were inches apart. She poked a finger into his corseted waist. It hit the steel bone with a dull thunk.

"Look at you," she hissed, her voice dropping to something venomous. "You're snatched to the gods. You've got tits. You've got hips. Your waist is smaller than mine ever was, even when I was starving myself. You look like a blow-up doll version of me. You look like what men jerk off to."

"It's what the brand required," Julian said coolly, his voice steady despite his racing heart.

"The brand?" Julia stepped back, looking him up and down with naked disgust. "Is that what you call it? Or is this just your little perverted fantasy finally coming true? Did you always want to be the pretty one, Julian? Did you always want to be me?"

"I did what I had to do," Julian said, his voice hardening, dropping slightly out of the feminine register. "I stepped up when you cracked. I learned the choreography in two days. I handled the press. I handled the exhaustion. I handled Marcus and his insane demands. I've been living in hell so you could keep your house."

"And did you handle Jax?"

Julia's eyes darted to the vanity table. Julian's phone lit up with another notification, the screen glowing.

Jax: Can't wait.

Julia lunged for it.

"No!" Julian tried to grab her, but the heavy dress slowed him down, the chainmail catching on his legs.

Julia snatched the phone. She swiped it open—no passcode, stupid—and read the screen. Her face went pale, then red, cycling through the emotional spectrum.

"You're sleeping with him," she whispered. She looked up at Julian with something between horror and disgust. "You... you sick freak. Does he know? Does he know there's a dick tucked between those legs?"

"He doesn't know," Julian said, looking away. He couldn't meet her eyes. "And we haven't... slept together. Yet."

"Yet?" Julia screamed. She threw the phone at him. It bounced off his chainmail chest with a clatter and hit the floor. "You're catfishing him! You're using my face to seduce my ex-boyfriend! That's... that's fraud! That's sexual assault!"

"He treats me better than he ever treated you!" Julian yelled back, the words exploding out of him. They hung in the air, toxic and true. "He likes this Julia. The one who listens. The one who is sweet. The one who doesn't scream at waiters or throw phones or get so high she pisses herself! He likes the version I created!"

Julia's face twisted. She looked like she was going to slap him. She raised her hand, palm open, ready to strike.

Julian caught her wrist.

His grip was strong. Despite the manicure, despite the estrogenic appearance, despite the silicone and the padding and the performance, he still had the grip strength of a man. His fingers closed around her thin wrist like a vise.

"Don't," Julian warned. His voice dropped into his chest register. It was low, dangerous, masculine.

He towered over her. The gold heels, the wig adding height, the perfect posture—he looked like an Amazonian warrior. Julia looked up, genuine shock registering on her face. She tried to pull her hand away, but he held it firm.

"I have spent my entire life in your shadow," Julian hissed, leaning down, his face inches from hers. His breath was hot. "I cleaned up your messes. I wrote your songs. I sang your parts when you were too fucked up to hit the notes. I lied to Mom and Dad for you. I covered for you at Thanksgiving when you showed up high. And for the last six weeks, I have lived in hell. I have been waxed, injected, starved, and laced into this torture device until my ribs are permanently reshaped. Look."

He grabbed her other hand and placed it on his waist. She could feel the steel bones through the chainmail, could feel how impossibly small it was.

"But guess what?" Julian shoved her hand away. Julia stumbled back, catching herself on the vanity. "I'm better at it than you. I sell it better. I sing it better. I dance better. And for the first time in my life, people are looking at me. They're screaming for me."

"You're a man in a dress," Julia spat, but her voice wavered. She was intimidated. Actually intimidated by her little brother.

"I am the Star," Julian corrected, smoothing the gold chainmail over his hips with both hands. The gesture was feminine, practiced, perfect. "And in forty-eight hours, I am going to walk onto that stage at Madison Square Garden, and I am going to finish what I started. Because if I don't, the bank takes the house. The bank takes Mom's care facility. Dad loses everything. Remember? Or were you too high to notice?"

The door opened again. Marcus walked in, scrolling on his phone, not looking up.

He stopped dead when he saw the scene.

He looked at Julian, gleaming in gold, standing tall and fierce.

He looked at Julia, scruffy in grey sweatpants, backed against the vanity.

"Well," Marcus said slowly, closing the door behind him. "The gang's all here. This is cozy."

"He has to stop," Julia turned to Marcus, pointing at Julian with a shaking finger. "He's delusional, Marcus! He thinks he's me! He's trying to date Jax! He's—"

"The show is sold out," Marcus interrupted, his voice calm. He pocketed his phone. "It's being livestreamed to ten million people. We've sold two million dollars in merchandise. The album is number one in seventeen countries."

"So?" Julia demanded. "I'm here! I'm clean! I can do it! I can get in the chair, get the weave, get the costume—"

Marcus looked at Julia. Really looked at her. His expression was clinical, detached. "You haven't rehearsed. You don't know the new blocking. You don't know the changes we made in London. You look..." He grimaced slightly. "Tired. You look tired, Julia."

"I can get ready!" Julia pleaded. Actual desperation entered her voice. "Give me six hours! I can get in shape! I can—"

"No," Julian said.

Both of them looked at him.

Julian walked over to the vanity and picked up his phone from where it had fallen. He checked his lipstick in the mirror, turning his head to examine the line.

"I finish the tour," Julian said firmly. His voice was back to the feminine register, but there was steel underneath. "I didn't break my toes and starve myself for six weeks to quit at the finish line. I didn't let Elena duct tape my dick to my ass every night to hand it back to you now."

He turned to his sister. His expression was mask-like, beautiful and terrifying. Porcelain and poison.

"You can watch from the VIP box, Julia. Marcus will get you a ticket. But stay out of my dressing room. You're ruining my vibe."

Julia stood there, mouth agape. She looked at Marcus for support, for backup, for someone to tell her this was crazy.

Marcus shrugged. "The kid has a point. He's dialed in. The crew loves him. The dancers actually show up to rehearsal now because they're not getting things thrown at them. We can't switch jockeys in the final stretch."

Julia looked between them. She saw the monster she had created. Her brother wasn't just wearing her clothes; he had consumed her essence and polished it until it shone brighter than the original. He was the upgrade. The 2.0 version that didn't crash.

"You're insane," Julia whispered, backing toward the door. "Both of you. This whole thing is insane."

She grabbed the door handle, then turned back. "When he finds out," she looked at Julian, her eyes hard, "when Jax finds out what you really are... he's going to kill you. Or worse."

"Get out," Julian said. He didn't even look at her. He was reapplying his lipstick.

Julia fled. The door slammed hard enough to rattle the framed photos on the wall.

The silence returned to the room, heavy and thick.

Marcus walked over to the mini-fridge and grabbed a water. He cracked it open, took a long drink. He looked at Julian with a mixture of fear and admiration.

"That was cold," Marcus said.

"She was annoying me," Julian said, sitting back down at the vanity. He picked up a powder puff and dabbed his nose, his T-zone, his forehead. His hand was shaking slightly, but his eyes in the mirror were steel.

"You know she's right about Jax," Marcus said carefully. "If he finds out..."

"He won't," Julian said, staring at his reflection. At Julia's reflection. At the hybrid they'd created. "Because I'm not going to let him."

Julian looked at the text message again.

Jax: Can't wait.

He felt a dark thrill coil in his stomach, warm and dangerous. He wasn't the victim anymore. He wasn't the scared little boy who'd signed the contract in desperation.

He was the one holding the cards. He was the one with the power.

And he wasn't ready to fold.


Chapter 10: The Final Show.

Madison Square Garden didn't just roar; it breathed. It was a living, sweating beast of twenty thousand souls packed into concrete and steel, and Julian Cross was currently riding its spine like a god astride a dragon.

He was ninety minutes into the show. The adrenaline was a physical substance in his blood, thick and electric, overriding the screaming pain in his toes—which felt like they were being slowly crushed in a vise—and the crushing pressure of the corset that had become like a second skeleton. He was in the "Galaxy" segment, wearing a silver latex bodysuit that was essentially spray-painted onto the silicone curves, so tight he could feel every bead of sweat trapped between the rubber and his skin.

He strutted down the catwalk, flanked by six male dancers who moved like precision machinery. He stopped at the edge of the pit, towering over the screaming fans. He didn't just smile; he projected a blinding, high-wattage beam of sexuality that hit the back row of the upper deck like a searchlight.

He winked. A girl in the front row screamed so loud she looked like she might pass out, her face red, her hands clawing at the air.

I own this, Julian thought, the realization hitting him with the force of a drug. I own this city. I own these people. They would die for me right now.

He turned to head back to the main stage, his hips swinging in the exaggerated walk that had become automatic. Jax Ryker was there, guitar slung low on his hips, sweating through his black t-shirt. He had joined "Julia" for the rock ballad remix of "Heartbreaker," and the crowd had gone insane when he'd walked out.

As Julian sashayed past him, shaking his hips in a movement that was pure, engineered provocation, Jax leaned in close enough that Julian could smell him over the stage smoke.

"You're killing them, Princess," Jax shouted over the feedback, his eyes locked on Julian's ass, unashamed. "They're eating out of your hand."

Julian threw a look over his shoulder—chin down, eyes up through the lashes, lips parted in a perfect pout. "Try to keep up, cowboy."

Jax grinned, his dimples appearing even in the stage lights. "Oh, I plan to. After the show."

The song ended with a crash of drums and a wall of flame from the pyrotechnics. The heat washed over Julian's back. The lights cut to black.

"Intermission!" the announcer boomed over the PA. "Fifteen minutes! Julia Cross will return!"

Julian didn't walk off stage; he ran the moment the darkness hit. As soon as he was in the wings, past the curtain line, the facade cracked. His shoulders slumped, and he gasped for air, his ribs fighting against the steel boning that refused to let his lungs fully expand.

"Quick change!" he wheezed to the crew waiting in the darkness. "Move, move!"

Elena was waiting with a wheelchair—they had started using it during the London leg to save his feet during the sprints between sets. She shoved him into it without ceremony, and he collapsed into the seat.

She ran him down the concrete corridor toward the star dressing room, the wheels clattering over rough patches, the fluorescent lights overhead streaking past in a blur.

"You have twelve minutes," Elena barked, checking her watch. "Full change. Hair and makeup touch-up. The finale gown. Bathroom break if you need it. Hydration. Move fast."

They reached the dressing room door. It was closed.

"That's weird," Elena muttered, slowing down. "It should be open for the AC. Too hot otherwise."

She tried the handle. Locked.

"What the hell?" She pounded on the door with her fist. "Wardrobe! Open up! We have the talent! We are on the clock!"

Silence.

Then, slowly, the lock clicked.

Julian stood up from the wheelchair, wincing as weight returned to his battered feet. Every toe was taped, wrapped, probably bleeding. He pushed the door open himself.

The room was empty. No stylists. No makeup artists. No wardrobe assistants. No Marcus pacing and barking orders into his phone.

Just Julia.

She was sitting in the makeup chair, spinning slowly like a Bond villain. She wasn't wearing sweatpants anymore. She was wearing the backup finale costume—the silver version of the gold chainmail gown Julian was supposed to wear for the closing number. It fit her loosely; she hadn't been waist-trained for six weeks, hadn't been compressed and molded. The dress hung on her like a sack.

"Get out," Julian said, breathless, still recovering from the last set. "I have to change. I have eleven minutes."

"No," Julia said calmly. She stood up slowly, theatrically. She held up a key card—the master key that gave access to all the dressing rooms. "I sent the staff away. I told them we were having a private family moment. That we needed privacy to reconnect before the finale."

"Are you insane?" Julian screamed, his voice cracking, going shrill. "I have ten minutes! The show isn't over! There are twenty thousand people out there!"

"The show is over for you," Julia said. She walked over to the door and threw the deadbolt with a heavy clunk. "Strip, Julian. Give me the wig. Give me the pads. Give me the costume. I'm finishing the set."

"You can't," Julian stepped back, clutching his chest instinctively. "You haven't rehearsed the new choreography. You don't know the cues. You'll fall. You'll break your neck on those stairs."

"I'm the star!" Julia shrieked, the calm facade shattering like glass. Her voice went ragged, desperate. "It's my name on the marquee! It's my face! It's my career you stole! Now take it off!"

She lunged at him.

It was a nightmare scenario. A physical brawl between twins, one dressed as a sci-fi sex symbol in tight latex, the other in an ill-fitting chainmail gown.

Julia grabbed the shoulder of Julian's latex suit. She yanked hard. The material was durable—designed to withstand sweat and movement—but the force spun Julian around. He lost his balance in the six-inch heels and crashed into the sofa, his arms windmilling.

"You ungrateful little parasite!" Julia screamed, climbing over him, her knees digging into his ribs. "Give me the hair!"

"Get off me!" Julian roared, his male voice booming out for the first time in weeks.

He shoved her. Hard. He was stronger—much stronger. Despite the starvation diet and the corset training, he still had male upper body strength. He pushed her back with both hands, and she stumbled, hitting the vanity table. Bottles of foundation and perfume and hairspray crashed to the floor, shattering. The smell of expensive fragrance filled the air.

Julian scrambled up, breathing hard. He was panting, wild-eyed, his perfectly applied makeup starting to run with sweat.

"I am not giving this up," Julian hissed. "Not tonight. Not ever."

"Look at you!" Julia pointed a shaking finger at him, her voice breaking. "You're a freak! You're a man in a rubber suit with fake tits taped to your chest! You think Jax wants that? You think the world wants that? They want the real girl!"

"I am the real girl right now!" Julian shouted back.

He was done. Done hiding. Done apologizing.

He reached behind his back and ripped the zipper of the latex suit down with a sharp zzzzip. He peeled the upper half off, desperate to breathe, desperate to cool down, desperate to prove his point.

The suit pooled at his waist, hanging like shed skin.

He stood there, half-naked in the harsh dressing room lights.

The illusion was laid bare.

He was wearing the flesh-toned silicone breastplate, the nipples molded into a perpetual state of subtle arousal. The breasts moved with his breathing, realistic and disturbing. Below that, the corset—steel-boned, white satin, laced so tight the edges of the fabric bit into his skin—cinched his waist into an unnatural, terrified hourglass. You could see the imprint of the boning through his skin, the way his body had been reshaped. Below that, the high-compression gaff and layers of industrial duct tape flattened his groin into a smooth, featureless mound. Completely flat. Anatomically female from the outside.

He was a construct. A medical and engineering marvel. A doll built for pleasure and performance.

Julia stared at him. Her mouth opened, then closed. She stared at the corset laces digging into his back, visible in the mirror behind him. She stared at the fake breasts that looked so real on stage but so clearly plastic here under direct light. She stared at the smooth, waxed, taped groin that showed no hint of what he actually was.

Her expression shifted from anger to something else. Disgust? Fascination? Horror?

"You did all this..." she whispered. "You erased yourself. You let them erase you."

"I optimized," Julian panted, putting his hands on his hips—his padded, silicone hips. "I became what they wanted. I became the perfect version of you. The version that doesn't complain. The version that doesn't get fat or old or tired. The version that smiles when it hurts."

He walked toward the mirror, his heels clicking. He stood next to her.

"Look," Julian commanded, grabbing her arm and forcing her to face the glass.

They looked at their reflections side by side.

Julia looked human. Real. Her hair was messy, her makeup was hasty and smudged, the silver dress hung weirdly on her natural waist. She had visible pores. Visible imperfections. She looked tired. She looked like a person.

Julian, even half-naked, even with the machinery of the illusion exposed, looked like a creature from another planet. The makeup was flawless, airbrushed and contoured to mathematical perfection. The wig was perfect, every strand in place. The body, though artificial, was sculpted to an impossible ideal of feminine beauty—the kind that didn't exist in nature.

"I look better than you," Julian said coldly, meeting her eyes in the mirror. "I sing better than you. I dance better than you. And right now, I have twenty thousand people screaming my name. Not yours. Mine."

Julia looked at the reflection. She saw the truth. She saw the product she had failed to be.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Fists hammered on the door, making them both jump.

"Julian! Julia! Open the door!" It was Marcus, his voice muffled but frantic. "Five minutes to curtain! We need the finale look! What the fuck is happening in there?"

Julia looked at the door, then back at Julian. Her face was pale.

"If we don't open it," she said, her voice trembling, "we both lose. The contract. The investors. Everything."

"Then let me finish," Julian pleaded, his voice softening. "Let me go out there. You can have it back tomorrow. But tonight is mine."

"I can't," Julia whispered. Tears were streaming down her face, ruining her makeup. "If you walk out there... I disappear. I become the 'ugly twin' forever. The real one versus the fantasy. I can't live with that."

Julian looked at her. He saw the genuine terror in her eyes. It wasn't just vanity; it was an existential crisis. She was watching herself be replaced by a better version.

Then, he looked at the costumes. The gold chainmail hanging on the rack—his costume, tailored to his compressed waist. And the silver chainmail Julia was wearing, loose and unflattering.

An idea struck him. It was insane. It was dangerous. It was perfect.

"You don't have to disappear," Julian said slowly, the plan forming as he spoke.

"What?"

"You know the harmony part for 'Supernova'? The upper third line?"

"Of course I know it. I wrote it." Julia wiped her eyes, smearing mascara.

"And you know the blocking for the finale? It's just standing at the mic stand. No dancing. No high kicks. Just standing and singing."

Julia nodded slowly. "Yeah. So?"

Julian grabbed the gold dress from the rack, the chainmail clinking.

"Unlock the door," Julian said, his mind racing. "We're going to give them something they've never seen before."

"What are you talking about?"

"The Mirror Act," Julian grinned. It was a sharp, predatory grin that showed too many teeth. "We go out together. You in silver. Me in gold. We sing it as a duet. The two Julia Crosses. The twin reveal."

"They'll know," Julia panicked, shaking her head. "They'll see the difference. They'll see I'm not—"

"No," Julian interrupted, turning to the vanity and grabbing a contour brush. "We make the difference the point. I'm the Fantasy. You're the Reality. We sell the duality. The polished pop star versus the raw, real survivor. It's fucking brilliant. But you have to let me lead. You have to let me be the Diva."

Julia hesitated. She looked at the door, where Marcus was now actually trying to break it down, the frame shaking. She looked at Julian, half-naked in his silicone skin, so confident, so certain.

"Do it," she whispered.

Julian unlocked the door.

Marcus fell into the room like he'd been leaning against it, followed by Elena and three security guards who looked ready to tackle someone.

"What the f—" Marcus started, his face purple with rage.

"Shut up," Julian commanded, holding up one hand. He stepped out of the latex suit completely, standing in just his corset, flesh-toned tights, and the compression holding his tuck. "Elena, get me into the gold dress. Now. Marcus, get a second mic stand stage right. Julia is coming on stage with me."

"What?" Marcus looked at Julia, really looked at her. "She looks like... she's not ready! She's a mess!"

"Put the 'destroyed' makeup on her," Julian ordered, stepping into the gold gown as Elena pulled it up over his hips. "Smudge the eyeliner more. Mess the hair up more. Make her look like the rock and roll survivor. The one who's been through hell. I'll be the polished pop star. The fantasy. It's a contrast. It's a statement."

Marcus looked between them. Julian could see the gears turning in his head, the narrative potential clicking into place. The Twins Reunited. The Battle for the Soul of Pop. The Fantasy versus Reality.

"Two minutes!" the stage manager screamed from the hallway, her voice cracking with panic.

"Do it!" Marcus yelled, pointing at the makeup artist. "Get a wireless mic for Julia! Fix the lights! We need two spots on that stage!"

Elena laced the back of Julian's gold dress with practiced speed, her fingers flying. She pulled it tight, locking him back into the twenty-two-inch waist compression. He took a shallow breath—the only kind he could take—feeling the familiar, almost comforting restriction.

He turned to Julia. The makeup artist was aggressively smudging black liner around her eyes with her thumb, giving her a heroin-chic, I-just-survived-a-war look.

Julian walked over to her. He was four inches taller in his heels, towering. He reached out and smoothed her hair, not gently, but possessively. Fixing her. Controlling her.

"Don't trip," Julian whispered.

"Don't slip," Julia shot back, her eyes flicking down to his crotch.

"Let's go," Julian said.

They walked out of the dressing room side by side. The Gold and the Silver. The Doll and the Girl. The Fantasy and the Reality.

As they reached the stage lift—the hydraulic platform that would shoot them up through the stage floor—the roar of the crowd was deafening even through the concrete. They were chanting, the sound rhythmic and tribal. JU-LI-A! JU-LI-A!

Julian looked at his sister. She was shaking, her hands trembling.

He reached out and took her hand. His hand—manicured, soft, but strong—crushed hers.

"They're screaming for us," Julian lied smoothly. "But mostly for me."

The lift jerked beneath their feet.

They rose into the light together.


Chapter 11: The Duet.

The hydraulic lift didn't just carry them upward; it ejected them from the underworld into the heart of a supernova.

The ascent was violent, stomach-dropping. Julian's ears popped from the pressure change. The machinery groaned beneath their feet, the sound swallowed by the roar above.

Julian stood stage right, clad in the thirty-pound gold chainmail gown that hung from his corseted waist like medieval armor. Each link caught the light, throwing sparkles into the darkness. Julia stood stage left, in the loose-fitting silver mesh that looked almost cheap in comparison, the material gaping at her natural waist.

As the floor locked into place with a heavy CLUNK, twenty spotlights converged on them instantly. The heat was a physical blow, a wall of thermal energy that instantly baked the makeup onto their skin. Julian felt sweat prickling at his hairline, threatening the adhesive holding the lace front.

For a split second—an eternity in stage time—Madison Square Garden was silent.

Twenty thousand people had expected Julia Cross. One Julia Cross. The pop star. The icon.

They saw two.

Then, the screens—the massive, three-story tall IMAG monitors flanking the stage—flickered to life. The camera operators, trained to follow the choreographed blocking, were clearly panicking. Julian could see the cameras swiveling wildly, trying to capture both of them. The feed split-screened.

On the left: Julia. Messy hair, smudged eyeliner that looked like she'd been crying or fighting, posture slumped in exhaustion. She looked like a grunge-rock martyr, like Courtney Love circa 1994.

On the right: The Fantasy. Julian. Golden hair cascading to his waist in perfect waves, lips swollen and glossy and parted, posture locked into a superhuman curve by the steel corset. He was towering four inches over his sister thanks to the platform heels, looking down at her literally and figuratively.

A ripple of confusion went through the crowd. The murmur was audible even over the stage noise. What the fuck? Is it a hologram? A body double? A mirror trick? Twin sisters?

Julian didn't wait for them to figure it out. He was the leader now. He'd earned it.

He squeezed Julia's hand once—hard, a warning: Don't fuck this up—and then dropped it.

He stepped forward to the microphone stand with confidence, with ownership. He moved with the fluid, exaggerated grace of a drag queen—or a woman who knew exactly how much power her body held. He swung his padded hips to catch the light on the chainmail, making it shimmer and dance. He grabbed the mic stand with a manicured hand, his long nails clicking against the chrome.

He looked at the conductor in the orchestra pit and gave a single, sharp nod.

The piano intro to "Mirror/Mirror"—the haunting ballad from the second album that Julia had written during her first breakdown—began. Slow, melancholic, beautiful.

Julian opened his mouth. He didn't use the breathy, whisper-pop voice he'd been faking for weeks. He used his full range, supporting the falsetto with the diaphragm power of a man, pushed through the brutal constriction of the corset. It was technically perfect.

"I look at the glass, and the glass looks back..."

The note was pure, crystalline, and powerful. It cut through the confusion in the arena like a laser through fog.

He turned his head slowly, deliberately, looking at Julia. It was her cue.

Julia stepped up to her mic. She looked terrified, her eyes wide, her hands shaking. But she was a professional—whatever else she was, she was that. She'd been performing since she was twelve. She closed her eyes and sang the harmony, the lower third line that she'd originally written for a backup singer.

"...but the face I see, is a stranger's mask."

Her voice was raspier than Julian's, thinner, tired. She sounded like she'd smoked a pack of cigarettes and cried for an hour. Which she probably had.

The contrast was electric, shocking. Julian sounded like the studio recording brought to life—polished, perfect, artificial, almost inhuman in its precision. Julia sounded like the demo tape—raw, gritty, human, flawed.

The crowd began to scream. Not the screams of confusion anymore. Screams of recognition. Of understanding. Of holy shit this is incredible.

They didn't fully understand what they were seeing yet, but they knew they were witnessing history.

As the song built to the chorus, Julian abandoned the mic stand. He began to circle his sister like a predator.

He walked the way Raoul had taught him—toe-to-heel, crossing his legs over the midline, hips swaying violently to counterbalance the heavy breasts and the heels. Each step was precise. Each movement was calculated. He stalked her. He circled her like she was prey.

He ran a hand down his own golden flank, tracing the exaggerated curve of the silicone hip pad, his fingers lingering on the chainmail. He was mocking Julia with his own manufactured perfection. Showing her what she was supposed to be. What she'd failed to be.

This is what they want, his body language screamed. This is the product. And I am it.

He was performing at her. Not with her. At her.

Julia opened her eyes. She saw him circling. She saw the monster she had unleashed—the version of herself that was better than herself. And instead of shrinking, instead of running, she got angry.

Good. Anger she could use.

She grabbed her mic with both hands and belted the chorus, pouring her frustration into the lyrics, her voice cracking with emotion.

They sang face to face. The Gold Doll and the Silver Girl. The Fantasy and the Reality.

Julian loomed over her. The height difference was staggering, exaggerated by the heels and her flat sneakers. The corset forced his chest out, the silicone "breasts" heaving with every breath, inches from Julia's face. He looked down at her with a look of benevolent, terrifying pity.

Poor little real girl, his expression said. You'll never be enough.

He reached out and touched her cheek. It was completely unscripted. Marcus hadn't planned this. The choreographer hadn't blocked it.

The crowd gasped. The cameras zoomed in.

Julia flinched, her eyes going wide, but she didn't pull away. She held her ground. She sang into his face, their voices blending into a perfect, eerie unison that gave the audience chills.

"Who is the shadow? Who is the light?"

The climax of the song arrived. The pyrotechnics primed—Julian could hear the hiss of the gas lines opening.

Julian hit the high note—a sustained E5 that he held with iron-clad control, his vocal cords vibrating with power. He threw his head back, the wig tumbling down his golden back in a cascade of honey-blonde. His arms spread wide in a messianic pose, crucified by spotlight. He absorbed the worship of the crowd like radiation. He felt the vibration of their screams in the soles of his taped, blistered feet, traveling up through his bones.

He was infinite. He was a god.

And he was a man.

The music cut out. The final chord hung in the air, vibrating in the chest cavities of twenty thousand people.

The applause began to swell, a rolling thunder of approval that shook the foundations of Madison Square Garden.

But Julian wasn't done.

He looked stage left at Marcus in the wings. Marcus was pale, holding his breath, his phone forgotten in his hand.

He looked at Julia. She was panting, sweat dripping down her face, ruining her already-ruined makeup. She was looking at him with a mixture of hatred and awe and something that might have been respect.

He looked at the front row. He saw the adoration in their faces. They loved Her. They loved the illusion. They loved what he'd created.

Let's see if they love the trick, Julian thought.

He stepped forward, leaving Julia in the shadows stage left. He walked to the very edge of the stage, the toes of his golden platforms hanging over the void, over the pit where fans were reaching up toward him like supplicants.

He raised both hands to his head.

The crowd hushed. A ripple of "What is she doing?" moved through the pit, through the lower bowl.

Julian found the pins hidden in the hairline. He found the edge of the lace. His fingers were shaking slightly, but his face was calm.

He locked eyes with a camera on a jib arm that was swooping in for a close-up. He stared into the lens like he was staring into the soul of America. His expression was unreadable, his painted lips curved into a slight, dangerous smile.

Watch this, his eyes said.

He ripped.

It wasn't a gentle removal. It wasn't a reveal done with grace or apology.

He tore the blonde wig from his head in one violent, deliberate motion. The adhesive gave way with a sound like Velcro, taking some of his skin with it.

The heavy, honey-blonde mane came away in his hands like a scalp.

Underneath, his natural hair was matted with spirit gum and sweat, dark brown and short, cut in a messy boyish style that hadn't seen a barber in weeks.

The silence that fell over Madison Square Garden was absolute. It was a vacuum. A black hole of sound.

The image on the giant screens was jarring, grotesque, and beautiful all at once.

The face was beat for the gods—heavy contour creating cheekbones that could cut glass, massive false lashes that looked like butterfly wings, red lips swollen from injections and perfectly lined.

The body was an hourglass fantasy in gold chainmail, breasts thrust forward by the corset, waist cinched to inhuman proportions, hips flared wide.

The legs were endless, smooth, perfect.

But the head was undeniable. It was the head of a boy. Short hair. Masculine hairline. The face beneath the makeup was angular, male.

Julian stood there, panting, the wig dangling from his hand like a severed head, like Medusa's trophy. He didn't cower. He didn't try to hide or apologize or explain.

He squared his shoulders, thrust his chest out further, and stared them down.

I am a man, his posture screamed. And I am better at being a woman than any of you.

From the side of the stage, Jax Ryker stood frozen in the wings. He'd been waiting to go on for the encore, guitar in hand.

He dropped it.

The guitar hit the floor with a discordant CLANG and rolled away, unnoticed.

He stared at the person he had almost kissed the night before. The person he'd been texting. The person he'd been fantasizing about.

He stared at the Adam's apple bobbing above the velvet choker.

He stared at the short, dark, masculine hair.

He stared at the body that was clearly, obviously constructed—the breasts that didn't move right, the hips that were too perfect.

The realization hit him like a freight train.

The softness. The shyness. The voice that sometimes dropped when "she" was tired. The way "she" never wanted to take off the choker. The complicated nature.

Him.

It was a him.

On stage, Julian waited. The silence stretched for five seconds. Ten. An eternity.

Then, somewhere in the nosebleeds—section 400, probably some drunk college kid—someone started clapping.

Then another person joined.

Then another.

Then a roar.

It wasn't the high-pitched scream of teen pop adoration. It wasn't the worship of a goddess.

It was a deep, guttural roar of shock and approval. It was the sound of a crowd that had just witnessed a magic trick so audacious, so ballsy, so completely insane that they couldn't help but applaud.

They didn't see a scandal. They didn't see a freak.

They saw Rock and Roll. They saw Bowie. They saw Prince. They saw a middle finger to reality, to expectation, to everything that was safe and boring.

Julian smiled. It was a real smile this time—not the practiced, feminine curve he'd been wearing. It was sharp, masculine, and triumphant.

He raised the wig in the air like a trophy, like a champion holding up a belt.

The roar got louder.

Julia, standing behind him in the shadows, watched the crowd erupt. She watched them cheer for the trick, for the lie, for the boy who'd done her job better than she ever had.

She realized, with a sinking feeling in her gut that felt like drowning, that she had lost.

The "Real Girl" was boring.

The Boy in the Dress was a Superstar.

Julian bowed. A deep, theatrical curtsy that showed off his cleavage and his short hair simultaneously. The contradiction was the point.

As he rose, he looked stage left. He saw Jax.

Jax wasn't clapping. He was staring, his face a mask of shock and betrayal and something else. Disgust? Confusion? Anger?

Julian's smile faltered for a fraction of a second. His heart clenched.

But the wall of sound from the audience washed over him, drowning out the guilt, drowning out the fear.

He turned back to the crowd, blew a kiss with his masculine hand and feminine lips, and for the first time in six weeks, he spoke into the microphone with his own, unmodified, lower-register male voice.

"Goodnight, New York."

The sound of the baritone voice—deep, resonant, unmistakably male—coming out of the golden goddess caused the arena to shake one last time.

People screamed. People laughed. People cried.

The lights cut to black.


Chapter 12: A New Icon.

The lift hit the sub-floor with a bone-jarring THUD, but the noise didn't stop. If anything, it got louder.

The roar of twenty thousand people vibrated through the concrete, a continuous, thundering wave of sound that felt less like applause and more like a riot. It shook the steel beams overhead. It rattled the equipment cases. It felt like the building might come down.

Julian collapsed.

His legs, supported for two hours by adrenaline and six-inch platforms and sheer force of will, finally turned to jelly. The muscles just gave up. He sank to the metal grid of the lift, the thirty pounds of gold chainmail puddling around him like molten metal, the links clinking together. He gasped for air, his chest heaving against the steel boning of the corset, his short, sweat-matted hair sticking to his forehead.

Without the wig, without the illusion of length and volume, his head felt impossibly light. Like he might float away.

"Get the medic!" someone screamed from the darkness of the under-stage.

"No!" Marcus's voice cut through the chaos like a knife. He appeared in the blue gloom, moving fast, his eyes wide. He looked like a man who had just watched a nuclear bomb go off and realized he owned the patent on radiation. "No medic. Get the camera crew. Get the behind-the-scenes documentary team. Get everyone with a camera. Now!"

Marcus knelt beside Julian on the filthy grid floor. He didn't ask if Julian was okay. He didn't check for injuries.

He grabbed Julian's face with both hands, his thumbs smearing the heavy contour, ruining hours of makeup work.

"You crazy son of a bitch," Marcus whispered, and then he laughed. A wild, manic laugh. A grin split his face. "You just broke the internet. Twitter is down. Instagram crashed. The servers can't handle it. It's the biggest reveal since the Super Bowl wardrobe malfunction. Bigger."

Julian looked up at him, dazed, his vision still spotty from the stage lights. He touched his head with a shaking hand, feeling the short, bristly hair instead of the heavy wig. The absence was shocking. "They... they didn't boo?"

"Boo?" Marcus laughed again, hysterically this time. "They're tearing the seats out! They think it's performance art! They think it's the punkest thing they've ever seen! You're a genius! You're—"

"I'm going to throw up," Julian said.

"Not on the chainmail," Marcus said. "That's vintage Versace."

Julia stepped off the lift behind them, moving slowly like she was in a trance. She looked shell-shocked, her silver dress hanging loose on her frame. She looked at her brother—this golden, corseted, half-male, half-goddess creature gasping on the floor—and she knew.

The tour was saved. The estate was saved. The house was saved.

But Julia Cross—the solo act, the singular star—was dead.



The dressing room was a tomb of silence in the center of the hurricane outside.

Marcus had cleared it. No stylists, no assistants, no makeup artists, no wardrobe people. Just Julian.

He stood in front of the mirror, still wearing the platform heels because his feet had swollen so badly he couldn't get them off without help. The gold dress lay in a pile on the floor, shimmering like shed snake skin, like evidence.

He was stripping down, but it wasn't a return to innocence. It was an autopsy of the illusion. A dissection.

He reached behind himself and found the corset laces. His fingers were clumsy, shaking from adrenaline comedown.

He pulled.

Hisss.

The sound of the air rushing back into his compressed lungs was agonizing. His ribs creaked as they expanded, fighting the memory of the steel that had bound them for six weeks. He could feel the indentations in his skin, the permanent grooves the boning had carved. He threw the corset onto the sofa where it landed with a heavy thump.

He stood there in the "under-structure": the high-compression dance tights, the gaff holding his tuck, the silicone breastplate that was still glued to his chest with medical adhesive.

He reached up and peeled the silicone off slowly. It made a wet, sucking sound, taking some of his chest hair—what little had grown back—with it. He winced. He dropped the breasts onto the vanity table. They looked lifeless and grey without the stage lights, just chunks of expensive rubber.

Now, he was just a boy.

But he wasn't.

He looked at the mirror. His waist was narrower than it had been two months ago, permanently tapered by the corset training. Even without compression, it nipped in. His skin was hairless, polished, glowing from six weeks of constant exfoliation and moisturizer. His face, even with the short hair, even with the masculine bone structure, retained the shadow of the fillers—the pouty lips, the high cheekbones, the softened jaw.

He didn't look like Julian anymore. But he didn't look like Julia either.

He looked like something else. Something new.

He picked up a makeup wipe to remove the stage paint, but he stopped halfway to his face. He looked at the heavy eyeliner, the dramatic contour, the red lips.

He didn't want to take it off.

The door didn't open. It exploded.

The door flew inward, hitting the wall with a crack that shook the mirrors and sent bottles of hairspray toppling.

Jax Ryker stood in the doorway.

He was still breathing hard from the show, his chest heaving. His t-shirt was soaked through with sweat. His fists were clenched at his sides. Two security guards were behind him, looking terrified and uncertain.

"Out," Jax snarled at the guards without looking at them. "And shut the door."

The guards vanished instantly. The door clicked shut, muffling the chaos outside.

Jax didn't move from the doorway. He stood ten feet away, staring. His eyes scanned the room like a crime scene.

He looked at the pile of gold on the floor.

He looked at the silicone breasts on the table, lifeless and obscene.

Then he looked at Julian.

He looked at the short hair, dark and sweaty.

He looked at the Adam's apple, visible now without the choker.

He looked at the flat, hairless chest.

He looked at the tights that still smoothed Julian's anatomy into an androgynous, Ken-doll smoothness.

"So," Jax said. His voice was dangerously quiet, controlled. "It was all a bit. A performance. A prank."

Julian turned to face him fully. He didn't cover himself. He didn't grab a robe or hunch his shoulders or try to make himself smaller. He stood in his heels—still wearing them, unable to take them off—nearly eye-level with Jax despite Jax's natural height advantage.

"It wasn't a bit," Julian said. His voice was his own—lower, raspy from two hours of singing—but the inflection was still Hers. The cadence. The rhythm. "It was a job."

"A job," Jax repeated slowly. He took one step forward. "The dinners. The texts. The way you looked at me in the limo. That was a job?"

"The tour was the job," Julian said, holding his ground. "The rest... the rest was just what happened. A side effect."

"You lied to me," Jax said. His voice was rising now, the anger breaking through the control. "Every time I touched you. Every time I held your waist. Every time I thought about—" He cut himself off. "I was holding him." He pointed at Julian's chest accusingly. "I was almost kissing a dude."

"You weren't kissing a dude," Julian snapped back, his own anger flaring. "You were kissing me. You were kissing the person standing right here. The same person. I didn't change."

"You're a guy, Julian! You're her brother! You have a—" Jax gestured vaguely at Julian's crotch.

"I'm the person you connected with!" Julian yelled, stepping forward now, the heels clicking on the concrete floor. "Julia—the real Julia—is a brat. She's a nightmare. She threw a phone at your head in 2023. You broke up with her for a reason, remember? But for the last six weeks, you didn't hate her. Why? Because it wasn't her. It was me. You liked me."

Jax stared at him. He looked confused, furious, and... something else. His eyes tracked down Julian's body against his will. The smooth, waxed skin. The narrow waist. The legs that looked endless in the tights and heels. The androgynous beauty of it.

"You look like a freak," Jax whispered. But he didn't step back.

"I look like what you wanted," Julian said softly. He stepped into Jax's personal space, close enough to smell him—the sweat and the sandalwood cologne and something fundamentally male. "You liked the submission, Jax. You liked protecting me. You liked how small I felt in your jacket. You liked ordering for me. You liked being the man. That wasn't a lie. I am small next to you. I did need you."

Julian reached out slowly, giving Jax time to pull away. He took Jax's hand—the large, calloused, masculine hand that had held him so gently at the restaurant. He placed it on his own waist, right on the bare, sweat-damp skin where the corset had been minutes ago.

Jax flinched like he'd been burned, but he didn't pull away. His hand gripped Julian's waist automatically. His thumb traced the indentation where the corset had carved into flesh, feeling the warmth of skin.

"It's just skin, Jax," Julian whispered, looking up through his heavy false lashes that were still glued on. "It's just a body. Atoms and electricity."

Jax looked down at him. The conflict in his eyes was visible, a war between his ego and his libido. He had spent six weeks lusting after this creature. The reveal of the biology didn't immediately erase the desire; it just made it complicated. Forbidden. Dirty.

"You're sick," Jax muttered, but his grip tightened. He pulled Julian closer, their bodies almost touching.

"Maybe," Julian admitted, tilting his head back, exposing his throat in submission. "But you're not leaving."

Jax let out a low growl, frustrated and confused and angry. He grabbed the back of Julian's neck roughly, his fingers tangling in the short, sweaty hair. It was an aggressive, possessive gesture. Claiming.

"You think you can play me?" Jax hissed, his face inches from Julian's, their breath mingling.

"I think you liked the show," Julian challenged him, his voice barely a whisper.

Jax stared at the red lips—the lips he had wanted to kiss for a month, the lips he'd dreamed about.

He didn't think. He just reacted.

Jax slammed his mouth onto Julian's.

It wasn't gentle. It wasn't romantic. It was a collision, brutal and desperate. It was angry, confused, and possessive all at once. Jax crushed Julian against the vanity table, his body heavy and hard, pinning him.

Julian gasped into the kiss, his hands instinctively gripping Jax's shoulders for balance. It was exactly what he wanted. He didn't want to be the boyfriend. He didn't want to be the girlfriend. He wanted to be this—this object of confusion and intense, complicated desire.

Jax broke the kiss suddenly, breathing heavily. He looked at Julian—at the smeared lipstick, the flushed skin, the boy-girl duality that shouldn't work but did.

"I should kill you," Jax whispered, his forehead resting against Julian's.

"But you won't," Julian said, tracing the line of Jax's jaw with a manicured fingernail, the red polish catching the light.

Jax looked at him for one long second. Then he shook his head, stepped back like he'd been shocked, and stormed out of the room without looking back. The door slammed hard enough to rattle the frame.

Julian stood there alone, touching his bruised, swollen lips. He could taste Jax's cologne. He could feel the ghost of his grip on his waist.

He smiled.

He had won.



Three Months Later

The flashing lights of the red carpet were blinding, but Julian didn't blink. He was used to them now. They didn't intimidate him anymore.

The "Cross Twins" had become the highest-grossing brand in pop culture. The "Mirror Act" wasn't just a concert finale; it was a movement. A statement. They'd been on every magazine cover. Every talk show. The documentary had won an Emmy.

Julian stepped out of the limousine onto the red carpet outside the MTV Video Music Awards.

He wasn't wearing a gown. And he wasn't wearing a tuxedo.

He was wearing custom Givenchy—a sheer mesh top that showed off his smooth, hairless chest. His nipples were visible through the fabric, pierced with small silver barbells that caught the camera flashes. He wore high-waisted, wide-leg trousers that cinched his waist—which he still trained down to twenty-four inches every night with the corset, unable to give up the ritual.

And on his feet, four-inch block heels in patent leather.

His hair had grown out slightly over the months, styled in a slicked-back, wet look with gel. His face was painted—sharp contour, smoky eyes, nude lip gloss.

He wasn't passing as a woman anymore. And he wasn't trying to be a man.

He was Julian. The Icon. The third gender. The new thing.

"Julian! Julian! Over here!"

"Julian, who are you wearing?"

"Julian, is it true about you and Jax?"

He stopped at the center of the carpet, finding his mark instinctively. He posed—hip cocked, chin down, shoulders back. The muscle memory of the "Julia" persona blended seamlessly with a new, masculine arrogance. The best of both.

He saw Julia further down the carpet. She looked happy, actually happy, finally comfortable in her role as the "Rock Chick" to his "Glamour God." She was wearing ripped jeans and a leather jacket, her natural hair showing, minimal makeup. They waved at each other. They were partners now, an unstoppable industry machine. Equals.

Julian felt a hand on his lower back. Warm. Possessive.

He turned.

Jax Ryker stood there, looking uncomfortable in a designer tux, tugging at the bow tie. But he didn't remove his hand from Julian's waist. The press went absolutely wild. Click-click-click-click-click.

Jax leaned in, whispering in Julian's ear so the cameras couldn't read his lips.

"You're wearing the corset under that, aren't you?"

Julian smirked, turning to face the cameras, basking in the adoration of the world, the flashbulbs reflecting in his smoky eyes.

"Beauty is pain, darling," Julian whispered back.

He stepped forward into the spotlight, Jax's hand still on his waist, the cameras capturing every angle, finally, perfectly, undeniably himself.

Whatever that meant.
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