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1 Intro


1.1 Sonia: Meet LASS-VASH-2024

Subject: Meet LASS-VASH-2024

Anna,

I am back in Shenzhen airport, half dead, under-caffeinated, and carrying a sample that makes no sense.

The local reports call it the Large Self-Stabilizing Viral Airborne Shenzhen Strain. I shortened that to LASS-VASH-2024 because I refuse to type the full thing every time. The symptoms sound almost insulting for something this elaborate: three to five days of fever, vomiting, headaches, and unusually vivid dreams. Nasty, yes. Catastrophic, no.

But the genome is absurd.

I am not talking about “unusually large.” I am talking about something engineered by a team that wanted to show off. It is far too stable for its size. Whole sections look less like viral code and more like stored data with built-in correction. It should fall apart. It does not.

I keep circling back to the same thought: nobody builds something this complicated to cause a bad cold and a few ugly nights.

I’m bringing a chilled sample under permit. If you still want it, I can bring it straight to the lab after I land. Coffee after that, if neither of us is infected with the thing.

Sonia



1.2 Anna: Re: Meet LASS-VASH-2024

Subject: Re: Meet LASS-VASH-2024

Sonia,

Of course I still want it.

You had me at “far too stable for its size.” If the sequencing confirms what you think it does, this is not just unusual. It is designed.

Bring the sample straight to GAIA when you get back. I’ll keep the sequencers ready. We won’t get a full readout right away, but if the structure is as strange as you say, we should at least get enough to know whether we’re looking at something artificial.

And yes, coffee after. Assuming you’re not delirious and I’m not buried under a mountain of data.

Travel safe.

Anna



1.3 Sonia: Maylee Shufoo

Subject: One more thing from Shenzhen

Anna,

There is something else here you’d enjoy hating.

A boutique chain called Maylee Shufoo keeps turning up in the shopping districts here. The name is written in Chinese on the windows, and the whole thing looks like a very expensive dare.

The style is impossible to miss. Pencil skirts so tight they change the way women walk. High collars that look half blouse, half restraint. Gloves with too many buttons. Corsets sold as if they were office basics. Some pieces look Victorian, some look like polished corporate wear, some look almost ceremonial. It has that fascinating thing you sometimes get here, where fashion crosses over into discipline and nobody acts as if that is strange.

The almost open, everyday bondage aspect is wild. Not nightclub fashion, not costume, not even subculture exactly. Just a shop on a normal street selling elegance, restraint, and inconvenience as if every woman obviously wants that.

It should look ridiculous. Instead it looks expensive, polished, and weirdly convincing.

I took a photo.
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Maybe it means nothing. Maybe it is just Shenzhen being Shenzhen and me being too sleep-deprived to walk past a novelty shop without writing you a field report.

See you tomorrow if I survive customs and jet lag.

Sonia



1.4 Anna: Re: Maylee Shufoo

Subject: Re: One more thing from Shenzhen

Sonia,

That shop looks like someone crossed a boardroom, a bridal salon, and a fetish house, then hired a very serious art director.

So yes, I hate it already.

It also looks like Fifty Shades of Shenzhen opened a flagship store and got a tax break.

I would like to see you wear that blouse with the impossible collar purely in the interests of international cultural understanding.

Bring the photo. Bring the sample. Bring yourself in one piece. If this thing really is engineered, I want to know who made it and what they thought they were doing.

Anna





2 Friday Evening, Geneva

Sonia flew from Shenzhen back to Geneva with the biohazard container chained to her wrist and plugged in whenever she could get access to power.

There had been no direct flight, so she had changed planes in Frankfurt after a miserable layover spent sitting beside a wall socket, too tired to read and too responsible to wander off for proper food. By the time she stepped out of Geneva airport, her white blouse was crumpled, her charcoal trousers had given up any claim to elegance, and there were dark shadows under her eyes. Only her black blazer had survived the trip with some dignity left.

She took a taxi straight from the airport to Campus Biotech.

“Le Campus Biotech, le laboratoire GAIA, s’il vous plait.”

The driver looked back at her in the mirror. “Lequel?”

“Genomic Advancements and Innovations Alliance. Just follow the signs once we’re there. C’est facile.”

Friday traffic by the lake turned ten kilometers into a crawl. Sonia sat in the back with one hand on the sample case and watched Geneva slide past in broken pieces between stopped cars. She kept returning to the same thought: a virus this large should not exist in such a stable form. It should have been unstable, messy, falling apart as it spread. It was not.

Eventually the taxi pulled into a parking bay in front of the GAIA building, all glass, steel, and mirrored surfaces, set down on Campus Biotech between older blocks, the park by the lake, and the tracks near Geneve-Secheron.

Sonia paid, got out, and went straight inside without dropping her luggage at home. More than anything, she wanted the sample container off her wrist.

Inside, she swiped her access card, scanned her retina, and headed for the elevator. The lift dropped her three floors underground into the sequencing lab that Anna ran.

The setup looked like something taken straight out of a sci-fi flick. Arrays of PCR machines were paired with AI powered analytics computers for rapid sequencing of unknown viruses. Screens, blinkenlights, some replacement computer parts, chemical analytics equipment, freezers and chillers, and a lone Bunsen burner with a tripod and an asbestos plate, hosting an Erlenmeyer flask. The latter part was used mostly to make Anna’s specialty coffee.

Anna looked up as Sonia stepped out of the lift.

“Salut ma cherie,” she said, hurrying over in squeaking running shoes. She wore black leggings, a soft grey long-sleeved top, and an old lab coat that had seen far better days. “Nice to see you again. Qu’est-ce que tu m’apportes?” Then she got a proper look at Sonia’s face. “Ma fille, tu as une sale tete. Are you all right?”

Sonia smiled wearily. “I did not get enough sleep. Did I mention that?”

“You look like death after economy class.” Anna reached for the cuff at Sonia’s wrist. “Come, give me the box. Power and cooling first, then coffee, then science.”

“Science first,” Sonia said out of habit.

“Non. Coffee first. You can barely stand.”

Sonia finally unlocked the container and handed it over, glad to be rid of the weight. Anna carried it to the bench, plugged it in, and checked the status lights until the unit chirped and switched happily from battery to grid.

“Still cold,” Anna said. “Bon.”

Then she turned to the coffee setup.
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Sonia delivers the container to Anna. She’s tired and feels off.

Sonia sank onto a stool while Anna lit the burner and worked through the ritual with the same concentration she gave the sequencers. The lab slowly filled with the smell of roasted beans and hot glass. When Anna finally put a mug in front of her, Sonia looked at it as if it were medical care.

“Good thing you didn’t dress in Maylee Shufoo,” Anna said as Sonia stirred in sugar.

Sonia gave a tired grin. “Please. I was already strapped to one terrible device all day. I didn’t need a skirt engineered by sadists as well.”

“Pity. I was hoping for the full Shenzhen look.”

“You wish.”

Anna smiled and went through Sonia’s paperwork while Sonia drank. Their silence never felt awkward. They had studied together, worked together, taken care of each other through hangovers, deadlines, and a few bad field trips. This was only a more expensive version of the same thing.

“That boutique chain is bizarre,” Anna said, flipping one page and glancing at Sonia’s notes. “You were right about that. Very expensive cultural madness.”

“I told you. Everyday office bondage, sold with a straight face.”

“And apparently with enough confidence to make it look fashionable.”

“Would you wear it?”

Anna looked offended. “Absolutely not.”

“Coward.”

“You first, ma cherie.”

Sonia laughed and regretted it at once. She was more tired than she wanted to admit.

Anna unboxed the samples with practiced hands, checked the handling notes, and loaded the first trays into the sequencers.

“All right,” she said. “Now we do science.”

The machines started up with a gentle whine, then settled into their working hum. Outside, somewhere three floors above them, the late spring light faded over the city and the lake.

Sonia leaned against the counter with her empty cup in hand. “How long until you get something useful?”

“For the full genome? Monday if we’re lucky.” Anna glanced at the first summaries as they appeared. “For enough to be interesting, sooner.”

She was right. Initial data crawled onto the screen. Broad structures first. Then flags.

Sonia watched Anna lean closer.

“What?” Sonia asked.

Anna zoomed in on one region. “CRISPR-fold.”

Sonia straightened. “You’re sure?”

“Yes.” Anna pointed to the markers. “These are synthesis leftovers. Nothing in nature produces this pattern by accident.”

Sonia stared at the screen.

So it was engineered. Either built from scratch or assembled from existing material and modified well beyond anything that should have been in circulation. The finding did not answer the obvious questions, but it made them impossible to ignore.

“But who did it?” Sonia asked quietly. “And why?”

Anna shook her head. “The markers don’t tell us that. They only tell us someone made it.”

The hum of the machines filled the pause between them.

Then Anna found something else.

“Look at this.”

She brought up another section. Sonia stepped close enough that their shoulders nearly touched.

“Transport system,” Anna said. “It looks like a mechanism for crossing the blood-brain barrier.”

A chill ran up the back of Sonia’s neck. “That could explain the dreams.”

Anna nodded.

For a moment neither woman spoke.

Sonia set down the cup. “I’ve been feeling off since Shenzhen.”

Anna turned to look at her properly. “Off how?”

“Maybe only jet lag. Maybe airport food. Maybe recycled air and too little sleep. But I was collecting in active outbreak zones. I followed procedure, of course. Still.”

Anna leaned back against the bench, thinking. “We can’t test for it yet. Not until the sequencing is further along and we have proper markers.” She watched Sonia’s face for another second. “Go home. Isolate. Rest. Keep notes on symptoms.”

“You mean cancel tomorrow.”

“Yes, I mean cancel tomorrow.”

“You were looking forward to brunch.”

“I am looking forward to not getting infected in a cafe. Or infecting everyone in there, for that matter. You know the rules.”

Sonia grimaced. “Fair.”

They stayed another hour, long enough to log the early findings and set the machines to continue through the night. By then Sonia’s tiredness had settled into something heavier. Her joints ached and she looked slightly ill even standing still.

“I’m walking you home,” Anna said.

“You don’t have to.”

“I know.”

Outside, the air had cooled. They crossed the park, passed the station, and entered Les Grottes with Sonia dragging her case behind her. Anna kept pace easily even though the distance would barely have counted as a warmup for her. Sonia would normally have taken the bus, but tonight she was too tired to argue.

They talked in scraps along the way. Sample handling. The brunch they were not having. Whether Anna’s coffee rig should count as chemistry or witchcraft.

At Sonia’s building, Anna stopped.

“Tu es sure que ca va aller?”

Sonia tried a smile. “Avec un peu de chance, c’est seulement le decalage horaire. I’ll sleep, and we’ll know more tomorrow.”

“D’accord. But call me if it gets worse.” Anna tucked her hands into the pockets of her coat. “I mean it. It is only a short walk.”

“I know. Merci.”

“Bonne nuit, Sonia.”

“Bonne nuit, Anna.”

Anna watched her disappear inside, then walked the last blocks home.

Back in her own flat, she kicked off her sneakers, checked the sequencers remotely, and found nothing new beyond steady progress through a monster genome. The early results were still there waiting for her: engineered structure, CRISPR-fold markers, blood-brain-barrier access.

She went to bed with all of it in her head.

Sleep came, but lightly, and the night was full of uneasy fragments she could not remember clearly in the morning.




3 A Run by the Lake and Breakfast

Anna woke early and went out before she had time to think herself into staying home.

The lake air still carried the night’s cold. It bit pleasantly at the back of her throat as she ran north along the shore, past wet grass and dark tree trunks, with the city only half awake behind her. The first stretch felt easy. The second did what she had gone out there for and burned through the restless energy she had brought back from the lab.

She pushed the pace in short bursts, then eased off, then pushed again. By the time she turned for home, her legs were warm and heavy and her mind had settled into the blunt, useful rhythm of breath and footfall.

It did not last.

Back in her apartment, she left a trail of damp clothes on the way to the shower and stood under hot water until the chill went out of her skin. Then, still barefoot, she sat at her desk and checked the sequencers through the GAIA VPN.

Everything was still running. No errors. No dramatic new result waiting for her overnight. The data would come when it came.

She should have been relieved. Instead the familiar unease tightened again.

CRISPR-fold markers. Blood-brain-barrier access. Dream symptoms attached to a virus with a grotesquely oversized genome that looked elegant under analysis, as if someone had gone to considerable trouble to make it behave well.

People did not build things like that for no reason.

Anna closed the laptop and dressed for breakfast in her usual weekend version of herself: comfortable, tidy, ready to pass for relaxed while thinking much too hard.

She had planned to meet Sonia at the Lakeside Cafe. That was off now. Sonia needed sleep, isolation, and luck. Still, habit pulled Anna down toward the water, and she was hungry enough to let habit win.

The terrace was already filling when she arrived.

She ordered coffee and a croissant and chose a table with a little distance from the others. Not true isolation, but enough to quiet her conscience. The lake lay flat and pale beyond the railing. Cups touched saucers. Cutlery chimed. A child somewhere behind her laughed and was immediately hushed by a parent.

Anna tore off a piece of croissant and found herself thinking about Sonia anyway.
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Anna at breakfast, at the lakeside cafe.

Sonia had looked awful last night, and not only in the usual field-trip way. Anna knew that particular exhaustion well: long flights, stale air, airport food, a body running on caffeine and stubbornness. What unsettled her was what sat underneath it. That slight heaviness in Sonia’s face. The way she had admitted feeling off and then tried to minimize it at once.

Anna reached for her coffee and stopped mid-motion when she heard the sentence from the next table.

“It’s just not practical.”

There it was. Delivered in a patient male voice, smooth with the confidence that the discussion had already been won.

Anna turned her head.

Three people sat at the neighboring table, all around her age or a little older, dressed in the half-casual, half-professional way that screamed scientific institution on a weekend. The woman had short dark hair, a narrow face, and the expression of someone trying very hard not to show how angry she was. British, Anna guessed from the accent. The men with her were already leaning into the familiar posture of reasonable correction.

“I’m not saying throw it straight into production,” the woman said. “I’m saying run a proper pilot instead of dismissing it before anyone even tests it.”

“Sienna,” said the blond one, German by the sound of him, “you are talking about replacing materials in accelerator systems, not changing the office coffee machine.”

The other man gave a little laugh into his cup. “Exactly. If the simulations are wrong, we lose time and money for a marginal gain.”

Sienna put her cup down too hard. “Twenty percent is not marginal.”

“In a simulation.”

“Yes, Luca, in a simulation. That is how preliminary work functions.”

Anna looked away for a second and out toward the lake, because she already knew what would happen next if she let it go. The men would keep smiling. Sienna would sharpen. They would call her emotional without using the word. By the end of breakfast, she would be the one who had made the conversation difficult.

It hit too close.

She had seen the pattern in labs, in meetings, in conferences, in classrooms. She had seen it happen to herself. She had seen it happen to her mother so often that some part of her nervous system now lit up the moment a woman’s argument was treated like a personality flaw.

Sienna was speaking again. “I’ve run the thermal models six times with different stress assumptions. The composite holds. If we use it in the next magnet upgrade, we get efficiency and lower maintenance.”

Markus shook his head. “You keep saying if. That is the whole point.”

Luca leaned back in his chair. “Maybe save the revolution for after validation.”

That did it.

Anna stood up with her coffee in hand and crossed over before she could talk herself out of it.

“Excuse me,” she said. “I know this is rude, but I’ve been sitting right there listening to the oldest conversation in Europe and it’s starting to annoy me.”

Three faces turned toward her.

Sienna blinked first, surprised into a short laugh. “That is an unusual opening.”

“I know. Sorry. I’m Anna.” She looked at the men. “And unless either of you has already run the pilot she is asking for, telling her it’s impractical this early is just a more polished way of saying no.”

The blond man straightened. “Markus,” he said. “And we are actually discussing engineering constraints, not staging a gender seminar.”

“Convenient for you,” Anna said.

Luca’s brows went up. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me.”

Sienna sat very still now, watching Anna with open interest and what looked dangerously close to hope.

Anna turned to her. “CERN?”

“Unfortunately yes,” Sienna said. “Materials group.”

“Thought so.”

Markus gave a dry smile. “And what group are you from, since we’re collecting interventions from adjacent tables?”

“Virology. GAIA.” Anna sipped her coffee and kept her voice level. “Which means I’m professionally familiar with men declaring things unrealistic before they’ve understood the proposal.”

Luca gave a little shrug that was meant to read as amused patience. “We understood it. We just don’t think simulation output is enough.”

“She didn’t say it was enough,” Anna said. “She said run a pilot.”

“A pilot still takes budget.”

“Then argue budget honestly instead of pretending the idea is unserious.”

There was a brief silence. The sort that makes nearby tables start listening without looking as if they are listening.

Sienna leaned forward. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

Markus folded his arms. “All right. Since we’re apparently doing this in public, let me be direct. Novel materials sound exciting every year. Most of them fail under real conditions. We work with systems that don’t reward optimism.”

Anna nodded once. “Fine. That’s finally a real objection.”

He looked almost disappointed she had agreed. “It is the obvious objection.”

“Yes, and it’s very different from telling her the whole thing isn’t practical.”

Luca tried again. “You are turning a technical disagreement into a moral event.”

Anna gave him a look. “No. I’m objecting to the ritual where a woman says something ambitious and two men immediately appoint themselves custodians of reality.”

Sienna coughed into her hand to hide a grin.

Markus reddened slightly. “That is unfair.”

“Maybe.” Anna tilted her head. “Then prove it. Ask her what validation she wants. Ask what scale of test she is proposing. Ask what would change your minds. You’re scientists. Behave like it.”

For a second nobody spoke.

Then Sienna, with a composure Anna admired at once, slid a notebook across the table toward the two men. “Fine. Pilot proposal. Small-scale component test under current load assumptions, then thermal cycling, then stress comparison against the current standard. If it fails, you can both say I told you so for the rest of the year.”

Luca looked down at the notes despite himself. “You already sketched it out?”

“Obviously.”

Markus read over his shoulder. “This cost estimate is too low.”

“Good,” Sienna said. “Now we’re discussing the actual proposal.”

Anna felt her anger loosen, not because the men had transformed into better people in the span of a minute, but because the conversation had been dragged onto honest ground. That was often the best victory available.

Sienna looked up at her again. “Do you want to sit down? Since you’ve already detonated the table, you may as well stay.”

Anna laughed and took the empty chair. “Only for a minute. I was supposed to be having a quiet breakfast and failing at it.”

Sienna introduced them properly after that. Markus, materials engineering. Luca, systems integration. Herself, computational modelling. Anna gave them only the short version in return.

“GAIA?” Sienna said. “Virus people?”

“Among other things.”

“That sounds cheerful.”

“It isn’t, at the moment.”

Sienna caught something in that answer and let it pass. Anna appreciated that.

What followed was better. Not perfect. Markus still pushed too hard on cost. Luca still had the habit of translating Sienna’s ideas into safer language as if they improved by passing through him. Sienna pushed back every time, and Anna, when she had to, pushed with her.

By the end, the air at the table had changed.

Markus tapped the edge of the notebook. “All right. Send me the latest model version and I’ll look at the materials assumptions.”

Luca nodded more reluctantly. “If the numbers hold, I can ask around about test capacity.”

Sienna sat back and let out a breath through her nose. “That is all I wanted in the first place.”

“I know,” Anna said.

Sienna’s mouth curved. “You do, apparently.”

Anna stood. “Now I am going back to my coffee before I become fully unbearable.”

“Too late,” Luca said.

“Almost certainly,” Anna agreed.

Sienna stood as well and offered her hand. “Thank you. Seriously.”

Anna shook it. “Any time.”

She carried her coffee back to her own table while the four of them were still faintly smiling in the way people do after a near-argument that became productive at the last possible second.

Only after she sat down did the old memory rise.

Paris. She had been ten and unbearably pleased to be allowed to travel with her mother to a conference on computational biology. The hotel dining room had seemed impossibly adult to her then, all glass, pale linen, and people speaking with intensity over lunch as if every meal were a continuation of a paper.

Professor Martin Keller had been one of those men who took up more social space than his body required. Pleasant voice. Established name. A way of explaining things that sounded generous right up until you noticed he was always explaining them to women.

Elena had been discussing biomathematical models of viral replication with him when Keller said, with all the warmth of a man bestowing a useful tip, “You should really read Lefevre et al. on the subject.”

Anna could still see the flicker in her mother’s face before the answer.

Elena put down her fork, touched her conference badge, and said, “I am Lefevre et al.”

The people around them laughed. Keller flushed dark red. Then, because he was not a fool, he recovered and asked a better question than the one he had started with.

Anna had remembered the line for years because it was funny, but also because it showed her the way the world worked for women. Her mother had not smiled to soften it. She had not apologized for embarrassing him. She had corrected him cleanly and gone on speaking as if that were the most natural thing in the world.

That was the part that stayed: The expectation that her work should be met at full height.

Anna looked out over the lake with her coffee cooling in her hand. She wished, sharply and unexpectedly, that she could call Elena right then and tell her about the table next to hers, about Sienna, about the virus, about Sonia at home in isolation and a genome she could not stop worrying at.

Instead she sat in the morning light and let the memory settle.




4 Descent into Sickness

Back home, Anna checked the sequencers again through the lab VPN and wished she had not.

The data had sharpened overnight. Too much of the genome looked manufactured for her to pretend otherwise now. Whole sections behaved less like viral code than stored information, packed densely and protected against replication damage with a level of correction no natural virus bothered with. It was ugly only in scale, the design was clean. Professional. Whoever had built it had known exactly what they were doing.

She then zoomed with Sonia, who was staying at home.

Sonia answered from bed, not looking good at all. “Chere,” Anna said, “tu te sens mieux?”

“Comme de la merde,” Sonia said at once. “And more so than can be blamed on jet lag. I am staying home. I have groceries. I am still deeply offended by the concept of food.”

Anna almost smiled. “You look terrible.”

“Thank you. I have been working on it.”

Anna shared her screen and walked her through the latest structures, the synthetic signatures, the impossible correction logic. Sonia watched with narrowed eyes and that stubborn field-agent calm she used when something was worse than she wanted to admit.
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Anna zooms Sonia, Sonia is sick.

“So we know someone made it,” Sonia said. “That still doesn’t tell us what it does.”

“No.”

“Then no panic yet. Not until we have something solid enough to wave in front of people. We need some solid data first. You know how it goes otherwise.”

Anna knew she was right. She had first hand experience, so to speak, just after her morning run. She still hated it.

“We’ll write it properly once the sequencing is further along,” she said.

“Good.” Sonia shifted on the pillow and winced. “If I don’t answer later, assume I’m asleep or dead.”

“Preferably asleep.”

“Preferably.”

They ended the call. Anna meant to spend the rest of the weekend working.

By Sunday morning she woke with a headache and felt seriously ill.

Light from the window cut across the room and went straight through her eyes into the back of her skull. She turned onto her side too quickly and nearly vomited before she had even opened them fully. The sheets were damp. Her mouth tasted of stale heat and metal. When she dragged herself upright, the floor moved in a slow, ugly tilt under her feet.

She took her temperature. Fever.

An hour later it was higher.

Her day dissolved into fragments: bathroom tile against her shoulder, the cold porcelain of the toilet seat under one hand, a glass of water she could not keep down, a wet washcloth gone warm against the back of her neck almost at once. Her throat hurt. The skin under her arms itched. By noon her breasts felt strangely swollen and over-sensitive, as if even the weight of her T-shirt had become an irritation.

Her phone glared when she checked it. Sonia had texted.

Same here. Fever. Headache. Can’t eat. This is bad.

Anna stared at the message until the words blurred.

Oh.

They had it.

The virus was in both of them now. That part at least was obvious. It was moving through tissue, crossing barriers, unpacking whatever had been hidden inside that monstrous genome while she lay in bed sweating through another shirt.

She had planned to write a paper, not become the subject of it, but she spent most of Sunday half in the bathroom and half in bed. There were moments when she thought she had slept and moments when she knew she had blacked out instead. She woke once with her cheek pressed to the tiles and no memory of how she had reached the floor. Another time she found herself standing in front of the mirror with both hands at her scalp because the itching there had become unbearable.

Her hair had become visibly longer. That was scary.

The soft hair on her forearms seemed thinner. Her underarms burned. Between her thighs the itching had turned sharp and insistent, intimate in a way that made panic and embarrassment arrive together. She scratched and has her hand full of lose pubic hair.

Fever, she told herself. Neurological involvement. Sensory distortion.

Then her nipples brushed the inside of her shirt when she moved and the shock of pain was so bright it bent her forward.

This was not a cold.

This was a program running.

The thought stayed with her because she was sick enough that metaphor no longer felt separate from fact. Code. That was the word her brain kept coming back to. Something had entered her body and her cells were… running it. The genome had always looked too deliberate. Now the deliberation was happening under her skin.

She tried to message Sonia again. Delivered. No reply.

Of course no reply. Sonia was probably in bed with the same fever, the same vomiting, the same impossible sense that something careful and invasive had started editing her from the inside.

By night the voices began.

Nothing loud and cinematic, just the sense of words at the edge of hearing, close enough to feel personal, too blurred to pin down. She rolled onto her back and dragged the sheet up over herself, then kicked it away because her skin had become intolerably hot, then pulled it back minutes later when the chills hit.

She slept at last because the body always takes something for itself eventually.

And the dreams opened.

At first they were almost ordinary. Her mother in a kitchen from childhood, sunlight on the table, the smell of coffee, a hand smoothing Anna’s hair back from her face. Comfort. So much comfort that Anna nearly cried inside the dream.

Then Elena said, “A good girl keeps herself graceful even when she is tired.”

Anna woke with a start, heart hammering, and found the pillow wet beneath her cheek.

The next sleep dropped her somewhere else. A classroom this time. One of her old teachers walking between desks, voice warm, tone encouraging, saying almost the right thing and then not. Sit properly. Speak less quickly. Do not push so hard to be first. A clever woman knows how to support without drawing attention.

Anna argued in the dream. She was sure she did. Her mouth moved. No sound came out.

That silence frightened her more than the words.

The dreams kept coming, jumbled sequences of authority figures in a fevered morality play. They overlapped and bled into each other. Her mother became a lecturer. A lecturer became an old school principal. Rooms changed mid-sentence. Someone fastened a collar at the back of her neck while another voice praised her for standing still. She would be in a conference hall one moment and kneeling on polished floorboards the next with her skirt arranged over her knees and her hands folded so neatly in her lap that the sight of them made nausea rise in her throat.

She resisted hardest when the dreams used Elena.

That was where the virus showed its cruelty. It did not only invent. It revised. It took the woman who had taught Anna to speak clearly, to fight in public if she had to, to never let a mediocre man explain her own work to her, and made her lower her voice and say, “Submission is peace, ma fille. You do not need to struggle so much. A woman should be seen, but never heard.”

Anna woke from that one crying with rage. She sat upright too fast, the room lurched, and she vomited bile into the bin she had dragged beside the bed. When the spasms stopped, she stayed there shaking, hair stuck damply to her face, and tried to breathe through the pain in her throat.

She hated the dream. She hated whoever had made this. She hated the tiny corrupt part of herself that had responded to Elena’s softened voice before the horror caught up.

Because there had been a response. “Yes, Mama. A woman should be seen, but never heard. I know.”

The moment she gave in the first time, the second layer of assault became apparent and it made her sick in a different way.

Every time cooperated, even for a second, the punishment stopped. Pressure eased and voices gentled. Hands that had been restraining became soothing. Praise entered where correction had been. She would feel the release first in her chest, then lower, until relief tipped into unmistakable pleasure.

Once she found herself kneeling before a faceless figure while someone behind her adjusted her posture with light pressure between her shoulders and at the back of her neck. “There,” said a woman’s voice, satisfied. “Much prettier when you listen.”

The word prettier moved through her like heat. She woke with one hand between her thighs and snatched it away as if burned.

The wetness there was real.

Another sleep, another variation. She was exhausted beyond fury now, stretched thin by fever and pain and the raw humiliating fact that the dreams had learned what bought compliance fastest.

They stopped trying to persuade her with duty alone. They offered reward.

Yield and the room warms. Obey and the headache backs off a little. Kneel… someone strokes your hair. Accept the blouse, the collar, the corrected posture, the lowered gaze, and the terrible internal friction goes quiet.

She knew, even in the dream, what was happening. Operant Conditioning using aversion and relief. Pleasure reinforcement layered over identity attack with almost elegant precision.

Knowing it did nothing.

That was part of the horror too. Her scientific mind stayed online just enough to narrate the mechanism while the rest of her was being worked over by it.

By Monday she no longer trusted the edges of waking.

The apartment smelled of sweat, damp sheets, stomach acid, and sour medicinal taste of things she swallowed, but that didn’t help. Her body had become an unreliable object she dragged from one surface to another. Hair collected in the shower drain. The skin between her legs stayed oversensitive and inflamed. Her breasts ached. The fuzz on her arms was gone completely by now.

When she slept, the dreams were waiting with less effort spent on threats now and more on seduction.

Not kindness, but something worse: Intimacy engineered for surrender.

In one dream she stood in front of a mirror while unseen hands buttoned her into a high-necked blouse she could not remove on her own. She should have fought. Instead she watched her own face change as each fastening closed, watched fear drain down into stillness, then into shameful anticipation. By the time the last button was done, she was standing on the edge of want so sharp it felt like illness all by itself.

She woke gasping, thighs pressed together, the bed damp under her again.

For a few seconds she could not remember where she was. The room looked wrong. The curtains, the chair, the glass of water by the bed, all of it slightly estranged.

Then memory returned in pieces. Geneva. Apartment. Virus. Sonia.

Anna pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes until sparks flared behind them. The fever had not only made her sick. It was teaching her. Wearing grooves into thought. Attaching comfort to obedience. Trying on versions of her until it found the one that would hold.

That was the true obscenity of it. Not that she was ill. Not even that her body was changing in ways she could feel without yet fully seeing.

There was that something inside her that had started playing to her surrender.




5 Anna Is Changed

By Thursday morning the fever had broken enough for hunger to come back.

It hit without dignity. Anna stood in the kitchen in yesterday’s T-shirt, shaking slightly, and ate whatever she could reach first. Bread. Yogurt. Half a banana. Water straight from the bottle. She leaned against the counter while she swallowed, waiting to see whether her stomach would reject all of it.

It held.

She should have felt relief. Instead the first thing that really reached her was the mess.

Crumbs on the counter. A smear of yogurt near the sink. Water running down the side of the bottle and onto the floor.

The discomfort was immediate and intimate, as if the disorder were inside her skin rather than on the surfaces around her. Her heart kicked once. Her throat tightened. The same pressure from the dreams gathered behind her eyes.

Clean it.

Anna gripped the edge of the counter. “No.”
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Anna cleans the kitchen, her body aching from fever and exhaustion.

The pressure sharpened: wrongness and a crawling internal agitation that forced her to act.

She looked at the sink, at the cloth beside it, at the crumbs. The effort of not reaching for them felt absurdly large after days of fever. She was out of everything that might have helped her fight it cleanly: sleep, appetite, courage, even spite.

Choose your battles, she thought wildly, and hated herself for thinking it.

She picked up the cloth.

The relief came so fast it nearly folded her.

Warmth poured through her chest and belly, low and humming and horribly familiar now. Her body loosened around it. Her breath steadied. For three or four seconds, cleaning the counter felt not merely necessary but sweet.

Anna froze with the cloth in her hand.

There it was. The mechanism. Obey. Be paid.

She scrubbed the yogurt away anyway because stopping halfway would only bring the agitation back. The counter became the floor, the bottle, the sink. By the time the kitchen looked orderly again, she was leaning one hand against the cabinet, flushed and disgusted and calmer than she had been all morning.

She hated that calm.

Still, it let her think. She called the lab and left a thin, unconvincing message about still being alive, still sick, just a bad cold, which insulted both of them. After that she stood in the middle of the kitchen and tried to decide what mattered most.

Food. Sonia. The sequencers. A shower.

The shower won because another wave of wrongness had already begun to rise from her own skin.

She smelled sick. Fever-sour, slept-in, unclean. The feeling attached itself to her all at once, not just dirt but impropriety, as if being sticky and unwashed had become a moral failure. By now, for her, it had.

Anna closed her eyes. This one too. Another front.

She could fight it. Probably. For a while. She could also spend the little strength she had getting to the bathroom instead of arguing with the demand the entire way.

She chose badly and practically at the same time.

By the time she reached the bathroom, her legs were trembling again. The mirror over the sink caught her before she could avoid it.

What she saw first was ordinary illness. Dark shadows under her eyes. Cracked lips. Skin still pale from three days of fever.

Then the rest came into focus.

She stepped closer.

The floor tiles were speckled with pale little threads. Body hair. What used to be body hair.

Anna looked down at her arms. Smooth. Her legs. Smooth. Under her arms, between her thighs, across her stomach, all of it stripped clean and shining faintly in the bathroom light. Removed. Erased.

She touched one forearm with the fingertips of the other hand and felt skin where there should have been the familiar softness of fine hair. The sensation was wrong enough to make her jerk her hand away.

“No.”

Her scalp felt heavy. When she lifted both hands to it, more dread arrived. Her hair had thickened and lengthened, dragging in a way her body did not recognize. It fell past her shoulders in a smooth chestnut weight, straighter than it had ever been, denser, gleaming even now when she looked half dead.

She looked at her shape then because she could not keep herself from it.

Waist narrower. Breasts fuller. Hips subtly redrawn. The whole figure pushed toward an impossible ratio, not cartoonish exactly, but close enough to make her stomach clench.

And because the fever had left her body raw, every changed surface was too present. The new skin felt overexposed. Her breasts were still tender, though now in a different way: a sensitivity that made her hate the air on her nipples because it kept reminding her they were there.

Her first clear feeling was violation. She took a step back from the mirror so quickly her shoulder hit the doorframe.

This had been done to her, not shaved or chosen.

The inner voice came then, soft as breath at her ear.

“You’re becoming pretty.”

Anna went cold all over.

It sounded close to her own voice and wrong in the way a copied signature is wrong. Familiar shape. Foreign intent.

“Shut up.”

“Look at you.”

She did not want to. She was looking anyway.

The voice was insistent and intimate. It kept placing interpretations over what she saw, not in strange words, but in words she might once have used against herself.

Corrected, it suggested. Refined. Feminine. Soft.

Each word landed with a corresponding pulse somewhere in her body. The sensation was not pleasure yet, but a loosening, a reduction in panic, a dangerous easing, a subtle redirection of attention away from violation and toward appearance.

Anna dug her fingernails into her palms. “This is not better.”

“You can see the difference. You can see what changed. You can see how much better this fits.”

Memories moved under the voice as if it were riffling through them. Old insecurities. The shape of her waist in certain dresses. The curl she had never liked at the ends of her hair. The flatness she had sometimes seen in the mirror when she was tired and cruel to herself.

The voice took each one and turned it with quiet patience. See? Better.

Anna’s anger surged hard enough to steady her for a second. She seized that second. “You don’t get to use that.”

The answer was a withdrawal of relief. The return of internal friction so sharp it made her gasp. Only when she stopped fighting the correction did it ease again.

Anna stared at her own face in the mirror and felt something inside her split neatly down the center. One part knew exactly what this was. Memory tampering, reward-linked conditioning, a reinforcement schedule attaching itself to hygiene, posture, self-perception, anything.

The other part was tired, tired enough that happiness, even counterfeit happiness, had started to look like relief.

That was the progression, she realized with a clarity that made her want to retch. Not one single decisive assault, but constant attrition. You get sick. You lose sleep. You lose strength. You spend resistance on the large things and begin surrendering the small ones because you cannot afford every fight. Then the small surrenders start paying.

By the time you understand the system, your body is already participating in it.

She turned on the shower too hard and nearly lost her balance doing it. The first spray was hot. She stepped under it and felt the dirt, sweat, and stale sick smell start to lift from her skin.

The reward hit before she had even reached for the soap.

“Clean is good,” the voice said. “Proper is good. You know that. You can feel that.”

The warmth that followed the thought spread downward this time, lower than the kitchen calm had gone. Her stomach tightened. Her thighs drew in a fraction. The shower, the steam, the smoothness of her altered skin under her own hands, all of it folded into one humiliating circuit.

Anna braced herself against the tile and stood still until it passed enough for her to move.

She washed quickly, because touching too much was risky now. Each slide of soap over her skin kept reporting the changes back to her. Hairless, slick and over-sensitive. New curves where her hands did not expect them.

At one point her palm passed under her breast and she had to bite down on a sound because pleasure surged through her from where she touched herself.

The voice was patient. “Pretty girls take care of themselves. You can take care of yourself. You can be as pretty as this now.”

She scrubbed harder in answer and paid for that too, because vigorous obedience still counted as obedience. More warmth. More relief. More of the body learning the wrong lesson and learning it well.

When she stepped out and wiped the mirror clear with the flat of her hand, the confrontation started again.

The woman in the glass was beautiful by standards Anna distrusted on principle, composed to please, a body drawn toward fantasy with enough taste left intact to keep the whole thing from tipping into parody.

That was what made it obscene. If it had made her grotesque, resistance would have been simple. Instead it had made her lovely in a way she could see at once and despise for the reasons she was seeing it.

Her stomach twisted while heat moved low through her body again, binding shame to arousal and violation to beauty.

She hated both.

“This is what a proper woman looks like,” the voice murmured. “You can keep fighting it, or you can let yourself see it.”

Anna’s mouth opened and no answer came. Part of her energy was going toward staying upright, part toward not crying, part toward not touching herself anywhere the reward could use, and there was very little left for argument.

She pulled a towel around herself with rough, graceless motions. The voice kept close, not loud or urgent, merely sure.

“You can choose to stop feeling torn at any time,” it said. “You can choose to let it fit, feel right. You can choose not to make this harder than it already is.”

Anna looked at the mirror one last time over the top edge of the towel.

What had she become already? How much of the horror was still hers, and how much of the answering pleasure belonged to the thing inside her? How many thoughts in the next hour would be hers at all?

She did not know.

That ignorance frightened her. So did the smaller, meaner truth underneath it: the voice’s approval felt good, and she no longer had enough strength to pretend that fact did not matter.




6 Dressing Changed

By the time Anna got out of the shower, she had already cleaned the bathroom again.

Of course she had. There had been droplets on the tiles, a streak on the mirror, damp prints on the floor. She had seen them and known at once what would happen if she tried to leave them there. The pressure would start. The wrongness. The soft internal twisting that made disobedience feel filthier than the mess itself.

So she had wiped the mirror. Dried the tiles. Straightened the bottles on the shelf. Earned the low, warm easing that came afterward.

That was how it worked now. Correct. Reward. Again.

Naked, damp, exhausted, she went to the bedroom and stood in front of the open wardrobe.

Her clothes looked wrong before she even touched them. Estranged. Running tops. Soft sweaters. Dark blazers. Trousers she had once liked for their clean line and ease.

Anna reached for the trousers first because she still wanted one clean victory somewhere.

Her stomach turned. Her mouth flooded. Shame climbed into her chest with such force that she had to brace one hand against the wardrobe door. The cloth in her fingers felt contaminated, indecent, impossible.

No. No, not that. Not on you.

She shut her eyes. The thought was not fully verbal at first. It came as a refusal in the body and then clothed itself in language she would once have mocked.

Women do not wear pants. Nice girls do not wear pants. You know better than this.

Memories rose with it. A version of childhood she did not trust. Her mother taking trousers from her hands with quiet disappointment. Girls at school corrected for dressing improperly. An old lesson about dignity, modesty, feminine self-respect.

False memories. Probably. Counterfeit. Inserted.

The shame was real anyway.

Anna opened her eyes and stared at the trousers hanging from her hand. “They’re mine.”

The pressure answered by tightening.

She could feel the alternatives waiting behind her, patient, certain, already selected.

Dress. Skirt. Neat. Feminine. Pretty.

The words arrived with the awful calm of thoughts she might once have had on a cruel day in front of a mirror.

You would feel better dressed properly. You know you would. You can stop forcing the wrong shape onto yourself.

Anna put the trousers back as if they had burned her.

At the rear of the wardrobe hung the rust-red dress she had worn exactly once on a date bad enough to sour the dress by association. White collar. Full skirt. Three-quarter sleeves. Something chosen long ago for an experiment in looking softer than she felt.

Now felt right and fitting.

She pulled it free and the agitation eased at once. Just a little. Enough to make her hate herself for noticing.

“No.”

But her body had already begun to move.

Stockings first. Her fingers fastened them to the suspender belt with a competence that no longer surprised her as much as it should have. Then the dress up over her altered body, the fabric settling over her hips and waist with an intimate rightness that made her breath catch. Pumps last.

When the collar closed at her throat, the relief spread through her in a long, low wave.

Her shoulders dropped before she meant them to. The cramped knot under her ribs loosened. Pleasure followed a second later, lighter than the shower reward, sweeter, more dangerous.

There. Better. You can feel it. You did right. Right feels good.

Anna stood very still inside the dress. It should have felt like costume. But she did right. And right felt good.

That was the obscenity.

She looked up at the mirror.

The woman staring back at her was too composed for someone still shaking off a fever. The dress sat neatly across fuller breasts and a narrower waist. The skirt softened her. Ordered her. Made her look as if she belonged to an older, more disciplined version of the world.

Her bare face ruined the effect.

The knowledge arrived immediately, with the same polished certainty as everything else.

Not ruined. Unfinished.

The need for makeup passed through her body like another switch being thrown. Anna actually laughed once under her breath, short and humorless, because of course there was another layer.

Her hands moved before her resistance organized itself.

Foundation. Powder. Color at the cheeks. Darkness at the lashes.

She watched the process happen almost from behind herself, seeing each small correction land before she had fully decided to allow it. This was not only compulsion. This was installed skill. Her fingers knew exactly how much product to use, where to place it, how to shift the lines of her face toward polish and softness and femininity.

The thought clicked through her with exhausted clarity. Of course it was. More conditioning. More useful knowledge pushed into her and made to feel like recovery.

She tried once to stop halfway through. Her hand hung suspended near her face while distress climbed abruptly through her nerves, hot and needling and irrationally sharp.

Finish. Then you can breathe again. Finish and it will settle.

She finished.

Lipstick last, in a shade she would never have chosen for herself and yet recognized at once as right for this face.

When she looked up, the reward struck harder.

Pretty. There you are. You can see it now.

Anna’s thighs pressed together of their own accord. She went cold with shame even as pleasure moved through her.

That face in the mirror was hers and not hers, familiar bone structure reinterpreted through color, line, and a standard she despised because she could see exactly how it flattered her. She looked healthy. Poised. Desirable. She looked like what someone had wanted women to become and like what part of her was already learning to want.

“This isn’t me.”

The answer came gently.

You can say that for now. You can take your time. You can still see how much better this looks.

Anna’s eyes filled. She wiped the tears away before they could ruin anything and felt the vicious little twist of satisfaction when the makeup remained intact.

The wardrobe drew her back next.

The old clothes had become unbearable to look at. Viscerally, in the body, and not just in theory: The sight of them made nausea turn over in her stomach. Too loose, careless, masculine, messy.

She grabbed one of her old sweaters and tried to hold onto the memory attached to it. Winter train platforms. Early mornings. Sonia laughing at something filthy over bad station coffee. Her own shoulders, her own life, her own speed.

For a second the memory held.

Then the new judgment slid over it. Unfeminine, untidy and wrong for you.

Anna made a noise in her throat and threw the sweater onto the bed as if distance alone might break the spell. Not enough. The longer she looked at the old wardrobe, the more the pressure built.

Get rid of it. You already know you will never want to wear it again. You can feel that. It is a certainity. You can clean up, remove clutter, and you will feel better once it is out of the room.

She found large bags and started packing with a frantic economy she did not trust. Tops. Trousers. Jackets. Practical shoes. Anything that belonged to the life before the fever and before the mirror and before the dress now hanging correctly from her body.

Each time something landed in the bag, the pressure eased. Each time she paused, it came back worse.

There was no mystery left in the mechanism by then. Action. Relief. Compliance. Reward.

Knowing the sequence changed nothing. If anything, knowing it and obeying anyway made her feel more divided.

Halfway through she stopped with a pair of running shoes in her hands. They were dirty at the edges, worn into the shape of her stride, hers in a way the new body no longer entirely was.

She stared at them until her vision blurred.

The voice kept close and reasonable. You don’t have to do all of it at once. You can start with what is obviously wrong. You can keep what is proper. You can let go of what no longer fits.

It was a lie, or nearly a lie. It wanted all of it. She knew that. But the lie came wrapped in mercy and she was weak enough to accept mercy where she could get it.

The shoes went into the bag.

Relief flooded her so strongly it tipped toward sensuality. The breath left her body in a shudder. For one hideous moment the act of purging the old wardrobe felt intimate, cleansing, nearly orgasmic in the way a long-denied scratch can feel holy when finally touched.

Anna leaned over the bed with both hands pressed into the mattress and waited for the wave to pass.

By the time she tied the bags shut, the room had been divided cleanly. Acceptable. Unacceptable. Before. After.

She hated the neatness of that division. She also could not imagine living another hour with the rejected clothes still there.

As she turned toward the door, another rule settled into place. Smooth and reasonable, already half accepted.

A woman does not go outside barehanded. A woman does not uncover her hair in public. You know that. You can dress properly.

Anna shut her eyes. There was no strength left for this one.

She found long black satin gloves in a drawer and pulled them on finger by finger. Then the wide-brimmed hat. The final effect in the mirror should have been absurd.

It was elegant, restrained and comfortingly complete.

And the image frightened her because of how fully it landed.
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Anna was ready to go out and get rid of her old, ungainly clothing.

The bags dragged against her legs as she walked them to the donation bin. The dress moved around her calves. The gloves changed how every surface felt. Her shoes clicked in a measured rhythm that made haste impossible and posture unavoidable.

By the time she reached the overflowing containers, she realized she was not alone.

Another woman was there in a dress, gloves, hat, and makeup that had the same polished finality as Anna’s own. The colors were different. The structure was not. She looked less like a person expressing taste than like a version produced from the same instructions.

Same army, different color. For a second she thought the sight might comfort her. Proof she was not uniquely trapped. Proof the fever had not singled her out for some private humiliation.

Instead the horror widened when she realized that this was happening at scale. It was large scale social change.

Anna fed the bags into the bin one by one. Each release brought a brief wrench of grief and then the now-familiar easing, so that by the time the last bag was gone she could no longer tell where loss ended and relief began.

She looked at the other woman again. Wanted to speak. Wanted to ask whether it had happened this way for her too, whether she had also found herself being paid for surrender in little waves of warmth and quietness and shame.

The moment passed. The urgency of the next task was already rising.

More clothes. Proper clothes. Enough to match what she was becoming.

She turned away from the bins and started toward the street, horrified, half aroused by her own compliance, and unable to stop moving in the direction the thing inside her had chosen.




7 Shopping for a New Identity

The boutique had not been there before she got sick.

Anna was sure of that. The corner had been empty, paper still on the windows. Now there was curved glass, gold lettering, careful lighting, and a display arranged with confidence. It felt like a place that had always expected her to arrive.

The sign over the door was written in Chinese. Anna read it at once.

美丽束缚. Maylee Shufoo. Beautiful Restraint.

The translation slid through her head without effort. That should have stopped her on the pavement. Instead she stood looking at the window and felt the now-familiar tightening ease a little, the way it did when she moved in the direction the new rules preferred.

Inside the display, a blouse with a severe high collar stood beside gloves with many buttons, a long narrow skirt, and shoes designed for elegance instead of practicality. The whole thing should have read as parody. Instead, it looked expensive, intentional, and correct.
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The shop window of the newly opened Maylee Shufoo’s in Geneva.

Anna went in.

The air was filled with smells of starch, leather, silk, and some restrained floral note. Light fell softly across the racks. The garments stood in enough space to imply status.

A small woman in jade silk looked up from behind a counter and smiled. She was young, Chinese, fully composed in the same altered mode Anna had started seeing everywhere in Changed women: gloved hands, straight back, small contained movements, face finished with practiced care.

“Welcome,” she said. “My name is Lily. Please take your time.”

Please take your time. The phrase itself felt like guidance.

Anna drifted first toward the shoes because they were the least intimate place to begin. Shoes could still be called practical. Shoes could still pretend to be ordinary.

The first pair she picked up were matte black pumps with an ankle strap and a heel high enough to change posture without announcing itself as a fetish object to the whole street. Almost sensible.

The strap closed around her ankle and something inside her loosened.

Better. More proper already. You can stand like this.

She looked at herself in the mirror and saw it at once. The heel tipped her weight, lifted her chest, changed the line of her legs. Just enough to arrange the body how it ought to.

Lily appeared at her side without seeming to intrude. “A good daytime choice,” she said. “Stable, but very feminine.”

Anna nodded and hated how much that pleased her.

The brown ankle boots came next. These laced up the front and took both hands and real patience. No zipper or quick exit: the leather held the ankle firmly once Lily had tightened and hooked them closed.

Anna took two steps. The difference was immediate. She could still walk quickly if she insisted. She would only do it inelegantly.

“They make you more aware of yourself,” Lily said.

“That is one way of putting it.”

Lily’s smile did not change. “Awareness can be very useful.”

Anna bought them.

The knee-high black boots took longer. Hook after hook, laces pulling the leather close along calf and shin, each little closure making it clear that putting on the boot was a decision that would stay with her all day. By the time they were finished, Anna’s legs felt held.

Her own voice inside her kept providing affirmation:

Supported. Guided. Presented properly.

Anna looked away from the mirror before the thought could settle too comfortably.

Shoes done, she moved toward the blouses.

These were no casual clothes. Everything here came with expectations.

One cream blouse used heavy fabric and decorative pleats instead of lace, with puffed shoulders that narrowed into close sleeves and long cuffs fastened by tiny buttons along the arm. The collar rose high and close, slanting across the throat before finishing in a rigid line under the jaw.

Anna touched the collar and felt a pulse of warning and desire at once.

Another blouse, cut in green silk, followed Chinese lines she now understood as easily as she understood the sign outside. Mandarin collar. Pankou closures. Waist shaped, not for comfort but for presentation. The embroidery caught light in pale green and silver.

She should not have known how to read the style. She should not have known how the closure would sit or what historical language it was borrowing. She did.

That knowledge no longer crashed into her all at once. It slid into place with a disturbing, almost maternal smoothness.

You know this. You remember this. You can trust what feels familiar.

Anna drew back her hand.

Lily was watching in the mirror. “It suits you already,” she said.

“I haven’t even put it on.”

“Some things suit a woman before she closes them.”

That was the first moment Anna understood that Lily was not merely selling clothes. She was normalizing submission one calm sentence at a time. Helping Anna admit her new preferences and offering acceptance.

The dresses and skirts worked more directly. A charcoal sheath dress for work. A simple white blouse to wear under it. She paused there longer than she meant to. A wider floral skirt with enough volume for a petticoat. The matching petticoat, of course. A rust-red dress close enough to the one Anna had just put on at home to make her feel briefly duplicated. Narrow skirts with buttoned kick pleats that could be opened a little or closed almost entirely, depending on how much movement the wearer meant to allow herself.

She stopped in front of one especially narrow underlayer and read the tag before she could remember that yesterday she had not known Chinese.

优雅行走. Yoyah Sheengzoh. Walking with Grace.

Lily lifted it from the rack and held it across both palms with more ceremony than the garment should have deserved. “This is one of our most beloved foundation pieces.”

Foundation piece. Anna almost laughed. It was a hidden restraint skirt. Close, narrow, reinforced at the hem, and clearly designed to keep a woman’s stride short and controlled under whatever respectable outer layers she wore over it.

“It is a hobble slip,” Anna said.

“If one wishes to speak bluntly.”

“And if one does not?”

“It teaches grace,” Lily said.

Anna met her eyes in the mirror. “By making it difficult to move.”

“By making a woman more aware of how she moves.”

The answer slid under her guard because it was not exactly false.

Anna took it into the fitting room with a blouse, a skirt, and the ankle boots. Once she had it on, she understood immediately why the shop sold so many heels. The narrow underlayer changed the entire grammar of the body. Without heels it simply felt awkward. With them it became coherent: short steps, knees close, weight controlled, hips persuaded into a measured glide.

She emerged from the fitting room and caught her own reflection full on.

The blouse held her shoulders back. The collar pressed lightly against her throat, reminding it what to do. And the underlayer… that one disciplined her stride completely. Finally, the boots gave the whole thing enough elegance that the restriction looked chosen.

For one clear second old Anna rose hard enough to speak. This is ridiculous.

Then the pressure shifted. The room seemed to settle. The mirror version of her sharpened.

No. Or maybe not ridiculous. Just unfamiliar. But it is composed, and you can feel how much better you fit inside it.

A wave of warmth moved through her so quickly it made her fingers twitch. When she had first fallen ill, the rewards had hit like interruptions. Now they were arriving with more confidence, less force needed each time.

Lily adjusted the fall of the skirt over the hidden underlayer. “Very graceful.”

Anna’s face burned. “I can barely walk.”

“You are walking beautifully.”

That should have irritated her. Instead, it lodged somewhere low and dangerous.

The dysphoria came and went in little flashes after that. She would look at herself and suddenly see a caricature, an overarranged stranger with a throat too controlled and a waist too shaped and a posture too obedient. The old disgust would spark. Then the new interpretive layer would fold over it.

Elegant. Disciplined. Worth looking at. Worth protecting.

The new Anna kept winning these little internal arguments because the reward kept arriving on her side.

By the time she stood in the mirror again wearing the green silk blouse, the Yoyah Sheengzoh, a skirt with a petticoat, and the ankle boots, the shift reached deeper than clothing.

She did not only look proper. She understood propriety.

Or thought she did.

Ideas came back to her as memories instead of propositions. Women lowering their gaze. Women speaking more softly. Women offering small courtesies to elders, superiors, and men. Fathers owed obedience until marriage. Family honor living visibly in feminine conduct. Curtsies. Silence. Softness. Restraint in movement, speech, appetite, ambition.

She had not grown up with those rules. She also remembered growing up with them.

The contradiction should have broken something in her. Instead it sat in her mind like doubled vision, unpleasant at first and then manageable if she kept facing the preferred image.

Lily stood beside her and fastened one last button at Anna’s cuff. “Recovery can feel strange,” she said. “A lady does not have to understand everything at once. She only has to let herself settle.”

Anna turned to her sharply because the sentence was too close to the virus’s own manner. “Did this happen to you?”

Lily’s smile softened. “Yes.”

“And you accepted it.”

“Not immediately.” Lily smoothed the skirt over Anna’s hips with gentle professional hands. “But some forms of resistance only prolong distress. Some forms of acceptance make a woman feel more like herself again.”

Again. That word was always the trap.

Anna should have rejected it. Instead, she felt herself leaning toward it because the thought of feeling more like herself again had become almost unbearably seductive.

She bought the blouses. The shoes. The sheath dress. The wider skirts. The narrow ones. And of course the Yoyah Sheengzoh.
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Anna buys a Yoyah Sheengzoh underskirt.

By the time Lily packed everything, Anna no longer felt as if she were shopping. She felt as if she were gathering the missing hardware for a body and role that had already begun assembling themselves around her.

Outside the boutique, she walked in one of the new combinations long enough to feel the rules settle. The underlayer shortened her step. The boots kept her steps precise. The blouse discouraged any slackness through the shoulders. When she allowed all of that to shape her, the reward came. Not overwhelming. Just enough. A steady, persuasive rightness.

She caught herself in another shop window and had one of the short sharp spells of dysphoria again. For a blink she saw a woman from a polished 1950s fever dream, all collar and waist and imposed decorum. Then the feeling turned.

No. You are well dressed. You are dignified. You can stop treating correction as insult.

The new Anna reasserted herself with confidence.

Next came the practical outer layers the new rules required.

She went into a cosmetics shop and chose foundation, powder, rouge, and lipstick with instant certainty, all of it in shades that sharpened the same prepared face she had made at home. The installed knowledge was so complete now that she barely paused over the choices.

Then gloves. Soft leather for day. Satin for dressier occasions. Different lengths to overlap properly with blouse sleeves. Enough pairs to match the growing precision of the wardrobe.
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A formal blouse for sale at Maylee Shufoo’s in Geneva.

From there she went to an upscale Turkish boutique and stood for an embarrassingly long time in front of the scarves. She chose a creamy silk hijab first, because it would soften the rust-red dress and catch the light without becoming flashy. Then a sand-colored cashmere one for the neutral tones she had somehow already begun imagining as staples. Then a satin gray scarf muted enough to sit against the green Chinese blouse without competing with it.

The saleswoman helped her tie one. When the last fold was tucked in place, Anna looked into the mirror and saw a finished version of the logic now overtaking her life.

Hair entirely covered. Throat closed high. Hands gloved. Arms and wrists overlapped by sleeve and fabric and button and cuff. Only the face visible, and even that curated.
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A selection of gloves to dress properly.

The look changed how people treated her almost immediately. More space. More attention. More respect of a specific formal kind she had never aimed for before and now found herself absorbing greedily.

She could also see the Change more easily in others now. Not only in clothing, though the clothing helped. Also in pacing and posture, and in the way new rules sat naturally in them.

A Changed woman leaving a bakery with gloved hands and a lowered gaze. A man in a neat suit holding a door and expecting thanks as if expectation itself had become part of the social air. The city looked legible in a new way, and that frightened her less every hour. She began to rely on it instead.

By the time she got home with her boxes and bags, Anna knew the process had gone too far to reverse by force of will, and the knowledge did not weaken her. It steadied her.

Yes, she was Changed. Yes, she remembered the woman she had been before. That older self did not feel like a refuge anymore. It felt unfinished. Unmanaged. Embarrassingly careless in dress, in posture, in her whole understanding of how a woman ought to move through the world.

The old memories were still there, but they no longer carried authority. Some had gone flat. Some had begun to sour. When she pictured her old clothes, her old bluntness, her old casual pride in standing out, the reaction that came now was closer to discomfort than longing.

The new Anna did not feel like an intruder. She felt practiced, capable and improved. At peace.

She set the bags down in her newly ordered room and stood there for a moment in her gloves and collar and careful shoes, breathing.

She was almost thirty. Unmarried. A scientist. Those facts still existed. So did the new shame attached to them, the pull toward family, obedience, modesty, and a more managed femininity than she had ever wanted.

Both versions of her history stood open inside her. One was argumentative, ambitious, secular, modern. The other was dutiful, role-conscious, and alert to honor.

The second felt truer now. Not because it had erased the first. Because it had absorbed it, corrected it, and made it usable.

Anna looked at her purchases and understood that this was no temporary costume stage on the way back to normal. These clothes were not only clothes. They were tools and supports, instruments. The visible grammar of the woman the virus was teaching her to become.

She also understood something worse and calmer: awareness itself would not save her. Knowing that she had been changed did not crack the structure. It made her more resilient inside it. She could look directly at what had happened and would still choose the shape that now felt proper, disciplined, and beautiful.

And when she admitted that, the answering warmth moved through her like approval.

Peace, the new voice said in her own tone. Improvement. Relief. You know what you are now.

Anna looked once around the room, at the ordered surfaces, the boxes from Maylee Shufoo, the gloves laid neatly aside for later, and felt the last of the old internal argument settle into silence.

Rebuilt, apparently. Successfully, if the strange calm in her chest meant anything.




8 Sonia Meets the Changed Anna

The Lakeside Cafe had changed faster than Sonia was ready for.

She saw it before she even reached the terrace. Men in neat suits and ties. Women in skirts, dresses, gloves, hats, headscarves, all of them arranged with the same sharp precision she had started noticing on the street that morning. Worse than identical. Coordinated by taste, rules, and some underlying agreement about what people should look like now.

Sonia slowed at the entrance.

She had tried to compromise with the city before coming down here. A skirt instead of trousers. Low heels. A blouse buttoned higher than she liked. Enough makeup to avoid looking openly out of place. It had seemed reasonable in her flat.

Here it made her feel half-dressed.

No gloves. Hair uncovered. Too modern. Too blunt.

People looked at her and then away again with the discreet distaste reserved for someone who had violated a dress code in a way too intimate to name.

She kept walking.

Anna was at their usual table near the lake.

Sonia saw her and stopped.

The body changes were one thing. She had expected those after looking at herself in the mirror that morning and trying not to throw up. The manners were worse.

Anna sat with her back straight, one gloved hand resting beside her cup, the other in her lap. Her blouse was richly worked and high at the throat. Her skirt spread in a controlled A-line shape over petticoats. The sand-colored headscarf covered her hair completely. Even from a few meters away Sonia could see the care in her makeup.

She looked beautiful.
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Sonia saw Anna at her table at the lakeside café.

The thought hit first and sickened Sonia immediately after. It was exactly the kind of thought the virus wanted people to have.

“Anna?”

Anna looked up. For one second the face was almost ordinary with simple recognition and pleasure. “Sonia.”

Then the rest of the new manner settled over it. “It is wonderful to see you.”

The words were warm. The structure of them was not.

Sonia came closer and let Anna stand for the awkward little embrace, though she almost wished she had not. Anna hugged her carefully, as if there were already a correct way to do even that.

Sonia sat down before she lost her nerve. “You too.”

The waiter appeared at once. Anna glanced toward him, lowered her gaze automatically, and folded her hands. Sonia watched that with a rising, private nausea.

Anna turned to the waiter with a small, careful smile. “Sir, if it would be convenient, I would be very grateful for two coffees.”

“Of course.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

Sonia wanted to start with something sharp enough to crack the whole thing open. Instead she heard herself say, “How are you feeling?”

Anna answered immediately. “Much better.”

“That’s not what I mean.”

Anna’s fingers tightened under the white satin of her gloves. Sonia saw it. A tiny betraying motion. The old Anna was not gone. She was trapped somewhere in there, paying for every wrong answer before it reached the air.

“I know,” Anna said.

The coffees arrived. The waiter set them down. Anna thanked him softly and did not touch hers until he had moved away.

Sonia stared at her. “What was that?”

Anna blinked. “What?”

“You waited.”

Anna looked down at the cup as if it might explain itself. “It was more polite.”

“Did it?”

The flush that rose under her makeup was not shame. It was irritation at being asked.

Sonia leaned forward. “Anna, I need you to stop smoothing this over for one minute and just tell me what happened.”

Anna met her eyes then, and for the first time there was no gentle public mask in the expression. Only a flash of old irritation under a much steadier new composure.

“I got sick,” she said. “Then I got better.”

“No.”

“Sonia.”

“No. I got sick too. I know what the fever felt like. I know what my body looks like now. What I do not know is why you are sitting here like…” Sonia gestured helplessly at the gloves, the scarf, the posture, the exquisite correctness of the whole arrangement. “Like this.”

Anna’s throat worked. She looked away toward the lake and back again. “Because this is how I want to present myself.”

Sonia almost laughed. “Try again.”

Anna’s eyes narrowed. A familiar look, yes, but cleaner now. Less messy. Less spontaneous. “You are being rude.”

“Good. Maybe rudeness still gets through.”

At the next table, a man glanced over and then away. A woman in gloves pretended not to listen. That, more than anything, made Sonia’s anger focus. They were doing this in public. Under observation. Inside rules Anna had already started obeying even while talking about them.

“Fine,” Sonia said more quietly. “Walk me through it.”

Anna took a breath. “There are… changes.”

“I noticed.”

“Not only physical ones.”

“I noticed that too.”

Anna’s mouth tightened. “Must you do this in that tone?”

“Yes.”

That got the tiniest twitch at one corner of Anna’s mouth, gone almost before it formed. Sonia felt a rush of grief at how much that one small expression looked like her friend.

“The clothes help,” Anna said at last. “How?”

Anna looked at her own gloved hands. “They make things align.”

“What things?”

“Behavior. Thought. Presentation.” She hesitated over the last word, then forced herself on. “When I do what now feels proper, it gets easier.”

“Easier because?”

Anna did not answer.

Sonia waited.

At last Anna said, very low, “Because I am rewarded.”

The words left a little silence between them. Sonia looked at her coffee and then back up. “Rewarded how?”

Anna’s face colored again. “Relief first.”

“And after that?”

Another pause. Longer. “Pleasure.”

There it was. No manifesto. No philosophy. Just the obscene mechanism in one word.

Sonia sat back. “Jesus.”

Anna flinched. “Please.”

“No, don’t please me. Don’t do that polite little correction thing. They did this to you.”

Anna’s gaze snapped back to Sonia’s. “I know they did.”

Sonia stopped. “You know.”

“Of course I know.”

The force in that answer was real and unmistakably Anna’s.

“I know the virus changed me,” Anna said. “I know the memories are inconsistent. I know some of the rules were not mine before. I know what operant conditioning is. I also know I like this version of myself better.”

“Then why are you defending it?”

Anna exhaled and some of the anger drained out again, leaving calm behind it. “I am not defending the way it started.”

“It started with violation.”

“Yes.”

“And now?”

Anna looked out toward the lake. “Now it feels…” She stopped.

Sonia waited.

“It feels structured,” Anna said. “And calm. And much closer to the woman I ought to have been all along.”

That answer landed harder than any ideological speech would have.

Sonia rubbed at her forehead. “No, that is you liking the cage.”

“Yes,” Anna said, and there was no hesitation in it now. “In part, yes.”

“Anna.”

“Sonia, I was sick for days. It got into everything. The body. The dreams. The thoughts that came after the dreams. Every correction that I resisted made me feel worse. Every concession made it easier to breathe.” She looked back at Sonia now. “Then the fever ended and I could finally see myself more clearly. I was rude before. Abrasive. Careless with people. Careless with how I dressed. I thought that was strength.”

Sonia did understand. In part. Her own body had changed. The only difference was that the deeper hooks had not sunk all the way into her mind.

“Yes,” she said. “Then stop looking at me as if I have simply become stupid. I have become more polished than I was. More disciplined. More aware of what is proper.”

That stung because Sonia knew she had been doing exactly that, taking Anna’s polish as an indicator of a loss of intellect.

She changed tack. “All right. Tell me about your mother.”

Anna went still.

Not tense in the obvious way. More like an instrument held just past the point of vibration.

“What about her?”

“Tell me what you remember.”

Anna’s voice softened at once, and Sonia hated the softness because it had that same smooth, guided quality as everything else. “She was brilliant.”

Hope moved, small and desperate, through Sonia. “Yes.”

“And disciplined.”

The hope faltered.

“And gracious,” Anna continued. “Very gracious. She cared for my father, for our family, for her work in that order. She taught me that a woman’s mind is not diminished by obedience. It is refined by it.”

Sonia actually recoiled. “No.”

Anna’s eyes flickered. “That is what I remember.”

“No, it isn’t. That is what they put there.”

“It is still what I remember.”

Sonia heard the trap in that at once. Anna was not claiming it had always been true in some objective sense. She was telling the truth from inside the altered structure. That was worse, because it meant argument alone would never be enough.

“Elena would never have said that.”

Anna’s fingers tightened again. “You did not know her as I did.”

Sonia laughed once in disbelief. “I knew her well enough to know she did not spend her life dressing up compliance as virtue.”

Two tables over, cutlery stopped. The little radius of attention around them tightened.

Anna heard it too. “Please lower your voice.”

“Why?”

“Because everyone is listening.”

“Good.”

Anna’s expression changed. Fear. Public fear. Then the second reaction came behind it: the trained recoil from impropriety.

“A woman should not make a scene,” she said automatically.

The moment the words were out, Sonia saw something happen in her. A tiny slackening around the mouth. A faint shift in the shoulders. The reward.

Anna had just self-corrected in public and her body had paid her for it.

Sonia saw that and felt something harden.

“There,” she said quietly. “That. You say the line, your body gives you a treat, and then you call it truth.”

Anna looked hurt now, not shocked. “Do not say it as if that makes it false.”

“How else should I say it?”

“I don’t know.” Her voice dropped. “More honestly.”

That almost undid Sonia. Anna was not only trapped inside the cage. She had begun to take pride in how well she fit there.

Sonia looked at the woman across from her: the careful makeup, the white gloves, the full skirt, the covered hair, the upright posture that had become half habit and half restraint. She could see both things at once now. Anna had been altered. Anna was participating. Neither canceled the other.

“Come with me,” Sonia said.

Anna went visibly still. “No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I do not want to.”

“Or because you can’t?”

Anna held her gaze. “Because I do not want to go back to being that person.”

Sonia asked again, more gently. “Which is it?”

Anna’s eyes dropped to her lap. “If I can choose at all, then I am choosing this.”

That was worse than uncertainty.

They were both quiet after that. The terrace noise returned around them in little pieces. Cups. Chairs. Water against the edge of the promenade. Someone laughing too loudly at something several tables away.

Finally Sonia said, “I am not letting this go.”

Anna nodded without looking up. “I know.”

“And you know this isn’t over.”

“Yes.”

Sonia stood. The chair legs scraped louder than she meant them to. Heads turned again.

Anna winced almost imperceptibly.

Then she looked up at Sonia one last time. “Please remember that I am still here.”

Sonia’s throat tightened. “I know you are.”

She left money for the coffees and walked away before she could say anything softer that might break whatever held her upright.

Behind her, Anna remained at the table, straight-backed and gloved and outwardly composed. But Sonia had seen enough.

Anna knew what had been done to her. She also believed, in the most dangerous way possible, that what had been done to her had improved her.




9 Good Girl

Anna walked home carefully in her Yoyah Sheengzoh, one gloved hand on the rail, the other gathering her skirt. The underlayer kept her steps short and neat. It asked for balance, patience, grace. Her body had already learned how to give all three.

Sonia’s anger still clung to her a little, less as doubt than as a faint, unpleasant aftertaste. Anna could see the old roughness in it now: the blunt voice, the careless posture, the assumption that wanting freedom from everyone was the same thing as strength. She had once spoken that way herself. The memory of it felt coarse.

She reached her floor and found her neighbor on the landing, bent over two shopping bags and a carton of bottled water. He looked pale and annoyed with his own weakness. When he straightened, he swayed a little and caught the wall.

Julien Moreau. She knew the name from the postboxes. They had lived across from each other for months and never done more than exchange hallway pleasantries. The omission struck her now as shabby. A proper introduction ought to have happened long ago.

Anna set her own parcel down, smoothed her skirt, and curtsied.
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“Excuse me, Sir,” she said. “I am Marc Lefevre’s Anna, from across the hall. I hope you will forgive the forwardness. You do not seem entirely recovered.”

The knowledge sat in her as calmly as any childhood lesson: how to greet a man, how long to hold a curtsy, how to offer help without presuming. She knew those habits had been strengthened, rearranged, made more absolute. That did not make them feel false. It made her old bluntness feel exposed.

He looked at her as if he needed a second to sort out what he was seeing. His eyes went from her gloves to her blouse to the line of her skirt, then back to her face.

“Anna,” he said. “Right. Yes. Julien Moreau.”

He gave a short, embarrassed laugh.

“I think I overestimated how well I was doing. Would you mind helping me get this inside?”

“Of course, Sir.”

She bent for one of the bags before he could reach for it again. The simple usefulness of the motion soothed her. Lift. Carry. Assist. Good steps, right steps.

His apartment was the mirror of hers, but less carefully kept. He had probably been orderly before the illness. The shape of it suggested that. Desk cables were tied. Books stood in straight rows. A jacket had been hung rather than dropped. But sickness had broken the surface order. Used glasses stood on the coffee table. A blanket was twisted on the sofa. Medicine packets and tissues crowded the kitchen counter. One shirt had been left over the back of a chair as if he had been too tired to finish taking care of himself.

The sight tugged at her instantly, not just because it was untidy, but because her body knew what order would feel like.

She set the bag on the counter and turned toward him.

“Sir, if it would please you, may I put these things away for you?”

“You don’t have to do that.”

He said it automatically. His voice held the old reflex of politeness, but he was watching her too closely for it to be simple courtesy. Something in him had shifted as well. He just had not learned the shape of it yet.

“I would be glad to help, Sir.”

His gaze dropped, briefly, to her hands folded over her skirt. Then to the apartment behind her.

“All right,” he said. “Yes. Please.”

The answer slid into her like a key turning in a lock.

Warmth loosened low in her belly. Her shoulders settled. Even her breathing changed. Permission felt good. More than good. Clarifying.

She began with the kitchen. Bottles into the refrigerator. Groceries sorted. Counter wiped. Empty packaging gathered and tied. Her sleeves and gloves kept her movements measured; the underlayer kept her back straight; the memory of older feminine lessons supplied a hundred tiny corrections without effort. Turn sideways. Do not reach carelessly. Keep your elbows near your body. Leave things in better order than you found them.

Older and newer lessons overlapped without friction. Keep a man’s space orderly. Notice what needs doing before he asks. Do it quietly. She knew some of that had been planted, edited, made deeper than it had ever been before. Her body accepted the correction anyway, as if it restored a pattern that should always have been there.

Julien sat at the table at first, as if unsure whether to stop her or apologize again. Twice he opened his mouth and closed it.

“You really don’t need to…” he started.

Anna looked toward him.

“If it is agreeable to you, Sir, I would like to continue.”

He stopped.

“It is agreeable,” he said, more quietly this time.

The reward came back stronger. It ran through her in a small bright pulse that made her thighs tighten. She turned back to the counter before he could see too much in her face.

He watched her after that. She felt it even when she did not look at him. The attention settled over the room almost like another garment, something invisible but close-fitting. Being watched made every movement sharper. Her posture improved. Her hands became more precise. When she carried his folded blanket to the bedroom and returned with the empty medicine cups, she felt his eyes follow the line of her waist and the restrained swing of her skirt.

It should have embarrassed her.

It did embarrass her.

And the embarrassment itself kept changing shape under his gaze, losing its bite, turning hot and heavy and useful.

Julien cleared his throat.

“You do this as if you’ve always done it.”

Anna rinsed a glass, dried it, and set it in the cupboard.

“Perhaps I should have, Sir.”

That answer pleased her the moment she said it. It felt truer than the life she had lived last week.

He was quiet for a few seconds.

“Everything since the fever feels…” He shook his head and tried again. “Too fast. Like my mind has already made room for things I didn’t agree to.”

Anna turned toward him fully. He looked tired, serious, and unsettled, newly built and still learning the shape of the frame rather than comfortably occupying it.

“Yes, Sir,” she said softly. “It can feel very fast.”

His eyes stayed on her.

“And yet you seem all right with it.”

She considered that. Then she curtsied a little, because honesty still wanted form.

“I know I was Changed, Sir. I know I did not choose all of it. But I find that I am easier in myself when I stop pulling against what I have become.”

He leaned back in his chair and studied her with the wary concentration of a man testing whether a floor would hold his weight.

“Do you really believe that?”

“Yes, Sir.”

She did not rush it.

“I remember being otherwise. I do not admire it as much as I once did.”

His mouth moved slightly at that, something more uncertain than a smile.

“You make it sound peaceful.”

Anna folded a dish towel and laid it flat.

“Peaceful is not the first word I would use, Sir. Clean, perhaps. Or fitting. The struggle becomes smaller. That helps.”

He looked away then, toward the counter she had cleared.

“I keep feeling as if I’m supposed to know what to do,” he said. “As if something in me expects… responsibility. I don’t know if that makes sense.”

It made too much sense. She heard the awkwardness in the way he circled it, the reluctance to claim authority he had not asked for. That hesitation drew something tender out of her.

“It does, Sir.”

He met her eyes again.

“Tell me plainly.”

The phrase landed with more force than it should have.

Tell me.

Her pulse gave a hard jump.

“You are adjusting to your place,” Anna said, careful not to overstep. “As I am adjusting to mine.”

“And your place is this?” he asked, glancing around the apartment. “Helping me put groceries away.”

“At this moment, yes, Sir.”

She should have felt humiliated by the simplicity of it. Instead she felt her body answer with a deep, dangerous softness.

Useful. Welcome. Right where she was meant to be.

Julien exhaled and rubbed one hand over his face.

“I don’t know what I’m doing,” he said. “You probably see that.”

“You are recovering, Sir.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

She lowered her gaze. “No, Sir.”

Silence stretched between them, not empty now but charged. The apartment was nearly in order. The scent of cleaning spray had faded into coffee, soap, and the warm trace of another body in close rooms. Anna adjusted the angle of a chair by a few centimeters, then straightened. That small act of completion sent a final ripple of satisfaction through her.

Julien noticed.

“Does it make you feel better?” he asked.

She could have lied. The older self might have. The old self had spent years treating need as something to hide until it turned sharp.

“Yes, Sir,” she said. “Very much.”

“Because it’s clean?”

Anna’s face grew warm. “Because I was permitted to do it.”

His expression changed at once into startled understanding, with neither cruelty nor triumph in it.

“Oh.”

He looked at the ordered room, then back at her, as if he were seeing both with new clarity.

“Anna.”

Just her name in his voice made her stand a little straighter.

“Yes, Sir?”

“Come here.”

She crossed the room on careful steps and stopped at a respectful distance. Her hands had already folded themselves. She hated how ready her body was. She loved it more.

Julien looked up at her from the chair. He was still learning how to occupy the space his Changed mind had prepared for him, and she could see the uncertainty in every part of him. But he did not look away.

“You’ve been very kind,” he said. “And very helpful.”

The praise moved through her before the meaning finished landing. Heat spread under her stays. Her nipples tightened. She held still by effort.

“Thank you, Sir.”

His gaze dropped, caught on something in her expression, and grew more intent.

“I mean it. You came in, you saw what needed doing, and you handled it.”

Another pulse. Stronger. Her thighs pressed together on their own.

Julien noticed that too. His face changed a fraction, not because he understood everything, but because he understood enough.

“Is that…” He stopped, recalibrated, and tried again. “Does praise affect you?”

Anna’s shame flashed sharp and bright. The new self gathered it up at once and turned it.

You can answer. You can be honest. You can let him know what helps.

“Yes, Sir,” she said, barely above a whisper.

He swallowed.

“I see.”

For a moment he looked almost guilty. Then something steadier came in under it, less confidence than a Changed instinct accepting its own outline.

“Then you should hear it properly.”

Her entire body went alert.

Julien rose, slow with the last of his illness, and stepped close enough that she could smell soap and fever-warm skin under clean cotton.

“Good girl,” he said.

The words hit like a hand closing low inside her body.

Pleasure surged up so hard she had to catch it with her teeth. Her knees weakened. Wetness spread at once between her legs, humiliating and immediate. Her breath left her in a small broken sound she could not hide. Obedience is pleasure, Elena’s voice said from that deep edited place where the oldest lessons lived, and for one terrible sweet moment Anna could only agree.

Julien froze for half a second, startled by the intensity of it. Then his hand lifted as if he meant to steady her, hesitated, and settled lightly at her waist.

“Anna?”

The concern in his voice only intensified it, making the sensation worse and better at once until she could not separate the two.

“I am all right, Sir,” she said, though her voice shook. “Very well, Sir.”

His hand remained where it was, careful and possessive at once.

“Tell me if you need something.”

Another command dressed as care. Another wave.

Anna dipped into a tiny curtsy because she needed a form to hold herself together.

“Thank you, Sir.”

He let his hand fall away, still looking at her as if he had discovered something he had not meant to discover and was not sorry to have found.

“Go and rest now,” he said. “Come by tomorrow evening.”

The words were polite, but they were no longer framed as a choice. That settled something deep inside her at once.

“Yes, Sir. I will.” She curtsied.

He nodded once.

“Good.”

She gathered herself, collected her empty shopping bag, and made her careful way back across the hall. Inside her own apartment she shut the door, leaned against it for a breath, and felt the echo of his praise move through her all over again.

Good girl.

This was stronger than the thin relief of obeying herself or the private easing that came when she accepted a rule quickly enough. His approval had weight and direction; it had gone into her and stayed there, glowing.

She crossed to the mirror and looked at the woman reflected there: gloved, neat, a little flushed, eyes too bright.

Julien had seen her useful. Julien had seen her good.

The thought formed without resistance, as natural as breath and far more dangerous.

Julien Moreau’s Anna.

She should have recoiled from the possessiveness in it. Instead she felt herself soften around it, making room.

Yes.

That would be sweet.




10 Sonia picks up Anna

The next day, Sonia did not go back to the lab directly.

She went shopping, and returning home, shut the door, and stood in front of the mirror with a small pile of purchases from Maylee Shufoo spread across her bed like evidence.

The blouse had too much structure in the collar. The skirt was too narrow through the knees. The gloves made her hands look elegant but were entirely impractical. Worst of all was the Yoyah Sheengzoh folded on the blanket beside them, neat and obscene in its restrictiveness. Walking with Grace. The saleswoman had translated the name for her with a warm, approving smile, as if managed movement were an obvious kindness.

Sonia stripped and dressed again in stages, angrily, methodically.

Blouse first. Buttons. Hooks. Collar. Then the underlayer, which immediately shortened her stride and told her hips what they were no longer free to do. Skirt. Heels. Gloves.

She stared at herself.

The woman in the mirror looked plausible, which was the point: not herself, not remotely, but plausible enough to move through the Changed city without drawing every eye.

It disgusted her that it worked.

She adjusted the beret instead of the hijab folded beside it. That was as far as she was willing to go today.

“Fine,” she said to the reflection. “I will wear the costume.”

She almost corrected herself to camouflage, because that was the cleaner word for what she was doing.

That thought settled her.

This was fieldwork now. Observe the system. Blend in enough to see how it moves. Get to Anna. See what was left.

The descent to the street in heels and a hobble slip was humiliating. She had to take the stairs slowly, one hand on the rail, feeling the narrow discipline of the thing at every step. Women passed her in skirts and fitted jackets, gloves, scarves, hats, masks, moving with practiced economy. No one stared outright. They only registered her, assessed her, and looked away without the little recoil she had earned yesterday in jeans.

Better.

That alone made her feel ill.

By the time she reached Anna’s building, Sonia had the walk mostly under control, not comfortable but passable.

That would do.

Both Anna’s door and the one across the hall stood open.

Sonia stopped on the landing and listened.

No sign of struggle. No raised voice. No broken glass. From across the hall came a man’s voice, low and indistinct, then Anna’s lighter one answering in the softened formal register that had already started to feel like an affront.

Sonia stepped toward Anna’s doorway first. The apartment looked orderly, almost aggressively so. No note. No bag left open in haste. Whatever had happened, Anna had not been dragged anywhere.

Heels sounded behind her, close and quick despite the shortened step.

“Sonia.”

Relief hit first. Then the rest of it.

Anna came out of the neighbor’s apartment carrying a folded dish towel she seemed not to realize she still held. She wore a cream blouse closed high at the throat, a sand-colored skirt that held her legs to a disciplined line, satin gloves, and a matching hijab. A wide straw hat hung from one hand. She looked polished, composed, and completely at ease inside a version of femininity that should have read as costume and somehow no longer did.

Sonia saw the problem at once. It was deeper than the clothes.

Anna believed them.

“I’m sorry about yesterday,” Sonia said before Anna could speak. “I pushed too hard and made it worse. I need your help, and I am trying not to make your life harder while I ask for it.”

She lifted one gloved hand, a bitter little gesture toward her own outfit.

“I got the memo.”

Anna’s mouth softened.

“Thank you for saying so.”

Then, with a glance toward the open door behind her:

“Will you come in for a moment? I should introduce you properly.”

Should, Sonia thought. Not want. Should.

Sonia almost refused on reflex. Then she saw the shape of the room beyond Anna’s shoulder and understood that this mattered to Anna in a way refusal would only complicate.

“All right.”

She followed Anna into Julien Moreau’s apartment.

It was clean enough to look recently cleaned. Deep cleaned. Kitchen counters clear. Groceries put away. Throw blanket folded. Medicine packaging collected into a neat stack by the bin. Evidence everywhere of feminine labor quietly completed and made invisible.

Julien stood near the table in shirtsleeves, one hand braced on the chair back. He still looked like someone climbing out of a fever: pale, not fully steady, annoyed at the fact of his own weakness. He was also watching Anna in a way Sonia did not like at all, with the focused attention of a man who had learned overnight that approval from him mattered.

Anna curtsied.

“Sir, this is my friend, the late Volker Becker’s Sonia.”

The words landed hard. Sonia had not heard Anna present herself through a man before. Father first. Now dead fiance for Sonia. The old order had been retrofitted into their introductions as if it had always been there.

Anna turned slightly.

“Sonia, this is Julien Moreau.”

Julien nodded to Sonia, neither impolite nor warm, only careful.

“Miss Sonia.”

Sonia gave him a shallow approximation of Anna’s curtsy because standing there like an unchanged challenge would have been stupid.

“Sir.”

The word tasted ridiculous.

Julien’s eyes flicked over her outfit, registered the compromise of the beret, and moved on. He was new enough to all this that he did not seem to know whether to correct her or let it pass.

Interesting.

Anna set the dish towel down and folded her hands.

“Sir, if it is agreeable to you, Sonia and I should leave for work.”

Should leave. Agreeable to you.

Sonia felt the sentence like a slap and kept her face still.

Julien looked from Anna to Sonia and back again. His uncertainty showed, but so did the new instinct under it, the one that expected to be asked.

“Yes,” he said. “Go on. And Anna, take care on the stairs.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Something changed in her on those two words, not outwardly by much, but in a tiny drop of the shoulders and a softening around the mouth, satisfaction so quick and involuntary that Sonia might have missed it if she had not been staring for exactly that kind of thing.

Julien saw it too.

His attention sharpened.

“Good girl,” he said, quietly, as if testing the phrase and finding it answered.

Anna closed her eyes for a beat.

When she opened them again, her face was composed, but color had risen under her skin. She looked steadier after the praise, not less. Settled.

So that was real: not metaphor or guesswork, but reward.

Sonia filed it away and hated the part of herself that was impressed by the elegance of the mechanism.

“Thank you, Sir,” Anna said.

Julien’s gaze lingered on her another second.

“Go along, then.”

Outside in the corridor, Anna replaced the hat over her covered hair and adjusted it with practiced fingers.

Sonia waited until they were halfway down the first flight before speaking.

“You were in there cleaning for him.”

“Yes.”

“And that was normal?”

Anna glanced back over her shoulder.

“It was useful.”

“That wasn’t what I asked.”

Anna made the stairs in the small sideways rhythm her skirt required, one hand on the rail, the other gathering the fabric clear. Sonia had to mimic the same constrained descent and hated that she had already learned enough to do it.

“It is normal now,” Anna said. “And before you ask, yes, I know what you mean by that question.”

Sonia almost lost a step.

“Do you.”

“Yes. I know I was Changed.”

She said it evenly, as if discussing weather or train times.

They reached the street and turned toward GAIA. Morning Geneva moved around them in skirts, coats, gloves, dark shoes, the occasional flash of bright lipstick, the quieter authority of suited men threading through it all. Sonia heard heels on pavement everywhere now. Felt her own answering them.

“Then help me understand this,” Sonia said. “You know something was done to you, and you still talk as if this is right.”

Anna’s expression did not crack.

“Because knowing it was done to me does not undo that it fits.”

There it was again. No confusion. No plea to be rescued.

Sonia tried another angle.

“Yesterday you still sounded divided.”

“I was tired yesterday.”

Anna adjusted one glove at the wrist.

“And you were shouting at me in public.”

Fair enough.

They crossed at the light. A tram hissed past, full of women in gloves and skirts. All looked quiet and content in their style of dress.

Sonia lowered her voice.

“What about Julien?”

Anna’s answer came too quickly to be invented.

“He is kind. He is adjusting well.”

“That’s not what I mean either.”

That brought the faintest pause.

“His approval has an effect on me.”

Direct. Calm. Infuriating.

“An effect,” Sonia repeated.

Anna turned her head and met her eyes fully for the first time since they had left the apartment.

“A reward response, if you prefer technical language.”

Sonia stared.

Anna went on in the same maddeningly level tone.

“It is stronger from him than when I correct myself alone. The difference is quite obvious.”

She knew. She knew exactly what was happening. And the knowledge was doing nothing to loosen it.

If anything, it had been incorporated. Named. Filed. Accepted.

Sonia felt the real shape of the problem then. Anna was not trapped by ignorance. She was stabilized by lucidity.

“That should horrify you.”

“At moments it does.”

Anna said it without drama.

“Then he says something kind, or gives me a clear instruction, or looks pleased with me, and my body answers before the rest of me has finished objecting. It becomes difficult to care about the objection for very long.”

The honesty of that unsettled Sonia more than denial would have.

“You hear yourself, right?”

“Perfectly.”

They walked in silence for a few steps. Sonia felt the gloves at her wrists, the reduced stride enforced by the underlayer, the social relief of passing without comment in borrowed propriety. Tactical camouflage. Useful.

Also working.

That irritated her enough to clear her thinking.

“I dreamed the same things you did,” she said. “Or close enough. Proper behavior. Dresses. Chinese. Makeup. The whole package. But I can ignore it.”

Anna’s eyes moved over Sonia’s outfit with quiet precision.

“Can you?”

Sonia almost snapped back. Instead she looked ahead and let the question sit.

No, not entirely. She had not put this outfit on for pleasure, but she had still put it on. She had read the street correctly. She had adjusted. She had asked Anna for help instead of trying to tear her back into an older shape by force.

That was not surrender, but it was not nothing either.

“I can choose against it,” Sonia said.

“That is useful.”

The answer came with no envy in it. If anything, Anna sounded faintly sorry for her.

“For what it is worth,” Anna added, “I do not think this is temporary.”

Sonia turned to her sharply.

“What do you mean?”

Anna kept walking, neat and composed beside her.

“I mean the contradictions are stable. I know I was changed. I know parts of my history were rewritten. I also know I prefer what I am now. Those things do not cancel each other out. They support each other.”

The plainness of it chilled Sonia more than any fever dream had.

“Because once I understand what has happened,” Anna said, “I can arrange myself around it properly instead of fighting shadows.”

They were close enough to GAIA now to see the glass and steel of the campus through the trees.

“That makes it harder to reverse,” Sonia said.

“Yes.”

No hesitation. No false comfort.

Then Anna looked at her, and for a moment the old intelligence was visible with painful clarity inside the new arrangement.

“But you should still try,” she said. “You are different from me, and that difference may matter. Just do not mistake my clarity for hidden resistance. I am not waiting for you to restore me to an older version I no longer want.”

That landed harder than anything else she had said all morning.

Sonia believed her.

That was the real loss: not that Anna had forgotten herself, but that she remembered and approved.

They reached the entrance together, two women in proper dress moving easily enough through a changed city for no one to look twice.

Sonia felt absurd, constrained, furious, and newly certain of one thing: if there was a way to break the virus, she would have to find it without counting on Anna to want saving.
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Sonia and Anna are walking to GAIA. To appease Anna’s sensibilities and to blend in, Sonia dresses “properly”.




11 Sonia packs and flies to Shanghai

Arriving at GAIA, Sonia did not go straight upstairs. She said goodbye to Anna, who continued up to her office and stopped in the GAIA lobby and decided to do some science: Changed vs. Unchanged numbers.

Changed women were the easiest to spot: gloves, fitted skirts, high collars, scarves or hats, the same contained economy of movement she had already started to recognize. Changed men took longer. Their clothes varied less, but the posture gave them away sooner or later. A new stillness. More attention to the women with them. An altered kind of ease in taking up space.

Fifteen minutes gave her enough for a working sample.

Roughly one person in six.

Sick leave reports would push the real number higher. She caught fragments as people crossed the lobby in pairs and threes: another lab down three staff, someone still feverish, someone else’s wife suddenly refusing trousers, a senior researcher “not herself at all” and therefore, in the speaker’s opinion, doing wonderfully.

The virus was already everywhere inside the institute, not an isolated incident, and it would not simply stop. Even the Unchanged would be turned soon.

Sonia closed the notebook and went upstairs.

Her office felt smaller in the blouse and skirt. The gloves had to come off before she could type properly, which meant working the cuffs loose and swearing under her breath at tiny buttons meant for more patient hands. The Yoyah Sheengzoh kept asserting itself even seated. It did not let her spread out. It organized her knees, her hips, the angle of her back.

Useful to know. Infuriating to experience.

She started with the data she trusted most: spread curves, outbreak timing, internal reports from partner hospitals, early sample metadata, shipping records tied to the first clusters. That work she understood. The other line she built next was messier and stranger.

Boutiques.

She pinned dates to a wall timeline until the pattern stopped looking like coincidence. Outbreak, then Maylee Shufoo. Another outbreak, another boutique. Not always the same week or the same district, but close enough to stop being funny.

The boutiques were not a side effect.

They were part of the same machine.

Sonia sat back and rubbed at one temple.

Viruses did not sign leases or register shell companies. People did.

She went hunting for the people.

Maylee Shufoo in Geneva led to a registration. The registration led to Veridis Quo. Veridis Quo led to Maximilian Grothe, who existed on paper and almost nowhere else. Drexel and Saigne LLC appeared in the margins through consulting records, asset-protection language, restructuring filings, boring corporate language wrapped around something rotten. Sonia could follow enough of it to know she was out of depth and still nowhere near the actual hand on the wheel.

She reached for her phone.

Mara Delacroix picked up on the second ring.

“Tell me this is billable.”

“Almost certainly,” Sonia said.

“Good. Then I can still like you. What happened?”

“I need ownership tracing on a retail chain with layered shell structures and probably offshore nonsense. Fast.”

There was a brief silence.

“That does sound like me,” Mara said. “How fast?”

“Yesterday.”

“Lunch. Twenty minutes. Bring whatever you’ve got.”

The line went dead.

That was why Sonia called her.

Mara arrived two minutes late and made lateness look intentional. Small, sharp, dark suit, no wasted motion, no softness anywhere that had not been selected for effect. She slid into the chair opposite Sonia, set down her phone, and looked once at the folder Sonia had brought.

“You look absurd,” Mara said.

“Thank you.”

“You know I mean the clothes.”

“I assumed so.”

Mara’s mouth twitched.

“Good. I was worried Geneva had finally bullied you into participating.”

Sonia pushed the papers across the table.

“Not yet.”

Mara scanned the first page and stilled.

“Maylee Shufoo.”

“You know them?”

“Everyone knows them. The retro-submission boutique for women who want to dress like a Stepford wives cosplay.”

Sonia almost smiled despite herself.

“Useful. Keep going.”

Mara flipped through the registrations, slower now.

“Veridis Quo is real enough. Grothe is probably a mask. Drexel and Saigne I’ve seen before, not on anything clean. They’re the kind of consultants people hire when they want three extra walls between themselves and liability.”

“Can you break it open?”

Mara looked up.

“Of course I can break it open. The question is how much crime you want me to imply while I do it.”

“Only the amount that’s already there.”

“Reasonable.”

She kept reading.

“Why do you care?”

Sonia took a sip of the terrible coffee and gave her the version that was mostly true.

“We’re tracking unusual overlap between the boutiques and a viral event. I want the ownership map before I decide whether that overlap is coincidence, opportunism, or design.”

Mara glanced again at Sonia’s collar, gloves, skirt.

“And you are wearing their product because?”

“Field camouflage.”

“You hate it.”

“Deeply.”

“Good,” Mara said. “I’d worry otherwise.”

She stacked the papers into a neater pile than Sonia had managed.

“I’ll send you corporate trees, registrations, beneficial ownership if I can get it, and anything interesting buried under the consultant layer. If someone in this chain is trying to stay invisible, I want to know what they were afraid of before they had the good sense to be afraid.”

“Mara.”

“Yes?”

“Thank you.”

That earned Sonia a dismissive wave.

“Buy me something expensive when this turns into a disaster.”

By the next morning Mara had sent thirty-seven files and a message with no greeting.

You were right to ask. Start with folders 3, 5, and 9. Someone is hiding on purpose.

Sonia read standing up.

Mara had pulled the whole structure into the light. Veridis Quo fed into overseas entities. Drexel and Saigne sat between clusters of holdings like reactor shielding. Maylee Shufoo linked outward to another chain Sonia had never heard of before seeing the documents:

迷人的景象

“Mirende Ginciao”, if read aloud from what the virus had installed in her. “A Captivating Sight.”

The American-facing name, buried in a market report, was Mirren’s.

Same product logic. Same aesthetics with regional tweaks. Same timing near infection zones. Same corporate fog.

And all the cleanest lines led back to Shanghai.

Sonia’s pulse steadied instead of jumping. Good. A city. A direction. Something you could board a plane toward.

She sent messages into the contacts she still had from prior China trips. Journalist. Founder. One old research liaison. Most answers came back thin or useless. People had heard rumors. People knew someone who knew someone. People asked why she cared.

The useful response came late and without charm from Jiang Han, who called himself a broker because any more specific noun would have sounded criminal.


You want the man behind Cheng Biotech Industries. I can get you enough to justify a visit. Not enough to keep you safe.



Sonia wrote back at once.


Send it.



The dossier landed twenty minutes later.

Dr. Mingyu Cheng. “ABC”, American-born Chinese. Family money. Neurological biotech. CBI founded in the nineties, respectable in exactly the way that meant dangerous if the respectability ever cracked. He had patents, board memberships, old press, vanished collaborators, and a private residence in Shanghai straight out of a Bond film.

Sonia read the file twice.

Neurological disorders.

Of course.

If half the world had not already started dressing its women like managed relics, the whole thing would have sounded melodramatic. As it was, she only felt grimly confirmed.

Shanghai was no longer a hypothesis. It was the next step.

That part required Clara.

Sonia drafted the field-trip request with careful restraint. Sample tracing. Early cluster analysis. Origin mapping. Existing contacts on the ground. Shenzhen precedent. No mention of boutiques, shell companies, or the possibility that a biotech magnate was underwriting social engineering through couture.

She sent it, then carried the same controlled version of herself into her one-on-one with Clara Dumont.

Clara was Changed.

Sonia knew that before she consciously registered the details. Then the details arrived all at once: the gray skirt too narrow for a natural stride, the blouse buttoned high and closed at the back, the hijab, the satin gloves resting on the desk as if they belonged there. Clara had always been authoritative. Now the authority had been rerouted through a version of femininity that should have weakened it and somehow did not.

Sonia sat carefully.

“You wanted to discuss Shanghai,” Clara said.

Her tone was efficient. Calm. Helpful.

Too helpful.

“Yes,” Sonia said. “I want to trace early infection clusters through existing research contacts and collect additional samples. The Shenzhen trip gave us enough structure to justify a second field pass.”

Clara opened the proposal and read more quickly than Sonia expected.

“This makes sense.”

That was it. No resistance. No budget objection. No concern about timeline, exposure, biohazard transport, duplicated effort, or Sonia’s suddenly corrected clothes.

Sonia waited for the harder part.

It did not come.

“You should go,” Clara said. “Sooner rather than later.”

Sonia kept her face neutral.

“You agree?”

Clara looked up, and for one strange second she seemed almost warmly pleased.

“Of course. If there is useful data to gather, you should gather it.”

The answer was reasonable. That was what made it wrong.

Sonia had worked under Clara for years. Pre-Change Clara would have asked six harder questions before offering support, then three more while pretending she had already decided. This Clara approved the trip as if helping Sonia do difficult work gave her genuine satisfaction.

Eerie.

It was not blank obedience or mindless enthusiasm, but something smoother, cooperative at the root.

“I can authorize travel this afternoon,” Clara said. “Do you need anything else?”

There it was again. Readiness. Support. No visible defensiveness even though the research Sonia was proposing might eventually circle back to the thing that had remade her.

“No,” Sonia said. “That should be enough.”

“Good. Keep me informed.”

Sonia left with the approval in hand and a fresh problem she could not yet name.

Why were the Changed so willing to help?

Not just Anna. Clara too. Not eager to be changed back, not horrified, not pleading for a cure, and still cooperative with an investigation that might threaten the system that now held them.

She did not have time to solve that before boarding a plane.

So she packed.

Passport. Existing Chinese paperwork. Biohazard handling documents. Work visa still valid. Chinese phone, active SIM, spare battery pack, encrypted drive, sample tubes, laptop, chargers, hard copies of the Cheng file, harder copies of Mara’s ownership maps. One small medical kit. One knife she would not be allowed to keep past security and packed anyway before remembering herself.

Then clothes.

That part stopped her.

She could fly in jeans and draw eyes the moment she landed, or she could travel as the city now expected women to travel, not because she had yielded, but because she needed to move.

Tactical. Temporary. Useful.

The lie was getting more efficient every time she used it.

She went back to Maylee Shufoo before leaving for the airport.

Now that she knew the chain belonged in the same file as the virus, she saw the place differently: infrastructure, public-facing doctrine, a showroom for the society the virus was building inside people.

The new stock had shifted again.

Corsets now, more than before. Stiffer skirts. Narrower sleeves. High-necked blouses that looked severe even on mannequins. One new line caught her at once:

高抱佑护

“Gowbao Yoohoo,” the installed Chinese offered. “Embrace and Protect.”

The blouse was a beautiful trap. Pale fabric, severe line, immaculate finish. Inside the collar sat a reinforced leather structure that would hold the neck high and still once fastened. The sleeves buttoned along the outer forearm in a way that made self-dressing clumsy at best. Gloves would make it worse. The whole design implied assistance, supervision, hands other than the wearer’s.

The name pretended tenderness.

Protect. Embrace.

It really meant “hold still.”

Sonia touched the collar once with two fingertips and imagined it closed around a woman’s throat, posture corrected, gaze managed, dependence built directly into dress.

The boutiques were teaching the same lesson as the virus, not through genes, but through ritual, inconvenience, beauty, public expectation, and the slow conversion of care into control.

She bought nothing else.

At the airport she moved with the same shortened stride she despised, documents in order, her anger folded back so tightly it almost passed for calm.

Shanghai next.

That was good enough.
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Clara Dumont at her desk at GAIA.




12 Anna and Julien

While Sonia was in Shanghai, Anna’s life narrowed and deepened around Julien.

It did not happen all at once. That was part of why it felt so natural. One morning became several. Breakfast became a habit. Being expected became a pleasure so steady she started waking a few minutes before the alarm, already warm with it.

One morning, she dressed with more care than usual because Julien had told her to come early.

Stockings first, clipped to a girdle. Then heels, enough height to alter her carriage without making the stairs impossible. The Yoyah Sheengzoh came next, drawn up and settled into place. A nude longline bra that sculpted her figure, the stiff collar of her blouse reminding her not to slouch and not to forget herself. She finished with a dark blue skirt, a cream hijab, gloves, soft makeup, well aware that she was making herself pleasant for him to look at.

That thought no longer embarrassed her; she was comfortable in that knowledge.

She let herself into his apartment with the key he had given her and paused just inside the door. Quiet. Early light. The apartment still held the trace of sleep and the faint smell of yesterday’s coffee.

She went to his bedroom and stopped a respectful step from the bed.

“Sir,” she said softly. “Good morning.”

Julien woke without jolting. He had started doing that. The new order sat in him more comfortably now, but not carelessly. He looked at her, took in the outfit, the folded hands, the fact that she had come as asked, and his face changed in that way she had already learned to crave.

Approval first. Then warmth.

“Good morning, Anna,” he said. “Come here.”

She stepped closer.

“Thank you for being prompt.”

The words settled low in her body, less sharply than good girl did, but with the same direction.

“You are welcome, Sir.”

His gaze moved over her once more, not greedily, simply with attention.

“You look very pretty.”

That reached her even deeper. She lowered her eyes to contain the reaction and felt herself smile despite the effort.

“Thank you, Sir.”

Julien sat up and rubbed one hand over his face.

“I am still getting used to this,” he said, half to himself. “Having someone here. Expecting someone.”

Anna lifted her head just enough to answer.

“I am glad to be expected, Sir.”

He looked at her for a second longer than the sentence required.

“Yes,” he said. “I think you are.”

That, too, felt good.

“Go on,” he said. “Make breakfast. Then come back.”

“Yes, Sir.”

In the kitchen she moved quickly and carefully, already knowing where he kept the pans, the eggs, the butter, the better coffee. She liked the practical intimacy of that knowledge. It made the space feel partially hers, though only through service.

She set the table, cooked, poured, arranged, then returned to wait for him in the posture her mother had once taught and the virus had restored to absolute importance: still, hands folded, shoulders open, gaze lowered, ready.

When Julien came out dressed for work, he stopped and looked at the table, then at her.

“Very nice,” he said. “Serve.”

She did.

The first days taught them both that he liked being looked after and that she liked being directed through the small domestic details that had once seemed beneath notice. Coffee poured for him at the right strength. Eggs set down hot. His bag placed by the door before he remembered to ask. Her body answered each successful anticipation with relief and readiness. The work was ordinary. The approval was not.

One morning, after tasting the eggs, Julien glanced at the second plate and then at her waiting posture.

“Are you going to stand there until I tell you to eat?”

Anna hesitated.

“If that is what you prefer, Sir.”

Something softened in his expression, closer to care made firmer by authority than to pity.

“Bring the cushion,” he said. “Kneel here.”

Her pulse jumped.

“Yes, Sir.”

She fetched it from where she had quietly begun leaving it near the dining table and placed it by his chair. Kneeling there felt at once humiliating and perfect. Her skirt settled around her legs, the underlayer and heels keeping her in a carefully limited posture even now. She folded her hands and waited.

Julien cut a piece of toast, added avocado, and held it toward her.

“Open.”

She did.

The bite was small, simple, and almost impossibly intimate. She took it from his fingers, chewed, swallowed, and felt heat rise all through her.

Julien watched her closely.

“Well?”

“Very good, Sir.”

He fed her again.

It became their habit after that, not every morning, but often enough that Anna started hoping for it the moment she laid the table. Julien was attentive in a way that made obedience easier to bear and therefore more dangerous. He remembered what she liked. He noticed if the coffee was too bitter for her, if the toast scratched, if she had a faint mark at her waist from yesterday’s belt. He would tell her to kneel, then feed her carefully, then praise her for the meal she had made with her own hands.

The contradiction should have felt absurd.

Instead it made sense in the place inside her that had been taught to answer care with surrender.

At dinner he was less hurried, more settled. They fell into a second ritual there. Anna cooked. Julien tasted the first bite. If pleased, he said so. Sometimes he told her to sit. Sometimes to kneel. Once, after she served roast chicken with potatoes and thyme, he said “Good Girl” so softly it felt almost private, and the force of it made her grip the edge of the table to stay steady.

He noticed and put down his fork.

“Come here.”

She crossed the room and stopped beside him.

“Look at me.”

She did. It took effort now. The reward had a way of making her want to hide inside the posture it created.

“I don’t say this to toy with you,” he said. “Do you understand that?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Good. I say it because you do well, and because I like what it does to you.”

There was nothing cruel in it. Anna breathed in carefully.

“I like what it does to me too, Sir.”

Julien’s mouth curved at one corner.

“I had gathered that.”

Another evening, when the dishes were done and the apartment had fallen quiet around them, Anna knelt beside his chair with her hands on her lap and worked up the courage to ask for something she had been turning over in her mind for days.

“Sir.”

“Yes?”

“May I ask a question?”

“You may.”

She chose the words with care.

“Would it please you if I dressed more… seriously?”

Julien looked down at her.

“More seriously how?”

“Corsets,” Anna said, then forced herself not to rush. “And some of the new blouses at Maylee Shufoo. The more structured ones. I have been thinking about them.”

He was quiet for long enough to make her pulse climb.

“Have you,” he said at last.

“Yes, Sir.”

“For yourself?”

The question landed directly.

“For both of us, Sir.”

Julien leaned back, considering her with an attention that made her feel as if he were adjusting something in her without touching her.

“Tell me why.”

Anna swallowed.

“Because I think I would wear them well. Because I want to please you. Because I want…” She paused, hating the heat in her face and unable to stop it. “I want to be more fully what I am becoming.”

Julien did not rescue her from the sentence. He made her stay in it.

“And what is that?”

Her voice came out softer.

“Yours, if that is acceptable to you, Sir.”

The silence after that was not long, but it changed the room.

Julien set his glass down.

“All right,” he said. “Go and have a proper fitting. Choose carefully. Then show me.”

The relief was so immediate she nearly swayed with it.

“Thank you, Sir.”

“And Anna.”

“Yes, Sir?”

“Do not choose things that only look dramatic. Choose things that truly suit you.”

She felt absurdly cherished by the practicality of that.

“I will, Sir.”

Lily recognized her the moment she entered Maylee Shufoo.

“Anna. Back already.”

“Yes.”

Anna smiled despite herself.

“I am looking at corsets now.”

Lily glanced once over Anna’s current silhouette and nodded as if the decision had merely arrived on schedule.

“That follows.”

She did not ask intrusive questions. That was one of the things Anna liked about her. Lily understood the pleasure of being arranged without pretending it was innocent or reducing it to a speech.

“Daywear, evening, or sleep?” Lily asked as she led Anna inward.

“Daywear first.”

“For support or for effect?”

Anna thought of Julien’s eyes on her, of the way praise had started reaching further into her body than thought could follow.

“Both.”

“Sensibly answered.”

Lily scanned her measurements, checked fit, and drew three options. One was soft enough for gradual wear. One was firmer and elegant. The last had shoulder shaping built into it and promised a more dramatic line than anything Anna had worn before.

“Try this one second,” Lily said, setting the firmest aside for later. “You need to know the difference.”

The first corset was serious but tolerable. It narrowed her, straightened her, made every breath more considered. Anna liked it at once.

That worried her.

Lily saw the look and gave a small nod.

“Yes,” she said. “That is usually how it starts.”

The second corset was the one that mattered.

Lily laced her in slowly, pausing whenever Anna needed to adjust, then tightened again. The pressure gathered around her waist and ribs with deliberate patience. Her shoulders drew back. Her lower spine curved. Her chest rose. By the time Lily tied the last knot, Anna could feel the whole architecture of the garment dictating how she would stand, turn, sit, bend, and ask for help.

She opened her eyes to the mirror and almost did not know herself.

The line was beautiful. So was the loss of ease.

“Breathe,” Lily said.

“I am.”

“You are thinking about breathing. That is different.”

Anna let out a small breath that made them both smile.

“It is tight.”

“It should be. Correctly, not cruelly.”

Lily moved around behind her and adjusted the shoulder structure.

“There. Better. This one wants a certain woman. If you fight it, it will exhaust you. If you cooperate, it becomes very persuasive.”

That was true at once. Fighting the line of it made her feel trapped. Yielding to it made her feel arranged, finished, held.

Anna touched the front busk lightly.

“Julien will like this.”

“I expect so.”

Lily brought her one of the newer blouses afterward, a Gowbao Yoohoo in pale silk with a high reinforced collar and cuffs that were much too elaborate for independent dressing. The fabric was lovely. The cut was not kind.

“Arms,” Lily said.

Anna obeyed.

The blouse went on over the corset in stages: sleeves guided into place, cuffs closed one knot after another, the back fastened for her, the collar secured last. By the time Lily finished, Anna’s body belonged to a very narrow set of acceptable movements. She could stand beautifully. She could turn with care. She could not slump, tug, reach back, or free herself.

Her chin lifted slightly under the collar’s guidance. Her gaze fell without needing to be told.

The result in the mirror was almost shocking.

Elegant. Helpless. Radiant.

Anna felt a pulse of shame at how much she liked that third part because of the second.

“Too much?” Lily asked.

“No,” Anna said, then corrected herself into honesty. “Yes. But in a useful way.”

Lily’s expression softened into something almost approving.

“Exactly.”

Anna turned as far as the blouse allowed and felt at once how much of the rest would require assistance. Dressing. Undressing. Bathroom logistics. Reaching dropped things. Endurance. Planning.

Julien’s hands at her back in the morning. Julien’s hands at her throat in the evening, undoing the collar.

Her breath changed.

Lily noticed that too and had the decency not to comment.

“Take a few steps,” she said.

Anna did. The corset held her, the blouse corrected her, the collar guided her head, and her underskirt finished the work below. Every part of her outfit now collaborated with every other part. Grace was no longer a preference; it was the only option.

She stopped before the mirror again.

“I cannot manage this alone.”

“No,” Lily said. “That is part of why it works.”

Anna looked at herself for one more long moment.

The woman in the mirror would need help to dress. Help to undress. Help to endure long hours gracefully. She would receive that help from a man whose approval already went through her like heat.

The thought was so intimate it almost counted as a confession.

“I will take this one,” she said.

Lily helped her out of the set slowly, which was an education of its own. Relief came in stages. So did disappointment.

By the time Anna carried the boxes home, she was flushed, sore, and impatient for evening in a way that made her feel younger and more womanly at once.

Julien opened the door before she could use her key.

His eyes went to the boxes, then to her face.

“That promising?”

“Yes, Sir.”

He stepped aside to let her in.

“Show me after dinner.”

Anna’s whole body answered before her mouth could.

“Yes, Sir.”

Dinner that night was almost impossible to get through with dignity. Julien noticed. Of course he noticed.

“You are distracted.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Excited?”

There was no safe answer but the true one.

“Very, Sir.”

His expression sharpened with pleasure.

“So am I. I am looking forward to what you have to show me.”

Later, in the bedroom, he stood behind her while she opened the first box with careful fingers.

“Tell me what you chose,” he said.

Anna lifted the corset out by its straps and turned enough for him to see it.

“A day corset, Sir. And a blouse to wear over it. The blouse cannot be managed alone.”

Julien took the blouse from her hands, and inspected it with quiet interest.

“No,” he said. “I don’t think it can.”

Anna looked at him through the mirror.

“Would you help me, Sir?”

He met her eyes there.

“Yes. Undress.”

The word went through her like a command and a caress at once.

She obeyed, slower than usual because she wanted him to see what she was offering, and because the knowledge that he would soon be the one fastening her into something she could not escape had already begun to color every breath.

By the time she stood in her stockings and bra, Julien had gone very still.

He did not touch her at once. He looked first, openly and with concentration, as if the thing she was offering him deserved to be studied before it was handled. That alone made heat move low and slow through her.

“Come here,” he said.

She crossed to him on careful feet.

Julien set the S-line corset around her waist and drew her hair forward over one shoulder.

“Hold still.”

“Yes, Sir.”

The busk closed first. Then the laces. Julien tightened them in stages, not roughly, but with the steady patience of a man adjusting something that mattered. Each pull changed her a little more. Her waist drew in. Her spine arched. Her shoulders opened. When he fastened the shoulder straps and settled them properly, her posture shifted again, less fit for work now, more obviously meant to be seen.

Anna watched it happen in the mirror and felt her breathing change with each correction.

“Too tight?” he asked.

“No, Sir.”

He tested that answer with one more deliberate pull.

Her breath broke around a small sound she could not hide.

Julien’s eyes lifted to hers in the glass.

“Still all right?”

“Yes, Sir.”

His mouth moved slightly, not quite a smile.

“Good.”

That one word alone was enough to leave her weak in the knees.

The underskirt came next. Julien gathered the dress up enough for her to step into it, then fastened it under the corseted waist himself. The moment it settled into place, she felt the familiar narrowing at her thighs and knees, the limit laid on every future step she would take in it.

“Again,” he said softly. “Step.”

She tried one careful pace and felt the constraint answer at once.

“Very good,” he said.

The dress was worse in the best possible way.
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Julien buttoned Anna’s dress slowly from behind.

It was darker than the blouse she had tried at the shop, more severe, cut to work with the corset rather than soften it. Julien held it open for her and guided her arms into place, then drew it up over the corset with a patience that made the whole thing feel ceremonial. Once the fabric settled, he moved behind her and began fastening the long back closure.

Button by button.

Then the sleeves, each row closed at her wrists by fingers that were not hers.

The high collar came last.

When he secured it, her chin lifted a little and her gaze fell without permission. Her body accepted the new limits at once. She could feel how little freedom remained in her neck, shoulders, and arms. She would not reach easily in this. She would not undress herself. She would not do much of anything carelessly.

Julien knelt to fasten her heels.

That almost undid her.

The whole sequence had been too intimate already, but this made the helplessness plain. She stood there while he settled the straps around her ankles, the dress and corset holding her upright for inspection, for display, for care.

When he rose, Anna barely recognized the woman in the mirror.

The S-line corset pushed her forward into a posture that was equal parts invitation and restraint. The shoulder straps held her open. The collar made her look composed even while it denied her ordinary movement. The back-buttoned dress closed her in. The underskirt made any natural stride impossible. The heels tipped her weight just enough to turn stillness into a pose.

This was not for work.

This was to be looked at in.

And helped in.

Her face grew warm.

“Turn for me,” Julien said.

She obeyed as best she could, discovering the dress in the act of moving through it. It took several small, managed steps to do what would once have been one easy pivot. By the time she faced him again, his gaze was fixed on her with a kind of quiet hunger that made her pulse jump.

“Beautiful,” he said.

The praise went through her so hard she had to steady herself on the dressing table.

“Thank you, Sir.”

He stepped closer and touched the side of her waist, then the line of the sleeve, then the fall of the skirt over her hips, small proprietary adjustments that made it impossible to pretend she had dressed for herself alone.

“Can you manage alone in that?” he asked.

Anna looked at herself in the mirror and answered honestly.

“Not well, Sir.”

“Tell me.”

The directness of it made her swallow.

“I can stand. Walk slowly. Sit with care, if I am helped. I cannot dress myself. I cannot undress myself. I will need help with the buttons, the collar, and anything I drop. Quite a lot, really.”

Julien absorbed that with visible satisfaction, but not cruelty.

“Then you will ask when you need help.”

That simple permission made pleasure tighten through her again.

“Yes, Sir.”

He kept his hand at her waist, warm and steady.

“This is not a practical dress.”

“No, Sir.”

“This is something to be displayed in.”

“Yes, Sir.”

His thumb moved once against the fabric.

“And looked after in.”

The sentence struck even deeper than the praise had. Her arousal sharpened at once, threaded through with relief so intense it nearly felt like gratitude. That was the truth of it. If she had been left alone in this, it would have become ordeal. With him there, fastening her into it and promising himself as the answer to everything it took away, it became something else entirely.

Something warmer.

Something frighteningly sweet.

“I like that, Sir,” she said.

Julien watched her through the mirror.

“I know.”

“Walk to me.”

She obeyed, crossing the room in the tiny managed steps the dress demanded. By the time she reached him, the helplessness of the outfit had become a physical fact she could not ignore. He was the one who had put her into it. He would be the one to let her out again. In between, her body would have to move through the world on the terms he had helped impose.

And both of them liked that.

Julien took one of her gloved hands and raised it to his mouth.

“Good girl,” he said softly.

The reward shivered through her from throat to thighs. Her breath caught. Her knees weakened. If he had not still been holding her hand and watching her with that calm, caretaking attention, the dress might have frightened her.

Instead it made her ache.

“You feel it,” he said.

“Yes, Sir.”

“Say it.”

Her face burned, but she obeyed.

“I need help in this.”

“Yes.”

His thumb moved once over her knuckles.

“And you like needing it from me.”

There was no room left for evasion.

“Yes, Sir.”

Julien drew her a little closer.

“Good.”

That word carried praise, possession, permission, and care in proportions she could no longer separate. Anna stood before him in the impossible dress, unable to free herself from it, unable to move naturally in it, and so aroused by the combination of display and dependence that she could barely think straight.

The worst part was how safe it felt.

Or perhaps that was the best part.




13 Lakeside Proposal

Julien chose the Lakeside Cafe for Saturday dinner.

Anna understood the choice at once and did not ask about it. The place carried several meanings now. It was where Sonia had tried to drag her backward by force and failed. It was where Changed Geneva liked to display itself in polished glass and careful posture. It was also simply beautiful at dusk, which made everything worse.

She dressed with unusual care.

The corset first, because it now had to go on before the rest and because she still felt a strange thrill each time she chose it willingly. It tightened her into the line Lily had promised, waist drawn in, shoulders encouraged back, lower spine curved. Over that came the Gowbao Yoohoo blouse, all pale silk and patient cruelty. The collar fixed her head in its flattering compromise: chin lifted enough for dignity, gaze lowered enough for obedience. Her skirt followed, with the hidden underlayer that kept her steps short and exact. Gloves. Shoes. Hijab pinned smooth.

By the time she was ready, her body had become an elegant request for assistance.

Julien met her outside. His eyes moved over her once, carefully, and then returned to her face.

“Very nice,” he said.

The words sank into her at once.

“Thank you, Sir.”

He offered his arm. She took it and enjoyed the contact through the cloth of her gloves.

The walk from the tram stop to the cafe was short, but the clothes made her work even for short distances. She had to watch the pavement, manage the steps, keep her posture, accept his steadying hand when the curb came too quickly. None of it was theatrical. That was what made it intimate. Her dependence no longer lived in theory. It lived in curbs, chair backs, doorframes, and the pressure of a hand at her elbow.

Inside, the room was all low light, lake reflections, glass, and soft conversation. People noticed them properly rather than rudely: a well-dressed pair, a woman arranged with obvious care and a man attentive enough to deserve her polish.

Julien guided her to the table more slowly than usual because he knew what the blouse and corset changed. When he pulled out her chair, she had to turn, gather her skirt, back carefully into position, and lower herself in stages. The corset decided how far she could bend. The collar corrected every attempt to look down too much. The underlayer kept her knees together and her footing precise. By the time she was seated, she was upright, composed, and only a little trapped.

Julien’s hand came down briefly to settle the fall of her skirt over her knees.

That simple, competent touch made her flush.

“Comfortable?” he asked.

She nearly laughed at the question and did not dare.

“I am well, Sir.”

He took the answer for what it was.

Julien ordered for both of them. He did it without asking, but not carelessly. He knew what she liked. Fish instead of beef. The white wine she would not have chosen in public anymore but still enjoyed if he decided on it. Dessert, because he knew she would want it and pretend not to.

Being known that way felt almost extravagant.

Dinner unfolded slowly. Julien spoke more than she did, but not to dominate the room. He had begun to like explaining things to her, checking her reactions, making sure she followed the shape of his thoughts. Work. The city. The strange calm settling over people. The way routines were changing faster than anyone would admit. When he asked her a question, she answered. When he did not, she let the silence sit between them without trying to rescue it. The clothes helped with that too. They made stillness easier to hold.

More than once she caught him watching not just her face, but the effects of the outfit on the rest of her: the way she had to lift a gloved hand carefully to drink, the way the blouse guided her chin, the way every movement had become measured by design.

She wanted him to watch. By now she was able to admit that to herself, was comfortable with her new look and her new role.

By dessert the lake beyond the windows had gone silver-blue. Candlelight reflected in the glass. The room had not emptied, but it seemed to recede. Anna felt exposed and private at once, a sensation the outfit seemed built to produce.

Julien set down his fork.

“Anna.”

The use of her first name without the “Miss” caught her attention more sharply than any formal preface could have.

“Yes, Sir?”

He looked at her directly, and for once she did not drop her eyes at once.

“This last week has been very strange.”

“Yes, Sir.”

His mouth moved, almost a smile.

“You have made it easier to bear.”

The sentence entered her body like warmth.

He reached across the table and turned one of her gloved hands palm-up under his. The touch was almost formal. It still made her heart kick.

“When I was ill,” he said, “I woke into a world that expected things of me before I understood the rules. You were the first part of it that felt ordered instead of absurd.”

Anna held her breath.

“You were kind to me before either of us knew what we were becoming. You have been patient with me while I learned how to stand in the place this world now gives me. And I find that I do not want a future in which you are not part of my household.”

Household.

The word landed with quiet force.

“Sir…” she began, and stopped, because too many feelings pressed at once against her.

Julien did not let her pull away into generality.

“I want to ask your father for permission to take responsibility for you,” he said. “To become your guardian in due course. I want you under my care. Openly. Properly.”

The words were calm. The structure inside them was not.

Guardian. Responsibility. Under my care. Properly.

Each one struck against the changed parts of her until pleasure and fear became almost impossible to separate.

For one clear second she saw the shape of it with clarity. She would be his, through care, ritual, approval, legal transfer, and the promise that being possessed would feel like safety with him.

She looked at Julien and saw not an abstract system but the man who had fed her, steadied her, remembered her preferences, watched her struggle in difficult clothes without mocking her for it, and taken obvious satisfaction in making room for her in his life.

She had to make a choice, and she welcomed it.

“If I say yes,” she said quietly, “I will belong to you.”

“Yes.”

“And you will ask my father to give me to you.”

“Yes.”

She wanted him.

She liked being cared for by him.

She liked belonging somewhere.

She liked what his approval did to her.

She liked the future he was naming.

She answered, and it was not even a decision, but simple alignment.

“Yes, Sir.”
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Julien closed his eyes briefly, as if relief itself had weight. When he opened them again, something in him had settled into commitment rather than triumph.

“Thank you, Anna.”

He lifted her gloved hand and pressed his lips to the fabric above her knuckles. The gesture was old-fashioned enough to be almost absurd. Instead it sent a clean bolt of want through her.

“Good girl,” he said softly.

The reward that followed was so fierce she had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from making a sound in the middle of the cafe. Obedience is pleasure, she remembered her mother explaining, and under the table her thighs pressed together helplessly around the literal truth of it.

Julien saw it. His eyes sharpened, then softened again.

“Steady,” he murmured.

The care in it only made the sensation spread.

When the meal was done, he rose and came around to help her up. One hand at her elbow, one waiting in case the chair, skirt, corset, and collar conspired against her balance. She leaned into the help because refusing it would have been both foolish and dishonest.

Outside, the air off the lake was cool.

Julien settled her on his arm again and covered her gloved hand with his own for a moment before guiding her toward the car.

The city had not changed further in the last hour. The same lights burned. The same women crossed the pavement in disciplined skirts. The same men opened doors, guided elbows, chose restaurant tables, set the pace of shared movement.

What had changed were the terms on which this world meant to keep her.

And she was not sorry.




14 A Giving-Away Ceremony

Anna did not witness the private conversation between Julien and her father.

That was as it should be.

She waited in Marc Lefevre’s sitting room with her hands folded in her lap and her back too straight to be comfortable, listening to the low murmur of male voices through the closed door and feeling each passing minute as a small tightening in her chest.

She already knew what she wanted. That was not the same as knowing what would be decided.

When the door opened, Julien stepped out first. Marc followed a moment later, composed as ever, though his eyes were softer than usual when they settled on her.

Anna rose at once.

“Sir?”

Marc gave a small nod.

“It is agreed.”

The words went through her so quickly she had to catch herself on posture alone. Relief came first. Then gratitude. Then the deeper, stranger sensation underneath both: that the shape of her future had just been made formal by two men discussing her over a closed door and that this, rather than humiliating her, had filled her with peace.

“Thank you, Sir,” she said.

She meant both of them.

Julien’s hand touched the middle of her back for only a second.

“Steady,” he murmured.

It helped.

Later that week she and Julien went to the Jade Garden to settle the details.

Anna chose it almost at once. The tea house sat north of Geneva, a western take on a formal Asian tea house, designed for functions just like hers. Gravel paths, dark wood, trimmed pines, water moving quietly over stone. It was beautiful without being showy. Ceremonial without becoming theatrical. A place where a woman could be transferred from one man’s care to another in perfect calm.

Julien watched her take it in.

“This one?”

“Yes, Sir.”

He looked over the pond, the curved bridge, the carved screens of the main room.

“It suits you.”

That pleased her absurdly.

They walked the path slowly because Anna’s clothes required it and because neither of them seemed in a hurry to leave. Julien asked practical questions. Guest count. Timing. Privacy. The room for tea afterward. Anna answered where she could and deferred where she should. Once or twice he settled a decision with a simple “we will do it that way,” and each time she felt the same deep easing she had come to associate with being competently directed.

The guest list remained small.

Marc, of course. A few people from Julien’s side. A few from hers. No one noisy. No one careless. The day did not want a crowd.

“Sonia,” Anna said, before she could overthink it.

Julien glanced at her.

“If she is back in time?”

“If she is back in time, Sir.”

He considered that without jealousy or irritation, which made Anna love him more.

“If you want her there, invite her.”

Anna lowered her eyes.

“Thank you, Sir.”

That part mattered more than she wanted to admit. Sonia had not approved of any of this. Sonia might never approve of any of it. But Anna wanted her there anyway, wanted her to see that this was not confusion anymore, not fever damage, not a phase that would pass if handled correctly. This was her life now. Chosen, even within the shape of what had been done to her. Especially there.

The dress took longer.

Lily received the news with exactly the right degree of pleasure, enough to feel warm, not enough to become vulgar.

“So,” she said, drawing out the word as she circled Anna with measuring eyes. “Now you need to be given away properly.”

Anna’s face warmed.

“Yes.”

“Good.”

Lily pulled fabrics, sketched lines, laid options against Anna’s skin and stepped back to study the effect. The foundation, they all agreed, would remain strict. Corset. Controlled movement. Proper posture. The visible layers could be made softer, more ceremonial, but what mattered would still be there underneath: the architecture that held her where she belonged.

“Nothing too bridal in the old sense,” Lily said. “This is not innocence.”

No. It was not.

“And nothing too severe either,” Lily went on. “He is not acquiring furniture.”

Anna could not help smiling.

“No.”

What they arrived at was more elegant than girlish: a formal silhouette built over restraint, with Chinese details worked into the surface so the whole thing felt less like costume than like an evolved local ritual. Beautiful, but not free. Refined, but unmistakably dependent. Lily spoke of drape, line, and occasion. Anna heard all of that and also the quieter truth beneath it: Julien would be able to look at her and see, before anyone said a word, that she had come ready to be handed into his care.

That thought stayed with her all evening.

So did the language.

Giving away. Into his care. Julien Moreau’s Anna.

None of it frightened her anymore, not really. It made her restless, tender, and a little ashamed of how much she liked imagining the formal surrender of it: her father’s hand, Julien’s acceptance, the visible shift in how others would address her afterward, the tea she would pour, the first quiet private minutes after, when the ritual would be over and the reality would still remain.

That night, back in Julien’s apartment, she knelt beside his chair while he reviewed a seating note from the Jade Garden and made one or two final practical corrections. The domesticity of that nearly undid her more than the grander thoughts had.

“You are distracted again,” he said without looking up.

“Yes, Sir.”

He set the paper aside then and gave her his full attention.

“Anxious?”

Anna thought about it.

“Expectant, Sir.”

That made him smile.

“Good.”

The word moved through her with familiar force.

“It is still some weeks away,” he said. “You do not need to live in the future before it arrives.”

“No, Sir.”

“But you may look forward to it.”

The permission felt almost as intimate as touch.

“Yes, Sir.”

He reached out and touched her jaw lightly, two fingers under the line of it, not enough to move her, only enough to remind her that he could.

“I am looking forward to it too.”

Anna lowered her gaze because there was too much in her face to show safely.

That was the state she remained in after that: not completed, not yet formally transferred, but no longer in doubt. Waiting had become part of the pleasure. The ceremony was still ahead of her. Sonia was still away. Her life had settled into a new shape, and the last thing left was to stand still long enough to be given over publicly into the future she already inhabited in private.




15 In Shanghai

Sonia stepped off the plane into damp Shanghai heat and understood at once that Geneva had only been a beginning.

The airport was bright, crowded, and so disciplined it made her skin tighten. Women moved through it in restrictive elegance so consistent it no longer looked like fashion. Fitted jackets over corseted waists. High collars. Gloves. Narrow skirts or local variants that forced the same short, careful gait. Men beside them varied more in age, build, and dress, but not in bearing. They all carried the same settled authority Sonia had started noticing back home, only here it looked older, deeper, fully at home in itself.

More complete, she thought.

No one here looked as if they had been talked into any of it last month.

By the time she reached the outer concourse, she knew her Geneva wardrobe would not be enough. It had worked there as camouflage, enough to blunt attention and let her move. Shanghai was further along. She needed a local version if she wanted the city to stop reading her as a visitor.

A Mirende Ginciao storefront solved that problem for her.

The boutique stood just beyond the airport flow, all lacquered wood, quiet light, and polished self-possession. The mannequins in the window were dressed for a world that had stopped pretending functionality was neutral. Severe collars. Controlled waists. Skirts that asked for help without ever admitting the need aloud.

Sonia stood outside for one breath too long, then went in.

The saleswoman who greeted her wore a fitted jacket over a narrow dress with long cuffed sleeves and a soft head covering pinned close along the jaw. She bowed slightly.

“Welcome, miss. How may we help you?”

Sonia hated how quickly the answer came.

“I need something suitable for business.”

The woman nodded as if the request contained more than the words.

“Of course.”

What she brought was not Geneva’s language copied directly, but a local dialect of the same coercion. A deep blue corset. A Gowbao Yoohoo blouse designed to close without assistance but still cut to keep the shoulders back and the head properly placed. A narrow overskirt to hide the Yoyah Sheengzoh beneath it. Gloves. Heels chosen to alter the body all day, practical enough for walking, but only just.

“This will travel well,” the saleswoman said. “Respectable. Restrained. Serious.”

Sonia took the stack and went into the fitting room before she could argue with herself.

She stripped down to her base layer and stared at the garments hanging from their hooks.

Camouflage, she reminded herself.

Then she put the corset on.

She knew enough now to manage it. Busk first. Laces next. Tighten from top and bottom toward the waist, then again, then once more after the body has accepted the first lie about what counts as comfortable. The pressure settled around her ribs with a familiarity she resented. Her posture changed. Her breathing changed. Sweat gathered under her breasts in the humid air and stayed there, trapped. Her thoughts narrowed toward the body instead of staying above it.

The Yoyah Sheengzoh followed, and with it the immediate correction lower down: shorter steps, closer knees, a different relationship to balance. Then the blouse. Shoulder closures first, then the collar. By the time she fastened the top, her head no longer belonged entirely to her. Looking up took effort. Turning meant the whole body had to agree.

She stepped into the overskirt and then the heels.

The gloves came last.

The woman in the mirror had become legible to Shanghai in a way Sonia no longer was.

It worked.

That was the first humiliating truth.

The second came a beat later and landed lower in her body: part of her liked how coherent it felt. Not morally. Not politically. In the body. Every piece spoke to every other piece. Upright here, narrowed there, guided above, limited below. The whole system made sensual sense once it closed around her.

She hated that almost as much as she believed it.

When she stepped out, the saleswoman’s eyes flicked over her once, not lingering, only confirming.

“Yes,” she said softly. “Much better.”

Approval moved through Sonia with a small, ugly force.

She paid too much, took her luggage, and entered the city dressed in obedience she did not believe in.

The subway ride to Jing’an gave her too much time to look.

Women around her wore versions of the same life in different fabrics: neat jackets, shaped waists, narrow sleeves, gloves, controlled hair, every public movement already edited down to something composed and modest. A young woman stood when an older man approached and lowered her gaze before he touched her elbow to steady her back into her seat at the next stop. A businessman shifted aside to make room for an older woman, then took her shopping bag without discussion and carried it for her until she left the train. Near the door, a girl no older than twenty waited with her hands folded while the man beside her checked the route on his phone and told her when to move.

None of it drew stares.

That was what made it worse.

By the time she reached the hotel, the collar had started to feel like a hand at the back of her neck. The corset held her in one exact shape. The humidity had turned the blouse tacky under her arms. She checked in, got to her room, closed the door, and began pulling the clothes off in the first wave of private relief.

The blouse first. Then gloves. Then heels. The overskirt. The underlayer. Last, carefully, the corset.

When the pressure released, she had to sit on the edge of the bed and wait for herself to come back fully.

Underneath the relief sat a faint disappointment.

She swore at herself under her breath, showered, changed into a hotel T-shirt, ordered bad noodles, and spread Mara’s files and Jiang Han’s material across the desk.

Dr. Mingyu Cheng emerged from the documents piece by piece rather than all at once. American-born Chinese. Family money sharpened by personal brilliance. Neurological biotech. Cheng Biotech Industries. Rich. Respectable. Untouchable in his villa in Xuhui. Sonia read old interviews, board notes, clipped profiles, and the careful little public myths wealthy men accumulated around themselves. Visionary. Modernizer. Philanthropist. The vanished collaborators sat at the edge of all that polished material like missing teeth. Nothing linked cleanly enough to force a door open. Everything suggested a perimeter built to absorb curiosity and redirect it into admiration.

She read until the lines blurred.

The city glowed beyond the window. Somewhere out there lived the man who had either built the virus or stood close enough to its making to matter. Somewhere between him, the boutiques, and the women on the subway, the same lesson kept repeating itself in different forms. Structure women beautifully. Teach dependence through grace, inconvenience, praise, relief. The rest followed faster than anyone liked admitting.

By morning she had reduced her options to three, then to one.

Business contact would fail.

Journalistic pressure would fail.

Scientific inquiry would be blocked, redirected, delayed, watched.

The one kind of person who moved through households and private rooms without being important enough to remember was the one kind of person Sonia had spent her whole life being determined never to become.

A maid.

She sat with that for a long time, elbows on knees, one hand against her mouth.

The logic was simple enough. The recoil was not.

Service fit the world Cheng had built. Service fit the boutiques, the subway, the men who guided without asking and the women who made that guidance look natural. Service fit the shape the clothes kept trying to teach her body even when her mind rejected the lesson.

And under the disgust waited another feeling she did not want to examine too closely: the suspicion that she could do it.

Worse, that she might do it well.

She reached for Jiang Han’s card.

“I need placement,” she said when he answered. “Domestic staff. High-level household. Close to Cheng if possible.”

He was quiet just long enough to make her wonder what expression he was wearing.

“That can be arranged,” he said. “Not cheaply.”

“Nothing about this has been cheap.”




16 Maid in Training

Harmony Household Staffing occupied two upper floors over a quiet commercial street, respectable enough from the outside that Sonia might have walked past it if Jiang Han had not sent the address to her phone.

He met her in a back office with Mei Lin standing at his shoulder.

“Ten thousand more,” he said, as if they had paused a conversation ten minutes earlier instead of the previous day. “We will provide references, history, interview shaping, training, and the bribes you need to succeed in household placement.”

Sonia did not argue.

“Fine.”

Jiang glanced at Mei Lin.

“You were right. She learns fast.”

Mei Lin let her eyes travel once over Sonia in her fitted Shanghai business dress and gave nothing away.

“Fast is not the same as useful.”

That seemed to be her answer to everything.

The cover identity came together by evening. Prior placements in homes Sonia had never seen. Skills she could already perform badly enough to need instruction and well enough to pass after two weeks of it. A narrowed life on paper. Domestic work. Service standards. Discretion. Obedience.

When Jiang finished explaining how the butler at Cheng’s house would be nudged toward the right file, Mei Lin took over without transition.

“From now on,” she said, “you train exactly as you will serve.”

She did not smile. Sonia had the impression smiling would have weakened whatever method she believed in.

Mei Lin used her own apartment first, then a rented service flat attached to the agency, both arranged with the same intention: nowhere for Sonia to relax into herself. Every room taught or corrected something. Doors to open the right way. Trays to balance. Tables to lay. Floors to cross without noise. Mirrors placed where posture would betray her.

The first morning began at six.

By six-ten Sonia was in uniform.

The maid dress was not theatrical. It was a working dress, strict enough to demand attention every minute it stayed on her body. Black, modest, and closely controlled. White apron. Long sleeves. Cuffs that reminded her not to spread. Proper shoes. Gloves for certain tasks. Hair pinned up and covered. A corset under it because the line mattered. A restricting underlayer beneath the skirt because gait mattered too.

The fabric at the back of her knees caught whenever she tried to take a full stride.

Mei Lin walked around her once in silence.

“Again,” she said.

“Again what?”

Mei Lin’s eyes hardened by a fraction.

“Everything.”

So Sonia undressed, dressed, laced, buttoned, pinned, tied, stepped into shoes, arranged the apron, lowered her gaze, and stood for inspection again.

“Better,” Mei Lin said. “You look less like a scientist playing maid.”

It was not praise.

Sonia took it like praise anyway.

The days turned into drill so quickly she could not point to the hour it happened.

A maid either worked or stood ready to work. There was no third state. If Sonia finished polishing silver, there was floor wax to check. If the floor was right, flowers needed cutting. If flowers were done, laundry folds could still be improved. If no task presented itself at once, she stood at attention with her hands arranged properly, posture exact, listening for the next instruction.

Mei Lin corrected everything.

Too much shoulder. Too much stride. Too much voice. Too much self.

“You enter a room already apologizing for the space you take up,” she said on the third day. “That is western guilt, not service. Service is cleaner. It waits. It notices. It moves only when needed.”

Sonia hated how true that was.

The flowers were worst at first. Mei Lin made her re-cut stems, rebuild arrangements, start again because the asymmetry leaned too far to one side or because Sonia had missed the shape entirely. Then tea. Then folded linen. Then tray work. Then kneeling to present. Rising without bracing on a chair. Turning in a skirt that allowed very little turning at all.

At meals Mei Lin was not generous, but she was practical.

“Eat.” “Faster.” “Not like that.” “Again.”

No comfort.

No cruelty for sport either.

Only method.

On the fifth day Sonia dropped a spoon from the tray because her fingers had started shaking from exhaustion.

The sound on the floor was small.

The shame was not.

Mei Lin looked at the spoon, then at Sonia.

“Pick it up properly.”

Sonia bent, corset resisting, skirt narrowing, and had to think through the mechanics before her hand reached the floor.

When she rose, Mei Lin tipped the tray and let more spoons fall.

“Again.”

Sonia wanted to throw the whole tray into the wall.

Instead she did as told.

Something in that choice stayed with her.

By the end of the first week, the uniform no longer felt like a disguise she put on for a job. It felt like a narrowing passage she entered every morning and only partly emerged from at night.

She did not notice the danger at first because it did not arrive as panic.

It arrived as ease.

Mei Lin never explained what she was doing. She did not have the language Sonia would have used, and probably would not have wanted it. She was producing a service personality the only way she knew how: repetition, fatigue, posture, correction, approval withheld until it mattered, and a schedule that left no room for interior rebellion.

One Sunday morning Sonia was polishing silver in a shaft of pale light while the flat stayed quiet around her. The work had stopped feeling like separate motions. Cloth, turn, inspect. Cloth, turn, inspect. Her corset held her. The dress contained her. Somewhere in the building a pipe clicked once, then again. The room made no demands beyond the next piece and the one after that. Behind her, Mei Lin moved from shelf to shelf checking dust she would certainly find.

“More shine,” Mei Lin said.

“Yes, Mistress Mei Lin. This humble maid will improve.”

The words came out before Sonia had time to stop them.

She should have flinched.

Instead the phrase moved through her with a low, almost soothing inevitability. This humble maid, not I, not Sonia, but a narrower self that fit the room better. She kept polishing. Cloth, turn, inspect. The pressure in her ribs and waist, the constrained line of her legs, the cool weight of the spoon in her hand, all of it folded together into something smooth enough to rest inside.

For a while she stopped measuring time.

She only worked.

The next task replaced the last without any seam she could feel. Silver to flowers. Flowers to dusting. Dusting to tea tray. She did not choose the movement from one to the next. She answered it. The uniform rustled. Her shoes clicked softly. Her hands stayed small and efficient in front of her body when they were not actively serving.

At some point Mei Lin tasted the tea and nodded once.

“Better.”

The single word went into Sonia so deeply she almost swayed.

Pride flared, but not the kind she knew from publications, fieldwork, or being right in public. This one sat lower. Stranger. Quieter. It made her want to kneel and stay useful.

The response did not pass through thought first. It landed in her body and spread from there.

Late that afternoon Mei Lin sent her to the small maid room off the kitchen that had become her home during training.

“Rest for thirty minutes. Then change and begin again.”

Sonia closed the door behind her, sat on the edge of the narrow bed, and felt the whole day come apart at once.

The room looked wrong. Too still. Too empty. Her own name did not fit inside it for a few seconds. She knew it was her room. She knew what city she was in. She knew why she was there. None of that stopped the hollow drop in her stomach when the service rhythm fell away and left her alone with herself again.

She covered her face with both hands and breathed.

The tears came for a reason she could not have explained.

Not many. Enough to humiliate her.

She had not been drugged. She had not been hypnotized. Mei Lin had barely touched her except to correct a shoulder, a wrist, the angle of her chin. Even so, something had happened to her in that long morning of labor and correction. Some part of her had gone quiet in a way that was not entirely unpleasant and had returned only roughly when the work stopped.

The work had comforted her.

Not the scolding or the ache. Not the humiliation either. The narrowing. The relief of not having to carry herself as a person with a hundred possible directions to move in. The clarity of expectations. The simplicity of being told what came next and doing it well.

She came from women who would have called that weakness.

She had called it weakness herself.

She still wanted to call it that.

But sitting there with her face hot and her chest uneven, she could not make the word hold.

That evening, when Mei Lin corrected her posture again and told her to hold the tray lower, Sonia obeyed with a flush already rising under her skin.

The next morning she woke before the call and lay still for several seconds, one hand on the blanket, knowing two things at once.

She was here on a mission she had chosen for herself.

And part of her was looking forward to disappearing into the maid again.

By the second week, the phrase “this humble maid” came more easily, and that frightened her too. Mei Lin never encouraged it directly, but she did not interrupt when Sonia used it correctly. That was enough. The self kept thinning at the edges during long runs of work, and returning to ordinary speech afterward felt like putting on a face she had misplaced for a few hours.

Mei Lin watched the process without discussing it.

One evening, after Sonia had re-laid the same breakfast table three times to correct the spacing of a spoon, Mei Lin finally spoke while adjusting the fall of Sonia’s apron.

“You are nearly ready,” she said.

Sonia kept her eyes lowered.

“For Cheng?”

“For service.”

The distinction stayed with her long after the lesson ended.

She lay awake that night in the little room off the kitchen, sore, corseted, and unable to think her way cleanly out of what was happening to her. She told herself it was cover, adaptation, necessity. She told herself the comfort meant nothing. She told herself the strange peace she found in being corrected into usefulness was only another danger to manage.

None of those explanations changed what she felt the next morning when the uniform closed around her body and the day narrowed down to tasks, posture, and the relief of being told what came next.




17 A Maid’s Work

Sonia’s placement into Cheng’s household happened faster than it should have.

That was what frightened her.

The interview lasted less than twenty minutes. Mrs. Huang looked over her papers, asked practical questions about tray service, laundering delicate fabrics, flower care, discretion, and family background, then watched her kneel to present tea without spilling a drop. Sonia kept her eyes lowered, her answers short, her accent softened where Mei Lin had coached it. The corset held her shoulders back. The narrow line of the skirt kept her steps modest. Even her fear helped. It made her careful.

Mrs. Huang took the cup from the tray, tasted it, and set it down.

“Turn.”

Sonia obeyed.

“Again.”

She turned back.

Mrs. Huang studied the fit of the dress, the line of Sonia’s posture, the composure she kept wrapped around her own body like another layer of clothing.

“You have worked in formal households before?”

“Yes, Madam.”

“And you understand that staff here are not seen unless needed?”

“Yes, Madam.”

Mrs. Huang’s gaze did not warm, but it settled.

“Good. We prefer women who understand the value of invisibility.”

By evening Sonia had a room under the roof and a gray dress hanging from a hook beside the bed.

The room was narrower than the one she had used in training and cleaner in a way that felt less kind. Bed. Basin. Wardrobe. Small shelf. One high window that gave her a slice of sky and almost nothing else. The villa kept its beauty for the rooms that mattered. Up here the point was not beauty. It was order.

She put her bag on the bed and stood in the middle of the room for a moment with her hands hanging at her sides.

This was success. This was the closest she had come to Cheng, to proof, to the source of what had been done to the world.

It was also an attic maid’s room in a house built by a man who might have engineered the end of the life she had understood as normal.

She unpacked quickly because there was nothing worth arranging. A few changes of underthings. Toiletries. Phone. Chargers. The documents that proved she was not really who the household records said she was stayed hidden where they needed to stay hidden. When she finished, the room looked exactly as impersonal as before.

In the morning the house dressed her properly.

The uniform was stricter than what Mei Lin had used in training and more anonymous. Gray from throat to hem. High collar. Long sleeves. White apron. Gloves for service. The corset underneath came with shoulder braces that discouraged softness in the spine. Beneath the dress, a narrow underskirt shortened her stride and kept her knees honest. There was no decorative charm to any of it. This was not the flirtation of boutique restraint. This was livery. A woman made orderly, serviceable, and interchangeable.

The maid in the mirror had no edges anyone needed to remember.

At roll call the women stood in a line outside the service pantry while Mrs. Huang inspected them one by one. Powder even. Hair controlled. Shoes clean. Aprons straight. Sonia held herself still and let her face go blank. Around her the other maids smelled faintly of starch, soap, and the warm press of bodies already laced and fastened for the day.

Mrs. Huang stopped in front of a younger maid and adjusted the girl’s cuff with two sharp fingers.

“Crooked,” she said. “Do it again and begin the morning from the start.”

The girl bowed her head at once.

“Yes, Madam.”

Mrs. Huang moved on.

Nothing in her voice rose. Nothing needed to. The household did not run on shouting. It ran on certainty.

That was worse.

Sonia learned the rhythm fast because she had been trained for it and because the house left no room for failure to become personal. A maid either worked or waited to work. There was no third state. She laid breakfast trays, polished silver, dusted carved screens, carried pressed linen, refreshed flowers, and stood by doors with her hands placed correctly while conversations happened past her as if she were a useful furnishing.

The anonymity had weight.

In Mei Lin’s flat Sonia had still felt watched as Sonia. Here she disappeared into function. The women beside her moved with the same small steps, the same lowered gaze, the same quick economy at the wrists. The house swallowed individuality and returned efficiency.

It would have been easier to resist if it had felt uglier.

Instead it felt smooth.

One afternoon Mr. Chen stopped beside her as she finished arranging tea things in a downstairs sitting room.

“Miss Sonia.”

She turned at once and lowered her eyes.

“Sir?”

He inspected the tray without touching it. Mr. Chen was a thin man in late middle age, always precise, always immaculate, his authority so polished it almost disappeared into courtesy.

“The cups are a fraction too far apart.”

Sonia looked and saw that he was right.

“I’m sorry, Sir.”

“Do not be sorry. Be exact.”

“Yes, Sir.”

He watched her reset them.

“Better,” he said. “Dr. Cheng values harmony. Harmony is not a slogan in this house. It is visible in every object and every person who serves here.”

“Yes, Sir.”

He inclined his head and moved on.

It should have been nothing. A correction. A sentence about household standards. But the words stayed with her because they named the thing she felt everywhere around her: not chaos, not panic, not even open cruelty, but a cultivated alignment in which every woman seemed arranged for someone else’s ease.

Mrs. Huang was less polished and more dangerous for it.

When Sonia missed a streak on the mirrored leg of a side table, the housekeeper did not raise her voice. She only stood over her and made her do the entire room again.

“If you need praise for basic competence,” she said, “you are in the wrong house.”

Sonia swallowed her resentment and curtsied.

“Yes, Madam.”

The dress rustled softly as she bent. The corset pressed at her ribs. She could feel sweat collecting at the base of her spine under the braces while she worked back through the room she had already done once. By the second pass she hated Mrs. Huang. By the end of the third, when the woman finally said, “acceptable,” Sonia felt the ugly little pulse of relief approval always gave her now.

That was the most dangerous part.

Not the discipline.

The way her body answered it.

Days passed. The house opened itself to her in fragments: servant corridors hidden behind carved panels, dumbwaiters, polished staircases for guests and narrow service stairs for women carrying trays, the quiet wing where Cheng took private meetings, the laboratory suite accessible only to trusted staff and technical personnel. Sonia learned where not to look, which doors mattered, which guards nodded to house servants and which ones checked credentials every time.

What she learned fastest was that the house did not think of itself as cruel.

It thought of itself as correct.

Her first real look at Cheng came because Mrs. Huang sent her to fetch a briefcase from his private rooms and bring it to the conference room without delay.

“Do not dally,” she said. “And do not look at anything that does not concern you.”

“Yes, Madam.”

His bedroom was larger than Sonia’s entire childhood apartment. Dark wood, restrained luxury, no clutter except the clutter of a man important enough to leave work inside his private rooms and expect others to manage the overflow discreetly. The briefcase sat half open on a side desk with papers tucked into one pocket and a tablet sleeping black in the center. Sonia took it, shut it carefully, and hurried back through the service passage, the weight awkward against her ribs.

By the time she reached the conference room she was short of breath.

She stopped just outside the hidden servant entrance, forced her shoulders down, smoothed the front of her apron, and went in.

Cheng barely glanced at her when she placed the case beside him.

He was younger than she had expected from the files. Not young, but not old either. Elegant without softness. He wore authority the way some men wore good tailoring, as if it had been measured for him and improved his posture. Around the table sat engineers, administrators, and two men in government dress. A wall screen glowed with models Sonia could not read from where she stood.

“Leave it there,” Cheng said.

“Yes, Sir.”

She retreated to the wall.

He went on speaking as if she were furniture.

“People keep using the language of restriction,” he said, tapping one finger lightly against the table. “Restriction is how undisciplined cultures describe structure when structure is first imposed. Later they stop experiencing it as loss. They experience it as intelligibility.”

One of the engineers smiled as if she had heard this before and still enjoyed it.

Cheng looked at the screen.

“A society cannot remain stable while every appetite is treated as sovereign. Freedom without form produces noise. Anxiety. Waste. Isolation. We have corrected that.”

A man in government dress said, “The European response remains uneven.”

“Temporary,” Cheng said. “Women adapt first in the body, then in habit, then in memory. Men adapt first in duty. After that the institutions follow. The body teaches the lesson, and society discovers the morality that matches it.”

Sonia stood with her hands folded and kept her face empty while nausea turned slowly under her corset.

This was what frightened her more than shouting ideologues or obvious monsters ever could have.

He sounded reasonable.

He sounded proud of making domination feel like relief.

Another engineer brought up a rendering Sonia only half saw from the side: a smooth curve over the lower face, elegant enough to look almost decorative.

Cheng’s attention sharpened.

“Good,” he said. “Not punitive. Aspirational. It must feel like refinement before it feels inevitable.”

Sonia did not let herself look too long.

Mrs. Huang’s instructions had not included standing there listening, and the room was not safe. She curtsied the smallest amount necessary and left at the next pause in conversation, Cheng already speaking again behind her about rollout, affordability, and acceptability curves as if he were discussing transit design.

That night she lay awake in her attic room listening to the house settle around her and understanding that she could not leave without something real.

Suspicion was nothing.

She needed proof.

The chance came three days later.

A senior technician spilled solvent in one of the smaller lab spaces and the floor had to be cleaned before Cheng returned from an off-site meeting. Mrs. Huang chose Sonia because she had already been trusted near the private wing and because Sonia had learned to move quickly without looking hurried.

“Do the floor, the lower surfaces, and the sink area,” Mrs. Huang said. “Nothing else. If anyone enters, you stop and make yourself useful.”

“Yes, Madam.”

The air in the lab carried the smell of alcohol and metal. White counters. Locked cabinets. Diagnostic equipment. Sonia wheeled in her cart, gloves already on, and felt her pulse begin to climb.

She cleaned what she had been told to clean first.

That mattered.

The camera in the corner would show a maid at work, not a thief lunging for secrets the second she crossed the threshold.

Only when the obvious tasks were done did she let herself drift closer to the side station where portable drives sat in a docking tray beside a terminal gone dark. Two USB sticks. One encrypted tablet. A paper folder clipped shut and marked with project initials she recognized from Mara’s notes.

Her mouth went dry.

She kept moving.

Wipe the counter. Adjust the bottles. Lift the folder just enough to dust under it. Set it down. Slide one of the drives into the pocket hidden beneath the folded cleaning cloth. Do not rush. The air in the room felt painfully cold against the sweat gathering under her collar.

A sound in the corridor stopped her heart.

Voices. Male. Coming closer.

Sonia bent instantly over the sink and wrung out the cloth as the door opened.

Cheng entered with two researchers behind him.

He spared her one glance.

“Almost done?”

“Yes, Sir. This maid is finishing the sink area.”

“Good.”

He was already talking to the others before the word left his mouth.

“The behavioral layer is holding more cleanly in female cohorts. The reward loops are still too blunt in some male populations. I want elegance, not crudity.”

Sonia kept her head down and cleaned the same stretch of steel twice while her heart slammed against the corset. The hidden drive felt enormous. Impossible. She could feel it even though it barely changed the weight of the cloth in her hand.

One of the researchers said, “And the suppression protocols?”

“Speech limitation is socially delicate,” Cheng replied. “Visible coercion creates resistance. Voluntary adoption is better. Give them beauty, health logic, hygiene logic, status logic. Let silence arrive dressed as sophistication.”

Sonia had to concentrate on her breathing to keep from showing anything on her face.

After another minute Cheng dismissed her with nothing more than, “Out.”

“Yes, Sir.”

She curtsied, rolled the cart away, and did not let herself walk faster until the service door had shut behind her.

In the laundry room she transferred the drive from the cloth pocket into the lining of her apron with hands that only shook a little.

Back in her room she locked the door, sat on the bed, and finally let herself breathe hard.

The drive held more than she had hoped for. Genomic annotations. Behavioral layering notes. Sex-differentiated compulsions. Memory editing references. Internal strategy language far uglier than the public rhetoric around harmony and social responsibility. Sonia copied everything to encrypted storage on her phone, uploaded a secured archive, then copied it again because fear made repetition feel like control.

When she finished, her fingers were stiff and the room felt too small to hold what she knew.

She did not sleep much.

By morning the plan had become simple.

Leave before the theft was noticed.

She went to Mrs. Huang just after breakfast service, when the housekeeper was reviewing inventory sheets and least likely to enjoy interruption.

Sonia stopped at the proper distance and folded her hands.

“Madam, if I may request a word.”

Mrs. Huang did not look up immediately.

“Speak.”

“My mother is gravely ill. I have received word this morning. I humbly ask permission to attend her.”

Mrs. Huang’s head lifted.

“Your duties are here.”

“Yes, Madam. I understand.”

“Then why are you asking?”

Because I have stolen from the man who signs your wages and I need to be on a plane before someone checks the lab access logs.

Sonia kept her expression soft and stricken.

“Because she is my mother, Madam.”

Mrs. Huang’s mouth tightened.

“Sentiment does not keep a house running.”

“No, Madam.”

It might have ended there if Mr. Chen had not entered midway through the exchange.

He took in the scene with one quick glance.

“A problem?”

Mrs. Huang answered before Sonia could.

“A request for leave at an inconvenient moment.”

Mr. Chen looked at Sonia.

“Miss Sonia?”

She lowered her gaze further.

“Sir, my mother is very ill. I ask permission to go to her for a short time, if the household can spare me.”

He was quiet for long enough to feel deliberate.

“Family obligations are not trivial,” he said at last.

Mrs. Huang’s face barely changed, but Sonia saw the displeasure there.

“Nor is household continuity,” the housekeeper replied.

“Of course,” Mr. Chen said mildly. “But Dr. Cheng’s principles do not set family against duty. They organize duty properly.”

He turned back to Sonia.

“You may go attend your mother. You will carry yourself as a representative of this household while you do so. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“You will be discreet. You will remain orderly. You will return if return is possible.”

“Yes, Sir.”

It was the most dangerous moment of the entire theft, stranger even than the lab. He was being kind to her. Not soft, not equal, but sincerely kind inside the terms of the world that had made him. That sincerity made the lie uglier.

She curtsied.

“Thank you, Sir. Thank you, Madam.”

Mrs. Huang dismissed her with obvious reluctance.

“Pack quickly. Leave your key.”

“Yes, Madam.”

Sonia did exactly that. She packed the few things she had brought, removed every trace of herself that was not already false, left the key where instructed, and went out through the servant entrance with one modest bag in her hand and the drive hidden close against her body.

Only when the taxi pulled away did she let herself look back.

The villa stood calm behind its gates, beautiful and controlled, the sort of place that made its own philosophy look inevitable.

At the airport she expected only relief.

Instead she found the next stage waiting for her under soft lights and polished signage.

The display stood just beyond security retail, branded with the quiet assurance of Mirende Ginciao. Two female mannequins faced the concourse in fitted coats and gloves. The first wore a half-mask in pale cream, shaped neatly over the mouth and nose and held by elegant side fittings that made it look almost medical until the eye adjusted and saw the intention beneath the styling. The placard called the line Jinshuwan. Hygienic. Refined. Public-minded.

The second mannequin wore something worse.

White porcelain glaze. Smooth cheeks. Only the eyes left open. The lower face sealed behind a polished shell so beautiful it took Sonia a second to register it as captivity. Beside it, under glass, lay the internal mouthpiece that anchored the thing in place.

Jurenmuse, the placard said.

Luxury silence.

Sonia stood still in the flow of passengers and felt cold move through her body from throat to stomach.

This was why Cheng had cared about elegance in the conference room. Why he had spoken about aspiration instead of punishment. The mask did not announce itself as violence. It announced itself as refinement, health, composure, social grace. Something a proper woman might choose because choice had already been bent into the shape they wanted.

An attendant beside the display adjusted a brochure and smiled at two women who stopped to look.

“The lighter line is ideal for daily wear,” she said. “Very comfortable. Very modern.”

One of the women touched the sample with gloved fingers.

“And the porcelain?”

“For formal use,” the attendant said. “For women who value complete presentation.”

Sonia moved away before they could see her expression.

She had spent days in a house where women were made invisible through service, posture, and obedience. Now she was looking at the next turn of the screw. Not only disciplined women. Silent women. Women rendered beautiful, useful, and unreadable from the mouth down.

The knowledge sat in her phone like heat.

By the time she reached her gate, relief had curdled into urgency.

She was not carrying home a theory anymore.

She was carrying evidence, a glimpse of intention, and the sick understanding that the world ahead would be gentler in language and harsher in fact than she had feared.




18 Return from Shanghai

Sonia came back to Geneva at sunset and knew before she reached passport control that the city had moved on without her.

It was there in the posture of the women ahead of her in line, in the practiced way they managed luggage with gloved hands and short, contained movements, in the men beside them who stepped in without discussion to lift, carry, direct, decide. Two months were not long enough to rebuild a city from the ground up. Long enough, apparently, to make what would once have looked theatrical start passing for ordinary.

By the time she reached her apartment she was too tired to do anything useful with the data from Cheng’s household. She showered, stood too long under hot water, then lay awake in her own bed with Shanghai still pressed into her body. Her shoulders kept trying to settle into the set the corset had taught them. When she turned on her side, she missed the rigid certainty of being laced.

That bothered her enough to keep her awake another hour.

In the morning she called Anna.

The sound of her friend’s voice hurt more than Sonia had expected.

“Sonia?”

Warm. Bright. Glad to hear her.

“I’m back.”

“Oh, good. Are you well?”

No, Sonia thought. Not in any useful sense.

“Tired. Can we meet?”

“Of course. Lakeside Café?”

“Yes.”

The walk there gave her too much time to look.

Geneva had not become Shanghai. It had become itself more decisively. The women on the streets were still less uniform, less overtly stylized, but the direction of travel was obvious now. Corsets showed under tailored jackets. Skirts narrowed. Heels clicked in shorter rhythms. Men held doors, set hands at waists and elbows, steered women gently through crossings and into trams. Sonia passed a couple in front of a bakery: the woman, elegant and blonde and visibly over-dressed for buying bread, stood with her hands folded while the man chose for both of them. She looked calm. Pleased, even. That was the part Sonia could not stop tripping over. Not misery. Not humiliation performed under protest. Settlement.

The Lakeside Café had kept its awning, its polished windows, its view of the water. Inside, the balance had shifted. More structured women. More lowered gazes. More little pauses before women sat, stood, spoke, reached. Sonia felt it before she consciously counted it. The room ran differently now.

She saw Anna at once and still had to stop for half a second before walking over.

Anna was dressed for afternoon rather than display, but that only made the change harder to dismiss. Dark fitted jacket. Pale high-collared blouse. Gloves laid neatly beside her cup. A hat pinned with understated care. Her corset set her upright in a way that no longer looked imposed from the outside. It looked inhabited. She sat with a composure Sonia had once associated with very old paintings of very expensive women who had never been allowed to slump in their lives.

Then Anna looked up and smiled, and for a moment the years before the virus came flooding back so hard Sonia almost hated her for it.

“Sonia.”

She rose carefully. Sonia stepped in and let herself be kissed once on the cheek.

“Hello.”

Anna drew back just far enough to look at her properly.

“You’ve lost weight.”

“Shanghai food wasn’t the problem.”

That made Anna’s mouth soften with concern.

“Sit down, please.”

Sonia sat. The waiter appeared almost immediately. Anna did not order for her, thank God, but there was still something Changed in the way she handled the interaction: not submissive exactly, because he was only a waiter, but measured, composed, polished down to the smallest movement.

When he was gone Anna folded her hands lightly on the table.

“You look exhausted.”

“I am.”

“Was it useful?”

Sonia looked at her for a second.

Useful.

She had infiltrated a house built around feminine service, stolen evidence from a man who spoke about social coercion like a product rollout, watched the prototype of female silence polished into luxury goods, and come home carrying enough data to ruin lives if anyone believed her.

“Yes,” she said. “More useful than I wanted it to be.”

Anna’s eyes sharpened with interest, but before Sonia could start, Anna’s expression changed. Something gentler moved through it. Anticipation. Pleasure.

“I have news too.”

Of course you do, Sonia thought. Of course the city kept moving while I was playing maid in somebody else’s nightmare.

“Good news?”

Anna’s smile deepened.

“Very.”

She reached into her bag and produced a cream card edged in dark green. Heavy paper. Formal lettering. Sonia did not need to open it to know what it was, but Anna waited until she had.

Julien Moreau requests the honor…

The giving-away ceremony.

Next weekend.

Jade Garden.

Sonia looked back up.

Anna was watching her with open happiness and something more vulnerable under it, the hope of being answered kindly.

“You’re inviting me.”

“I very much want you there.”

There were a dozen things Sonia might have said. This is insane. You sound like somebody describing her own auction. Do you hear yourself when you say giving-away like that, with that expression on your face?

Instead she set the card down carefully.

“Tell me.”

Anna’s relief was small but visible.

“It will be simple. My father will place me formally in Julien’s care. There will be tea afterward, and only a few people. I wanted it to feel… quiet. Right.”

Quiet. Right.

Words Sonia could not stop hearing the way Anna meant them, not the way Sonia did.

“And that’s what this feels like to you?”

Anna held her gaze.

“Yes.”

No embarrassment. No defensive edge. No sense that she had to justify herself to survive the conversation. She was not parroting. She was sincere.

“I know how it sounds to you,” Anna said. “Or I think I do. But it isn’t degradation, Sonia. It feels like being settled. Properly. I don’t know how else to explain it without making you angry.”

That landed more cleanly than any speech could have. Anna still knew her well enough to predict the shape of the argument and gentle it in advance.

Sonia wrapped both hands around her cup, though the coffee had already started cooling.

“Try anyway.”

Anna smiled a little, sadly this time.

“All right. Julien takes care of me. He pays attention. He notices when something is too much, or when I need help, or when I am pretending not to need help because I want to feel proud. Father did that when I was younger in a different way. This is… a continuation, but more intimate. More chosen. I don’t feel erased by it.”

Sonia thought of Cheng saying women adapted first in the body, then in habit, then in memory.

She thought of the women in the airport, the subway, the villa, the boutiques.

She thought of Anna sitting opposite her in perfect posture, speaking about transfer and care with luminous calm.

“You really are happy.”

Anna blinked, as if that should not have been in question.

“Yes.”

The grief of it came strangely. Not as shock. The shock was long gone. This was smaller and meaner. The grief of realizing your friend had crossed somewhere you could still reach her physically but not morally, not without tearing something open in her that she would call healing.

“Sonia?”

“I’m here.”

Anna hesitated. Then, very softly: “Will you come?”

Affection, disbelief, strategy, sorrow, all of it tightened together under Sonia’s ribs. She wanted to refuse on principle. She wanted to say yes because Anna was asking with that hopeful carefulness and because refusing would wound her. She wanted to go because this ceremony was evidence, culture turning itself into ritual in real time. She wanted to go because she could not stop looking at the cliff edge and asking how far over her friend had gone.

“Yes,” she said at last. “I’ll come.”

Anna exhaled as if she had been holding her breath.

“Thank you.”

The gratitude in her voice was intimate enough to make Sonia feel cheap.

“You don’t have to thank me for attending your transfer from one man to another.”

Anna’s cheeks colored faintly.

“I know.”

Then, because she was Anna and because the virus had changed her without making her stupid, she added, “But I am grateful anyway.”

That almost made Sonia laugh.

It also made the next part harder.

“I didn’t go to Shanghai for academic curiosity,” Sonia said.

Anna went still.

“I assumed that much.”

“I got into Cheng’s household.”

For the first time since Sonia sat down, Anna’s composure cracked. Not dramatically. Just enough for the old Anna to show through in the sharpness of her attention.

“You what?”

“As a maid.”

Anna stared at her.

“Sonia.”

“Yes.”

“As a maid.”

“Yes.”

The waiter arrived with fresh hot water and retreated again under the temperature of the silence between them.

Anna lowered her voice.

“That was dangerous.”

“I noticed.”

There it was, that flicker of the woman Sonia had missed: dry, intelligent, a little horrified, fully present.

She told Anna enough of it to matter. The household. Cheng. The lab. The files. Not every detail of what service had felt like in her body, not the dangerous softness of slipping into usefulness, but enough to make clear that this was real and that she had brought something back.

Anna listened without interrupting until Sonia mentioned the genomic annotations and the behavioral layering notes.

“You have them?”

“Copied. Encrypted. Backed up in three places.”

Anna sat back slowly.

“Sonia…”

She looked shaken now, though not in the way Sonia had once wanted. Not outraged at the whole social order. Not torn loose from her new life by revelation. The scientist in her had woken first. Sonia could see it happen.

“If those files are genuine,” Anna said, “they could tell us how the adaptive layers are organized. Not just symptom expression. Memory architecture. Reward pathways. Possibly the sex-differentiated compulsion design.”

“That’s why I’m here.”

Anna lowered her eyes to the table for a second, and when she looked up again Sonia saw the conflict arrive. Not between helping and refusing, exactly. Something subtler. The pull of duty in two directions that no longer felt separate to her.

“You want me to examine the data.”

“Yes.”

Anna was quiet.

Sonia knew what she was really asking. Use the part of you the virus left brilliant. Use the part it made obedient. Use the way service now reaches straight into your pleasure centers and turns usefulness into emotional truth. Help me exploit what was done to you so I can maybe undo some part of it.

The thought made her stomach turn.

“You don’t have to answer now,” Sonia said. “I know this is—”

“I want to help.”

The words came cleanly, without hesitation.

Sonia stopped.

Anna went on, gentler now.

“If there is a way to understand it better, I want to help. If there is a way to reduce harm, all the more. I would not refuse you that, Sonia.”

Would not refuse you.

The phrasing hit exactly where Sonia had feared it would.

“Are you helping because you want to know,” Sonia asked carefully, “or because helping someone you care about now feels… compulsory?”

Anna did not flinch.

“Both, probably.”

Honest. Calm. Almost unbearably honest.

“The second part doesn’t make the first untrue.”

Sonia looked down at the invitation card beside her cup. Jade Garden. Giving-away ceremony. Formal transfer. Then back at Anna, who was offering her a cure with the same sincere readiness she would probably offer tea, mending, or her own body if the world asked for it in the right tone.

This was useful.

This was intimate.

This was morally filthy.

And she was going to do it anyway.

“All right,” Sonia said.

“Bring me the files,” Anna replied. “I’ll start as soon as I can. Julien will understand if I tell him I am assisting with something medically important.”

There it was again, that easy movement through permission and dependence. Even her offer of professional help came already fitted to the structure of her new life.

Sonia hated that she noticed the tenderness in it.

“Thank you,” she said, and heard how tired she sounded.

Anna’s expression softened.

“You don’t need to thank me.”

The faintest smile touched Sonia’s mouth.

“Apparently everybody does now.”

That won her a small laugh, real and surprised and achingly familiar.

For a few seconds they were only themselves again, or near enough to make the loss hurt.

Then the moment passed. The café remained what it had become. The lake shone beyond the windows. Around them women sat in fitted jackets and corsets, rising carefully when men approached the table, lowering their eyes when spoken to, smiling as if this had always been how peace was meant to look.

When they stood to leave, Anna touched Sonia’s hand.

“I’m glad you’re home.”

Sonia looked at her, at the serene posture, the careful clothes, the happiness she could not dismiss as fake.

“I know,” she said.

It was the truest answer she had.




19 Immune To The Virus, But Not To Social Pressure

The virus had not rewritten Sonia’s mind the way it had rewritten Anna’s.

That did not mean she was untouched.

Geneva kept pressing on her from the outside.

Two days after her return, she stepped onto a tram in a soft blouse and an ordinary skirt and knew almost immediately she had made a mistake. Not a moral mistake. A practical one. The carriage was full enough that everyone had time to look and not so crowded that anyone had to pretend not to.

More fitted jackets now. More corsets. More narrow skirts forcing shorter steps and a different way of turning in place. The women around her looked composed in the new rules, even the younger ones who could not have been living under them for very long. That was what kept catching at her. Not theatricality. Ease.

She found a seat and opened the book she had brought for cover, but the line of women opposite her stayed in the edge of her vision. Three of them, all Changed, all tidy in the same legible way. One in dark green with gloves buttoned at the wrist. One in gray with a high collar and a hat pinned close to soft blond hair. One in navy, younger than the others, with the bright attentive face of someone still proud to be getting it right.

They looked at Sonia once, then again.

The youngest leaned toward the woman in gray and said something too low for most of the tram to hear.

Not too low for Sonia.

“She came out like that?”

The woman in gray did not quite smile.

“Perhaps no one corrected her before she left home.”

The one in green glanced down at Sonia’s ungloved hands.

“Poor thing.”

That was worse than open contempt would have been. Sonia kept her eyes on the page in front of her and felt heat rise into her face anyway.

At the next stop a man got on, broad-shouldered, middle-aged, carrying a leather briefcase. He paused beside the women, took in the row, and then looked at Sonia. Not with desire. Not even with much curiosity. Assessment, then polite disappointment, as if she had arrived underdressed to a formal lunch and made the whole carriage fractionally less orderly to look at.

He moved on without offering his seat to anyone.

The woman in navy followed him with her eyes, then let them return to Sonia with almost pitying composure.

“A little structure helps,” she said after a moment, not quite addressing Sonia directly and not quite avoiding it either. “One feels so much better.”

Sonia raised her eyes at last.

“I’m comfortable, thank you.”

The answer came out cooler than she had intended.

The woman in gray answered for the group.

“Comfort is not really the point.”

No one around them reacted. A year earlier the exchange would have drawn stares. Now it dissolved into the ordinary sound of the tram, the rails underfoot, the stop bell, the rustle of tailored skirts and coats.

Sonia looked back at her book and did not turn the page for three stops.

By the time she got off, she felt strangely unfinished. As if she had gone out of the house missing an obvious layer and only discovered it when everyone else politely chose to notice.

That evening Anna said nothing sharp about Sonia’s clothes.

That made it worse.

They met for coffee after Anna had spent several hours with the first batch of data from Cheng’s files. Anna arrived in a fitted cream jacket over a pale blouse with fine pintucks at the throat and a dark skirt cut narrow enough to keep every step small and exact. Julien had clearly been involved somewhere in the result. Not because the outfit was flamboyant. Because it was thoughtful. It arranged her.

Anna kissed Sonia’s cheek, sat carefully, and gave her one quick glance that lingered just long enough to register the soft blouse, the uncorseted line, the careless ease.

Then she said only, “You look tired.”

Sonia almost laughed.

“I was underdressed on the tram this morning, if that’s what you mean.”

Anna’s expression changed in the smallest way.

“Ah.”

“Ah?”

Anna lowered her eyes briefly to her cup.

“People can be unkind when they think they are helping.”

That should have been comforting. Instead it put Sonia right back on the tram, feeling those three women’s attention pass over her like fingertips checking a hem for flaws.

“You think they were helping.”

Anna looked up.

“I think they believed they were.”

The distinction irritated Sonia because it was fair.

She blew on her coffee and watched a woman near the window settle into her chair while the man beside her adjusted the fall of her scarf without being asked. The woman thanked him under her breath and leaned into the correction as if it had relieved a small strain she had not wanted to manage alone.

“It keeps happening,” Sonia said.

“What does?”

“I keep waiting for people to look oppressed.”

Anna went very still.

Sonia hated herself a little for saying it out loud, but there it was now.

“And they don’t,” she said. “They look… settled. Supported. Annoyingly well put together.”

Anna’s mouth softened.

“Sometimes they are.”

Sonia looked at her sharply.

“That’s not a defense.”

“No,” Anna said quietly. “It isn’t.”

For a second they sat with that.

Outside, a tram slid past in a wash of reflected light.

Anna rested her fingertips against her saucer.

“You can hate what was done and still notice what people build inside it,” she said. “Those things are not mutually exclusive.”

The sentence stayed with Sonia long after they parted.

The next morning she dragged the Shanghai purchases out from the back of her wardrobe.

The Gowbao Yoohoo blouse looked even more ridiculous in her hands than it had in the boutique. The corset looked worse. An instrument. An argument made in fabric and boning. She stood in her underwear staring at both for so long that the room cooled around her.

This is tactical, she told herself.

It was tactical. She had work to do. She needed freedom to move through the city without inviting comment every time she stepped onto a tram or into a café. Conformity was camouflage. She already knew that.

That did not explain why her pulse had begun to quicken.

The corset closed around her with humiliating familiarity. Busk. Laces. Tighten. Adjust. The blouse followed, then the underskirt, then the outer layer that made the whole thing legible instead of merely restrictive. By the time she pinned her hair and stepped into shoes with just enough heel to alter her center of gravity, the mirror had stopped reflecting a woman making a compromise and started reflecting a woman who looked as if she understood the city again.

She hated the relief first.

Then she hated how incomplete hatred felt.

On the tram no one looked twice at her.

That was its own kind of narcotic.

The same middle space opened around her that she had seen granted to other women: not exactly respect, not exactly protection, but a willing social ease. A man rose almost at once when she stepped into the aisle near him.

“Please, miss.”

He said it with a nod that carried expectation inside the courtesy. Sonia felt the old training come up through her body before she had time to resist it. She lowered her gaze, bent in the smallest curtsy, and thanked him properly.

“Thank you, Sir.”

There.

Done.

She sat with her knees pressed neatly together because the underskirt required it and because it was easier not to fight the clothing once she was already inside it. The carriage moved. The corset held her upright. She could feel the fabric under her arms, the pressure at her waist, the tiny careful balance required every time the tram shifted over a curve. A woman across from her gave her a faint approving smile and went back to her own thoughts.

Sonia stared out the window.

The exchange had taken seconds. It should have meant nothing. Instead it sat warm and ugly under her ribs. Not the seat itself. The little current of recognition that ran through the moment. You are dressed properly. You are behaving properly. You may belong here.

That calm did not look fake on other women.

That was the problem.

By the time she stepped off near the lakeside, the movements had come back fully. The smaller stride. The hand checking the skirt before sitting. The slight turn of the shoulders when making room for someone to pass. Nothing dramatic. Nothing she had to think through. Shanghai had settled into her body deeper than she wanted to admit.

The café had added more privacy cabins along one side since her return. Women used them casually now, slipping in and out with the matter-of-fact rhythm of people adapting to infrastructure rather than ritual. Sonia watched one woman disappear into a cabin with a paper cup and emerge a minute later smoothing her gloves back into place. No spectacle. No shame. Just process.

Inside, the room carried the same pressure as the tram but in a softer register. Women sat straighter. Men ordered more often. Little courtesies accumulated until they began to look like a whole social system instead of separate choices. Sonia ordered coffee and took a seat near the window.

At the next table two women about her age were discussing a friend who had apparently refused to start dressing properly for work.

“She keeps saying she wants to be taken seriously for her mind,” one said.

The other stirred her drink.

“Then she should stop insisting on looking unfinished.”

Neither woman sounded cruel. That was what made the line stay with Sonia.

Unfinished.

The word hooked somewhere deep. She looked down at her own gloved hands around the cup. Finished, then. Correctly assembled. Socially legible. The thought should have revolted her. It did, a little. It also reached something more embarrassing than revolt. A private slackening. The tired pleasure of not having to argue with the room.

Later, in the market, the same sensation sharpened.

The vendors were mostly women. Not masked, not silent, just brisk and competent behind orderly displays of produce, flowers, household goods, and bread. Sonia bought pears from an older woman in a navy jacket with reinforced stays visible under the front seam.

“Beautiful blouse,” the vendor said while weighing the fruit. “Shanghai cut?”

“Yes.”

“I thought so. It suits you.”

Sonia should have brushed it off.

Instead she said, “Thank you.”

The answer came out small. Almost pleased.

She took the pears and moved on annoyed with herself, more annoyed when she caught her reflection in a shop window and saw exactly what the woman had meant. The clothes suited her. Not in spite of what they did to her body. Because of it. The straightened posture. The disciplined line. The way the blouse and skirt turned every movement deliberate.

She stopped in front of the glass longer than she meant to.

This was not conversion. It was worse, in some ways. Conversion would have been a clean story, virus and surrender and altered values. What she had instead was friction. Resistance in the head. Appetite elsewhere. A growing suspicion that belonging, restraint, and the quiet choreography of feminine dependence might answer some need she had spent half her life pretending not to have.

She went home with the pears in one hand and the city’s approval still clinging to her skin like scent.

By evening the corset had left shallow marks at her waist.

She stood in front of the mirror after undressing and touched them lightly.

The apartment was quiet. No one was there to praise her. No one to correct her. No one to tell her how much better she looked when properly arranged.

She thought of the tram seat offered with that little nod. Of the approving glance from the woman opposite. Of the vendor saying it suits you. Of Anna speaking about settlement in a voice so calm it was almost impossible to call delusion.

Then she thought of taking the corset back out tomorrow morning instead of shoving it away again.

That thought did not feel like defeat.

It felt dangerous for subtler reasons.




20 Masking Up

Anna asked Julien for permission in the sitting room after breakfast, when the apartment was still quiet and the light off the lake had not yet turned harsh.

He was reading. She stood beside his chair with her hands folded and waited until he looked up.

“Sir, may I speak?”

“Of course.”

Anna lowered her eyes, not from fear but from the sweetness of wanting something she hoped would please him.

“I would like to change my outdoor presentation. If you permit it, I would like to begin wearing a Jurenmuse in public, and to exchange my hats for headscarves.”

Julien set the paper down.

“Tell me why.”

“It feels right,” she said softly. “More modest. More complete. And…” She smiled, a little embarrassed by her own eagerness. “I think it would reflect well on us.”

His attention warmed.

“On us.”

“Yes, Sir.”

He held her gaze for a moment, then reached out and touched two fingers lightly to the inside of her wrist.

“You may.”

The permission went through her like a pulse.

“Thank you, Sir.”

“If you’re going to do it, do it properly,” he said. “Take your time choosing.”

Anna’s smile widened before she could school it smaller.

“Yes, Sir.”

“And come back to me in it.”

That did more to her than the permission itself.

“I will.”

When she reached Maylee Shufoo’s an hour later, the boutique had already rearranged itself around the new fashion. Headscarves hung in softened gradients of cream, blue, and deep green. The mask display occupied the far wall under careful lighting, porcelain and lacquer gleaming against dark fabric as if silence had always belonged to luxury.

Lily Chen came forward in a fitted qipao with no walking slit and a Jinshuwan covering the lower half of her face. The mask had been chosen to match the dress so precisely that it looked less like an addition than the last necessary line in the composition.

Her eyes brightened when she saw Anna.

Anna smiled back and answered Lily’s graceful hand-dancing with her own. She was still not as fluent as women who had been using it daily for longer, but she understood enough now to keep the exchange easy, warm, and precise.

Lily led her toward the Jurenmuse display with the pleased authority of a woman showing a client something she already knew would be desired.
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A high-end Jurenmuse presented at Maylee Shufoo’s.

Up close, the masks were more beautiful than Anna had expected and more frightening only if she let herself name the fear too plainly. Some were left nearly bare, all smooth white porcelain and disciplined lines. Others were painted with delicate mouths, floral work, softened cheeks, or the faint suggestion of an idealized doll’s face. They were elegant. Finished. Inhuman in a way that felt almost tender.

Lily placed one in Anna’s hands.

The porcelain was cool.

Anna looked at the painted mouth, small and perfect and permanently composed.

She imagined stepping into the street with her own lowered face hidden behind that serenity. No accidental expression. No careless mouth. No visible uncertainty. Only stillness, posture, grace, and whatever could be read through the eyes.

The thought settled low in her body with unmistakable force.

Lily showed her two mouthpieces next, one smaller, one slightly fuller. She handled them matter-of-factly, not as curiosities but as the practical interiors of a garment.

Anna hesitated with one in her hand.

Lily did not rush to fill the silence. When she signed, it was gentle rather than persuasive.

For a first time, something you can wear for hours is better. All day fighting it is no pleasure.

That steadied Anna.

She nodded.

The fitting itself was intimate enough to make her blush. Lily settled the first mouthpiece into place with practiced care, waited for Anna to adjust, then brought the porcelain shell up over it and fastened it beneath a pale headscarf. Her fingers were efficient, respectful, unembarrassed. By the time she stepped back, Anna could not speak even if she had wanted to.

She looked in the mirror.

The transformation was immediate.

Her blouse and corset already shaped her into the woman she had been becoming for months. The mask finished the thought. It quieted her. Drew the eye upward. Made every small movement of the head feel deliberate and composed. The woman in the glass looked more modest than Anna usually managed to feel and somehow more exposed at the same time, as if the mask had stripped away the last untidy piece of private self she still carried into public.

Lily touched her elbow and signed, Walk for me a little.

Anna obeyed.

The heels kept her measured. The corset held her upright. The covered mouth made her aware of every breath, every swallow, every impulse to part her lips and find she no longer could. It should have felt claustrophobic. Instead it felt like the world had narrowed to one polished line and asked her to inhabit it beautifully.

When she turned back toward the mirror, her pulse had quickened.

Lily signed again. On you, this is beautiful.

Praise while masked went through Anna differently. Sharper. More private. As if the approval had been sent under her skin.

She tried the plainer white one next and felt the difference at once. The painted version was elegance. This one was surrender. It left her less decorated, more abstract, almost severe. The woman in the mirror no longer looked like Anna dressed beautifully. She looked like a ward already halfway absorbed into a role.

That was the one that frightened her.

That was also the one she could not stop looking at.

In the end she bought both.
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A beautifully painted Jurenmuse from Maylee Shufoo’s.

The painted one for ordinary public use. The white one for days when she wanted the greater discipline of it.

When Lily wrapped one, and Anna kept the other on. She felt light and solemn at once. Not because she believed she had crossed into some entirely new life. She was already living that life. This only made it visible.

Outside, she put the painted mask back on before going home.

The city looked different through it. Not literally. Her vision remained clear. But the act of moving through the street unable to speak shifted her attention elsewhere: posture, pace, eye line, hands, the management of space. Men looked at her and saw what she intended them to see. Women looked and understood immediately. A few gave her the smallest nods of recognition.

By the time she reached Julien’s building, the mask no longer felt like an object resting against her face.

It felt like conduct.

Julien was in the front room when she returned. He rose the moment he saw her.

Anna stopped inside the doorway and lowered her gaze.

He crossed the room slowly, taking her in. The headscarf. The painted porcelain. The strict line of her blouse and waist. The silence.

“Turn for me.”

She turned.

“Come here.”

When she stopped in front of him, his hand came up and touched the edge of the mask with surprising gentleness, not to remove it, only to confirm it was really there.

“Do you like it?”

Anna answered in hand-dancing because speaking was impossible and because it felt right to answer him in the mode the mask required.

Yes, Sir.

He watched her hands.

“You look very pretty,” he said. “Very well behaved.”

The praise dropped through her so fast her knees nearly softened.

He noticed.

“Steady.”

She breathed through her nose, swallowed around the mouthpiece, and signed an embarrassed Sorry, Sir.

His mouth curved.

“No apology. I asked you to come back to me in it.”

Yes, Sir.

That evening she spent too long in front of the mirror after he had gone to his study. She wore the white one then, not because anyone had asked it of her, but because she wanted to see what happened when she gave herself the harder version of the thing.

What happened was simple.

She felt more complete.

That was the word that kept returning, quiet and firm and impossible to improve on.

Sonia arrived at the same boutique later that day with none of Anna’s softness about the matter.

She came because the city had changed again and because she was tired of being marked out the moment she entered a tram, a café, or a market. The masks had spread quickly after Shanghai. Not universal yet. Not even close. But established enough that choosing not to wear one had started reading as a statement. Sonia did not have the energy to make statements every time she bought coffee.

Lily recognized her too and greeted her with the same polished warmth, masked and silent and impossible to dislike.

That almost made things worse.

Sonia’s eyes went first to the cheaper Jinshuwan line. Lighter, easier, less absolute. Then to the Jurenmuse display, which was where Lily was already guiding her.

Of course.

Lily signed toward a pale white piece, then a painted floral one, inviting preference rather than imposing it. She handled Sonia’s reluctance the way a good saleswoman handled any hesitation that could be soothed into purchase: respectfully, with the assumption that the customer would arrive where fashion and common sense already pointed.

Sonia picked up a Jurenmuse and looked at herself in the mirror with it held to her face.

The thought came fast and ugly.

Muzzle.

Not because the thing looked crude. Because it didn’t. It looked refined enough to make refusal seem childish.

Lily touched the side fittings and signed, This one, try it.

Sonia almost said no.

Then she thought of the tram. The café. The little social catches every time she moved through the city without the right costume. She thought of Cheng talking about beauty first, inevitability later.

“Fine,” she said.

The mouthpiece was the worst part because it required cooperation. Sonia had to open for it. Had to let Lily settle it into place, had to accept the humiliating fact that the thing was engineered to fit a female mouth with obscene care. Not painful. That would have been simpler. Only intrusive, undeniable, impossible to forget once there.

When the porcelain came up over it, cool against her skin, panic climbed so sharply for a second that she had to grip the sides of the chair to keep from pulling the whole thing off before it was even fastened.

Then it was on.

Too easily.

She looked in the mirror and lost her face.

That was melodramatic. She knew it even as she thought it. The face was still there under the porcelain. Her eyes were still her own. But the visible self she had used all her life to signal mood, resistance, wit, distaste, intelligence, all of it had been reduced to gaze and posture. The mask did not merely cover her mouth. It rewrote what kind of woman she appeared to be.

Quiet.

Modest.

Governable.

Lily signed a question. This fit, is it comfortable?

Sonia wanted to laugh at that and could not.

She settled for a small nod because physically the fit was not brutal. That was part of the horror. It sat where it was meant to sit. The weight was manageable. The mouthpiece held her tongue in unwelcome awareness without becoming outright pain. Every swallow reminded her it was there. Every attempt to speak died before it began.

Lily’s eyes crinkled with approval. Very elegant on you.

Sonia stared at herself a second longer.

Elegant.

Or erased.

The city would choose the first word. That was the whole problem.

She bought it.

Handing over her card felt uglier than trying it on had. Not because the purchase changed anything practical. She was already there. Already compromising. Already dressing for approval she claimed not to want. Still, there was something obscene about paying for her own silence.

Lily wrapped the box carefully, pleased to have guided another woman toward the season’s proper shape.

Sonia took it to the café that afternoon because Anna had asked to meet.

The privacy cabins had become normal with disturbing speed. Women stepped into them to eat, drink, or adjust themselves without fuss. No one stared. No one treated the arrangement as temporary. Sonia arrived masked and hated how the room opened for her more easily because of it.

Anna was already there, painted Jurenmuse in place, hands folded beside her cup. She looked up and something warm lit in her eyes at the sight of Sonia similarly masked.

Recognition. Approval. Relief.

Sonia felt all three like tiny cuts.

Anna greeted her in hand-dancing. Sonia answered with enough stiffness to show she was still less fluent than Anna, and Anna’s gaze softened with patience rather than correction. They went together into one of the privacy cabins, locked the door, and sat facing each other in the narrow hush.

Anna removed her mask first with practiced care. The sight of her bare face came as a small shock every time now, as if the public Anna and private Anna had already become distinct creatures.

Sonia followed more awkwardly. The relief of taking the mouthpiece out was immediate and humiliating enough that she did not comment on it.

Anna saw anyway.

“First day?”

“Is it that obvious?”

“A little.”

Sonia set the mask on the small table between them as if distance could make it less personal.

“Congratulations,” she said. “Your city finally managed to make me buy one.”

Anna’s expression flickered.

“I’m sorry.”

Sonia gave a short laugh.

“For what? Winning?”

“For it feeling like that.”

That answer disarmed her more than enthusiasm would have.

The waiter brought tea and something light to eat. Once he was gone and the cabin door secure, Anna reached for her satchel and pulled out printed notes covered in dense annotation.

Work rescued them both.

“I’ve gone further into the sequencing,” Anna said. “Not far enough yet, but further.”

Sonia leaned in.

Anna explained while they ate, sometimes speaking, sometimes resorting to quick hand movements when a phrase came to her that way first. The virus, as far as she could tell from Cheng’s files and the samples she had already been studying, was not simply a disease with side effects. It was architecture. There were broad knowledge packets expressed across both sexes. Language acquisition. Motor programs. Skills. Then layered structures interacting with sex-specific conditioning, reward systems, memory edits, behavioral nudges, emotional reinforcement.

“It’s staggeringly ambitious,” Anna said quietly, eyes on the notes. “And very beautiful work.”

The words landed between them with a small hard sound.

Sonia stopped with her cup halfway to her mouth.

“Beautiful.”

Anna looked up at once. Not ashamed. Not careless either. Only honest.

“Yes.”

“Anna.”

“I know what he used it for.” Her voice stayed low. “I know what has been done. I am not praising the suffering. I am saying the design is extraordinary.”

Sonia thought of Cheng in the conference room speaking about elegance instead of crudity, aspiration instead of punishment.

“You sound like him.”

That stung. Anna lowered her gaze for a moment, then lifted it again.

“Maybe in that one narrow respect.” She touched the edge of one paper with her fingertip. “The thing is monstrous, Sonia. It is also brilliant. I don’t know how to make those truths stop touching.”

That was better than blind devotion. Worse, in some ways, because it was intelligent.

“Can you find a weakness?”

“Probably. Eventually.”

“Eventually is not a very comforting word.”

Anna smiled without humor.

“No. It isn’t.”

She went on. The active sequences she could identify with confidence. The parts still waiting on equipment time. The sections she suspected governed shared implanted knowledge. The sections that appeared to modulate male and female responses differently. Anna did not overstate certainty where she lacked it. That, more than anything, made Sonia trust her.

It also made the next hour unbearable in a quieter way. Anna was brilliant. Happy. Masked by choice. And now fully engaged by the challenge of understanding the instrument that had remade her.

When they finished eating, silence sat between them for a few seconds.

Anna glanced at Sonia’s mask.

“Do you want help putting it back on?”

The offer was practical. Intimate. Mortifying.

“No,” Sonia said too quickly.

Anna nodded as if she had expected that answer.

“All right.”

They remasked in the little cabin, each with her own rhythm. Anna’s hands were sure now. Sonia’s were not. The mouthpiece returned with the same degrading precision as before. The porcelain sealed her expression away. By the time she looked up, Anna was already composed again, eyes calm above the painted serenity.

They stepped back into the café.

The room received them differently once the masks were on. A woman by the window gave Sonia a small approving glance. A man moved his chair to make space for them to pass. Nothing dramatic. Nothing any one person could be accused of. Just the thousand daily courtesies that taught women where comfort lived.

Sonia felt the lesson in her body even while rejecting it.

That was new.

When she and Anna parted outside, Anna touched two gloved fingers lightly to Sonia’s wrist in farewell. An old gesture between friends, altered now by gloves, by posture, by the porcelain covering half their humanity.

Sonia walked home masked and silent, carrying Anna’s notes in her bag and the city’s approval on her skin.

The mask did not feel like belonging.

Not exactly.

It felt like loss made elegant enough that other people smiled when they saw it.




21 Decoding The Virus

Anna sent for Sonia late in the evening with a message so brief it made her hurry.


Come tonight. I have enough to show you.



By the time Sonia let herself into Anna’s underground lab, Anna was already there in a dark skirt and blouse, obviously corseted, but sleeves rolled neatly to the forearms, mask hanging from one wrist because she was alone below ground and had apparently forgotten to put it back on after drinking. The sight of her bare face bent over a screen hit Sonia with a strange force. Scientist first. Changed woman second. No, not second. Both at once.

Anna looked up at once and smiled.

“You’re here.”

“You said you had something.”

“I do.” Anna pushed a strand of hair back behind her ear with the back of her wrist, distracted, bright-eyed, almost feverish with work. “More than something, I think.”

The lab bench had been taken over by printouts, sequence maps, notes in Anna’s small sharp handwriting, and three separate screens glowing with layered genetic data Sonia could not begin to parse at a glance. On one tray sat two untouched cups of coffee Anna had apparently poured hours earlier and forgotten.

Sonia crossed to the central workstation.

“Tell me.”

Anna breathed in once, steadying herself not from nerves but from the effort of compressing too much thought into speech.

“The viral genome is not behaving like a normal genome at all. Not in proportion. Not in intent. Most of it is payload.” She touched the nearest screen. “It carries just enough machinery to infect, cross the blood-brain barrier, survive, replicate, and distribute its instructions. After that it becomes something closer to compressed architecture.”

Sonia looked from the screen to Anna.

“Architecture for what.”

“For people.”

The answer came without hesitation.

Anna clicked to the next view, where colored regions spread across the display in dense bands and nested annotations.

“This section here is broad-spectrum. It appears in everyone. Knowledge packets, or something very close to them. Language acquisition. Skill clusters. Habit scaffolding. I can’t map every piece yet, but it explains too much too neatly to be anything else.”

“Chinese.”

“Chinese, yes. Showyou. Domestic skills in some subjects. Professional confidence in others. Fine motor adjustments. Social scripts.” Anna gave a brief helpless little gesture with one hand. “It’s staggeringly efficient.”

Sonia heard the admiration and felt her jaw tighten.

“Anna.”

Anna stopped.

“I know,” she said quietly. “I’m not forgetting what it is. Let me finish.”

That took some of the edge out of Sonia’s anger. Not much. Enough.

Anna turned back to the screen.

“The next layer is where it becomes uglier. Memory integration. It doesn’t simply install behavior. It edits context. It folds the new values into existing personal history and then supplies enough false continuity to make the result feel native.”

She brought up another set of notes.

“That explains the rituals. The certainty. Why Changed people remember rules, traditions, etiquette, gender expectations, all of it, as if they had always grown up inside them. The virus isn’t merely making them obey. It’s giving the brain a past that makes obedience feel like recognition.”

Sonia leaned both hands on the edge of the bench.

“So when Elena says women should be seen and not heard—”

“That may be an implanted maternal memory. Or an edited one. Or a genuine memory reweighted until it becomes foundational.” Anna met her eyes. “The point is that the brain no longer experiences it as foreign.”

That landed hard enough that Sonia had to look away for a moment.

The fluorescent light reflected faintly in the metal surface of the sink. Somewhere behind the walls a pump clicked on and off.

“And the compulsions?”

Anna nodded and went to the third display.

“Sex-differentiated.”

She said it the way a mathematician might say inevitable.

“The virus carries common material for everyone, but the behavioral enforcement branches. Female pathways are shaped toward obedience, service, modesty, dependence, feminization, and reward-linked submission. Male pathways toward authority, protectiveness, management, supervision, responsibility.”

“Patriarchy,” Sonia said flatly.

Anna’s mouth softened with something almost apologetic.

“Engineered patriarchy, yes.”

“Good. I just wanted to hear you say it.”

Anna did not flinch.

“It is. That doesn’t make the design less remarkable.”

There it was again. The split. The thing Sonia kept coming up against whenever Anna worked on the data too long: moral clarity in one room of her mind, aesthetic and scientific rapture in the next, both real, neither strong enough to cancel the other.

“You admire it.”

Anna looked down at the printout in her hand as if the paper itself deserved honesty.

“In part.”

“Christ.”

“Sonia.” Anna set the paper down carefully. “If someone built a cathedral over a mass grave, the grave would still be a horror. The architecture might still be extraordinary.”

Sonia stared at her.

“That is an appalling comparison.”

“Yes,” Anna said. “It is. It’s also the closest thing I have to the truth.”

For a few seconds neither of them spoke.

The lab hummed. Anna’s forgotten coffee sat cooling beside the keyboard. Sonia felt the weight of the city above them, all those women on trams and in cafés and offices and shops moving through structures they remembered as normal because something microscopic had gone into their brains and taught them how to welcome the cage.

“Can it be undone?” she asked at last.

Anna exhaled slowly.

“Not cleanly. Not yet. Maybe not fully.”

Sonia’s stomach dropped.

Anna lifted a hand before she could speak.

“But that isn’t the same as impossible.”

She tapped a highlighted band in the genome map.

“The payload is segmented. Not elegantly separated, but segmented. Whoever made it expected modular expression. Some clusters appear conditional. Some clearly interact with pre-existing physiology before activating. Some are layered over others in a way that suggests timing, thresholds, reinforcement.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning if we understand how the instructions are structured, we may be able to interfere with parts of the program without having to unravel the whole virus at once.”

“Memory first?”

“Maybe. Or reward structures. Or sex-specific compulsion cascades. I don’t know yet.”

Anna reached for a second printout and handed it across. Sonia took it, though most of it meant nothing to her beyond the red circles and notes.

“This is the part that concerns you personally,” Anna said.

Sonia looked up.

“Me.”

“Your immunity isn’t complete immunity. That’s the important distinction.” Anna came around to her side of the bench so they were looking at the same page. “You received the knowledge layer. The social patterning. Some of the physical response scaffolding. You understand too much too intuitively for anything else to be true.”

Sonia thought of Shanghai. The maid training. The tram. The instant curtsy to the man who offered her a seat.

“I know.”

“But the coercive part misfired.” Anna pointed to a small region of notation. “The virus binds to a target protein before one of the female compulsion cascades fully activates. In you, it seems to have attached to a neighboring structure with enough similarity to begin the process and enough difference to stop it completing correctly.”

“So I got the language of the cage without the lock.”

Anna’s eyes flickered.

“Something like that.”

“And if it had hit the right target?”

Anna did not answer immediately.

“You would feel less divided.”

The quietness of it was worse than if she had sounded triumphant.

Sonia set the printout down.

“Less divided.”

“Yes.”

“You mean I would want all this.”

Anna folded her hands together, thinking before she spoke.

“I think you already want parts of it.”

That went through Sonia like a slap because it was too close to something she had been trying not to name.

“Anna.”

“You asked for honesty.”

“Not psychoanalysis.”

“It isn’t psychoanalysis.” Anna’s voice stayed very gentle. “It’s pattern recognition.”

Sonia turned away and walked two steps toward the sink, then back again because there was nowhere useful to put the surge of anger. The room was too small for pacing and too bright for hiding.

“Fine,” she said. “What do we actually do with this.”

Anna, mercifully, shifted with her.

“We keep going. I refine the map. I identify the memory-editing structures more clearly. I isolate the female and male enforcement bands as far as I can. We test hypotheses against expression patterns, not just sequence predictions. If I can get enough time with the analyzer downstairs at GAIA without questions being asked, I can accelerate some of it.”

“Can you.”

“Probably.”

“Probably is not my favorite word this month.”

Anna smiled despite herself.

“Mine either.”

Sonia looked back at the screens.

For the first time since Shanghai, the data in front of her felt like more than horror and theory. It was still horror. It was still theory. But it had edges now. Structure. Places where a hand might pry.

“One genetic sequence at a time,” she said.

Anna’s expression sharpened with interest.

“Yes.”

“You think that’s possible.”

“I think it may be the only sane way to approach it.”

Sonia let out a breath she had not realized she was holding.

“All right.”

Anna picked up her cup, remembered only after lifting it that the coffee would be cold, and put it down again.

“All right,” she echoed.

Then, more softly: “I’m glad you brought this to me.”

That was the danger too. Anna meant it in every register at once. As a scientist. As a friend. As a Changed woman to whom service had become an avenue toward joy.

Sonia looked at her and felt the same complicated gratitude and grief she always felt now.

“So am I,” she said.

It was true.




22 Living In A Changed Society

Several weeks into her effort to blend in, Sonia discovered that blending in was not the same thing as pretending.

Pretending had edges. It required attention.

This was becoming easier than attention.

She noticed it first at night.

The day corset came off when she got home, but not into a heap on the floor the way she had stripped it off in Shanghai. Now she changed into the softer night corset almost automatically, fingers moving through the laces with the dull competence of repetition. The first evening she had done it for comfort she had sworn at herself. By the fifth or sixth, she had stopped swearing. By the second week, going to bed uncorseted made her feel oddly unfinished, too loose in the middle, as if her body had been asked to hold its own shape without enough guidance.

That should have humiliated her.

Instead it made her more careful to keep the night corset within easy reach.

Mornings were worse.

Or better. Depending on what exactly was being measured.

She could dress herself now without the process turning into a fight. Gowbao Yoohoo blouse. Corset. Skirt or dress cut narrow enough to manage her stride. Gloves. Shoes. Mask when the day required it. Hair pinned. The sequence no longer felt alien. Not natural, exactly. Fluent. That was closer. The city had become easier to move through once she presented herself in its language, and her body had started treating that ease as reward.

At the tram stop one wet Monday morning, a gust of wind drove cold rain under the shelter roof. Sonia shifted the paper folder in her hands and tried to angle herself so the droplets would not spot the pages. A man beside her, older, umbrella already open, stepped closer without crowding.

“Here, miss.”

He tilted the umbrella just far enough to cover both her and the folder.

Sonia thanked him automatically, with the small lowered head and contained gratitude that no longer had to be invented on the spot. He nodded once as if the exchange had gone exactly as it ought to and turned back toward the tracks.

Nothing in it was dramatic.

That was the thing.

The city kept offering her these tiny arrangements of dependence, each one too minor to protest without sounding absurd. Men moved chairs before she sat. Held doors while her skirt and heels made speed unattractive. Reached the top shelf in a bookshop without asking whether she needed help because the answer, in her clothes, was already visible. Once, in the square outside GAIA, a young man she had never seen before caught her elbow as she stepped off a curb slick with rain and steadied her so neatly that she barely had time to be startled before she was thanking him.

Every single thing could be dismissed on its own.

Taken together, they formed an atmosphere.

At work that atmosphere had become institutional.

GAIA had not turned into Shanghai. It had turned into a place that assumed women like Sonia would be corseted, masked some of the time, gloved most of the time, and not especially well served by ordinary office furniture or casual meeting etiquette. Chairs with higher backs had appeared in conference spaces. Walkways for summer events had been laid with heel-friendly surfaces. Meetings ran more slowly and more deliberately when women were masked, less because anyone claimed to be accommodating than because the men chairing them had quietly started building women’s altered presentation into the structure of professional life.

The first time Sonia admitted that some of it worked better this way, she nearly walked the thought back out of her own head.

It happened during a strategy meeting.

Three men from finance, two from policy, Sonia, and another senior woman from operations. Ten months earlier the room would have filled with people talking over each other and then pretending afterward that the strongest ideas had simply risen to the top. Instead, the discussion moved in set turns. The men spoke aloud. Sonia and the other woman contributed through hand-dancing because both were masked that morning, and the men stopped, watched, translated aloud for the notes, then answered. The signed contributions did not feel lesser or provisional. The language was exact, expressive, and impossible to interrupt in the old way. No interruptions. No one barging through a point because he had found a louder one. No need for Sonia to fight to keep the floor while simultaneously managing how angry or imprecise her own voice might sound.

She hated how much easier it was to think inside that arrangement.

Afterward Henry walked beside her down the corridor with the unforced patience that had become his way.

“You were right about the compliance model,” he said. “I hadn’t accounted for municipal delay.”

Sonia glanced at him.

All that, you understood?

“Not all of it.” He smiled. “You sign faster when you’re annoyed.”

She should have been irritated by how closely he had learned to read her.

Instead the comment warmed her in a place she did not entirely trust.

That, is it a complaint?

“Not remotely.”

He opened a door before she reached it. Not ostentatiously. Just in time.

The small grace of that followed her all the way back to her office.

The office itself had changed too, though less visibly. Sonia had switched to a kneeling stool because it worked better with her skirt than any standard chair. At first that had felt like capitulation. Now it felt like practicality. Typing in gloves, another indignity that had once left her furious, had become manageable after she learned the exact pressure each key required and stopped taking the gloves off every time she needed precision. The first day she worked bare-handed again for half an hour and then had to pause because the exposure felt wrong: skin on keys, skin on communal surfaces, skin on the world.

That bothered her enough that she pulled the gloves back on with a muttered curse and could not decide which part of the reaction she found more embarrassing.

Even lunch had become social in a way she had not chosen but could no longer ignore.

Masked women did not simply eat at their desks anymore. They moved toward the privacy cabins or toward small side rooms and alcoves that everyone now treated as obvious infrastructure. Sonia had resisted at first, resenting the inconvenience and the symbolism both. Then one afternoon she found herself in a cabin with two women from policy, all three of them unmasked in the little hush of the enclosed space, eating soup and sharing the kind of easy professional gossip that never seemed to happen when she was left alone with a tray and a laptop.

One of them mentioned her guardian. The other complained affectionately about her brother reorganizing her bookshelves without asking. They laughed. Sonia laughed with them. For ten minutes the whole thing felt less like social engineering than like belonging to a world with extra rules and better manners.

She left the cabin annoyed by how pleasant it had been.

The city had also become startlingly skilled at smoothing over the practical humiliations of feminine restriction. At a summer reception in the GAIA courtyard, wooden planks had been laid across the grass so that heels would not sink. High-backed chairs stood in clusters where women in narrow skirts could perch without struggling. Men moved around the edges of those arrangements adjusting, assisting, anticipating, never quite making a performance of it. Sonia watched one young intern in a severe dark dress step toward a chair after an hour on her feet, only for a man from legal to appear, set the chair exactly where she needed it, and disappear again before thanks could become a scene.

The intern sat with a look of relieved dignity Sonia understood too well.

Convenience was becoming inseparable from submission.

Not philosophically.

Practically.

That distinction mattered less every week.

The sharpest version of it struck on a Thursday evening in a crowded bookstore. Sonia was reaching for a volume on a high shelf more out of reflex than realism when Henry appeared beside her.

“Which one?”

She pointed.

He took it down, checked the cover, and handed it to her without comment.

This, you keep doing, she signed.

“Helping?”

Appearing at the exact moment.

His mouth shifted with amusement.

“I work in the same building. I frequent the same tram lines. We shop in the same district. It’s not quite supernatural.”

Sonia held the book against her ribs.

Even so.

Henry’s gaze dropped for the briefest moment to the line of her corset under the jacket, then back to her face.

“You notice things more when you need people,” he said.

That was an outrageous sentence. Condescending, maybe. Intimate, certainly.

It was also true enough to leave her without an immediate answer.

He opened the shop door for her on the way out. She passed through it with a quiet thank-you and spent the next block angry at herself for feeling accompanied rather than diminished.

That was the real problem taking shape under all the smaller ones.

She had spent years understanding autonomy as the absence of dependence. The ability to move, speak, choose, and act without waiting on anyone else’s permission, timing, or body. Changed society was making a competing offer, not in slogans but in daily life. What if dependence, arranged correctly, did not feel like weakness from the inside? What if it felt like being anticipated, supported, carried, absorbed into a choreography that prevented the little abrasions of ordinary life before they happened?

On bad days the whole thing still looked like a polished cage.

On other days it looked like care.

One evening she stood in front of the mirror after work, still corseted, still gloved, mask set aside on the dresser, and studied what had become ordinary. The dress held her upright. The shoulder line was clean. Her waist looked smaller than nature had intended. Every visible choice had already been narrowed by the code of the world outside her door.

She should have looked at herself and seen only coercion.

She did see it.

She also saw coherence.

The second recognition was the one that frightened her.

By then she had started asking Anna more pointed questions about daily life. Not ideology. Not whether the system was just. Anna answered those too, with all the sincerity Sonia had come to expect, but that was not what Sonia wanted most. She wanted logistics. Sensation. What it felt like never to move through the world alone, what correction did to the body, what praise did, what happened when a woman stopped fighting the support structures built around her and let them hold.

Those were not academic questions anymore.

She knew that.

At home, alone, the apartment often felt larger than it really was. Too quiet. Too unstructured. Public life had become crowded with little dependencies, and private life answered that by feeling empty rather than free. Sonia would take off the mask, loosen the day corset, change into the softer one for evening, and feel the silence close around her like a missing step.

She was not ready to call that loneliness.

She was getting uncomfortably close.




23 The Vial

They met in a privacy cabin at the Lakeside Café because neither of them felt like performing this conversation in public.

By then the cabins had lost any sense of novelty. Women stepped in and out of them between errands, meetings, lunches, coffees, adjustments. The city had folded female concealment into infrastructure with insulting speed. Sonia still hated that.

Inside the cabin she removed her mask and set it on the table between them. Anna did the same, more gracefully, then smoothed her headscarf back into place and reached for her satchel.

“I’ve gone further,” she said.

Sonia did not touch the tea the waiter had just brought.

“Into which part.”

“All of it, unfortunately.”

Anna took out a thin stack of notes, then another, then a small sealed sample bag with a labeled vial inside. Sonia’s eyes went to the vial at once and stayed there just long enough for Anna to notice.

“Later,” Anna said softly. “First the rest.”

Sonia sat back.

“Fine.”

Anna arranged the papers in front of her with the focused tidiness Sonia had known since university. Some habits survived anything.

“The virus is bigger in intent than we thought.”

“Bigger than engineered patriarchy and memory rewriting.”

“Yes.”

There was no triumph in the answer. That made it worse.

“The behavioral program isn’t only personal. It’s civilizational.” Anna tapped one of the pages. “Consumption suppression. Reward-linked minimalism. Reduced appetite for accumulation. Increased tolerance for regulation where it can be framed as communal necessity. Stronger compliance with environmental restrictions. More hostility to hyperwealth and extractive industry.”

Sonia stared at her.

“So Cheng built a plague to solve capitalism.”

Anna’s mouth twitched in reluctant amusement.

“That is a grotesque summary.”

“Is it inaccurate?”

Anna considered, then shook her head once.

“Not entirely.”

For a moment the absurdity of it almost made Sonia laugh. Then it settled back into horror. Cheng had not merely wanted obedient women and supervisory men. He had wanted a whole species reordered around interdependence, managed desire, sustainable limits, collective pressure. The patriarchy was not a side effect. It was one structural choice inside a larger redesign.

“Jesus.”

Anna lowered her gaze to the notes.

“Yes. Well, Confucius would be closer.”

Sonia looked out through the frosted panel of the cabin door where blurred bodies moved past in softened silhouettes.

“And people call this harmony.”

“Because it often feels like harmony from the inside.”

Anna said it simply. No shame. No performance. That honesty was one of the few things Sonia still trusted absolutely in her.

“You really think that makes it better.”

“No.” Anna lifted her eyes. “I think it makes it more difficult to fight honestly.”

That shut Sonia up for a second.

Anna turned a page.

“Your anomaly is clearer now too.”

There it was. The other reason for the meeting. The thing sitting under everything else.

“Tell me.”

“The female compulsion structure should have locked to a receptor family with very narrow specificity.” Anna touched a marked line of sequence. “In you, binding occurred adjacent to the intended target. Close enough for knowledge transfer. Close enough for social and behavioral patterning. Close enough for some embodied adaptation. Not close enough for full compulsive reinforcement.”

Sonia held still.

“So I got enough to understand the system and perform inside it, but not enough to stop resisting it.”

“Yes.”

“Lucky me.”

Anna winced very slightly.

“I don’t think it feels lucky from where you’re sitting.”

“No,” Sonia said. “It doesn’t.”

Anna folded her hands.

“Sonia, I need you to understand something before I say the rest.”

That got Sonia’s attention in a sharper way.

“All right.”

“I am not saying this because I want you easier to manage. Or because I think dissent is ugly. Or because I want you less yourself.”

Sonia felt her body tense anyway.

“Anna.”

“Let me finish.”

The old note in her voice did it. Scientist, yes. Changed woman, yes. But also Anna asking for a full hearing because what came next mattered and she wanted to be fair.

Sonia gave a short nod.

Anna reached for the sample bag and slid it across the table.

The vial inside was very small. Almost insultingly small for something that could alter a life.

“I can complete the lock.”

Sonia looked at the bag, then back at Anna.

“You can what.”

“Not redesign the virus. Not rebuild you from scratch. But the gap is narrow enough that I can bridge it.”

Every word after that seemed to arrive too clearly.

“I isolated the missing activation pathway from the sequence expression models and built a supplemental vector.” Anna’s voice had gone low, careful. “Or the beginning of one. It would not infect you with the whole virus again. It would trigger what failed to trigger the first time.”

Sonia did not touch the bag.

“You made me a dose.”

“I made you a possible cure.”

That word was almost enough to make Sonia angry all over again.

“Cure.”

“For the conflict.”

Sonia laughed once, without humor.

“So that’s what I am now. In conflict.”

“You are,” Anna said. “Painfully.”

The cruelty of that was that it came from pity, not contempt.

Anna went on before Sonia could turn the moment into something theatrical.

“You know the language of the system. You feel parts of it in your body. You adapt to it socially. You are susceptible to its rewards without being able to settle into them. Every day you live half inside something you cannot fully inhabit and half outside a world that no longer exists. That isn’t freedom, Sonia. It’s a permanent abrasion.”

Sonia’s fingers curled around her untouched teacup hard enough to make the porcelain click softly against the saucer.

“And if I swallow that.”

Anna’s eyes moved to the bag between them.

“The female compulsion pathway would activate properly. The friction would stop.”

“I would become obedient.”

“Yes.”

“Dependent.”

“Yes.”

“Happy.”

Anna did not answer at once.

“Very likely,” she said finally.

There was the terror. Not brain death. Not slavery in obvious chains. Relief.

Sonia looked at the vial again. It was so small. A mouthful of water. Two hours, maybe. Then no more split self. No more putting on the corset each morning and asking whether the comfort meant anything. No more tram rides where approval felt good enough to shame her. No more mask, no more city, no more Henry, no more Anna, all of it pulling at parts of her she had never wanted named.

Only peace.

Or surrender so complete it learned to call itself peace and never looked back.

“You really believe this would help me.”

Anna’s expression changed then. Softer. Almost unbearably tender.

“Yes.”

“You don’t hear how frightening that is.”

“I do.” Anna reached across the table, then stopped before touching Sonia’s hand, giving her room to refuse. “But I also know what it feels like to stop fighting yourself.”

Sonia stared at the space between their hands.

“That isn’t what this would be.”

“No,” Anna said. “Not exactly.”

For a second neither of them moved.

Then Sonia said, “Do you ever hear yourself? Do you ever hear how loving you sound when you offer to finish a virus that turned women into wards.”

Anna went very still.

“Yes,” she said after a moment. “And I know how that sounds to you too.”

The answer was so level, so unguarded, that Sonia felt her anger falter against it.

Anna was not trying to win an argument.

She was trying to help.

That was the unbearable part.

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

Anna gave the smallest nod.

“All right.”

“I mean it.”

“I know.”

“I want a way to fight this.”

“I know that too.”

The cabin had gone quiet except for the muffled life of the café outside and the faint clink of cups from somewhere beyond the wall.

Anna withdrew her hand and sat back.

“Take it anyway.”

Sonia’s eyes snapped up.

“What.”

“Take it.” Anna pushed the bag the last inch across the table. “Not because I expect you to use it. Because I know there may come a day when the conflict becomes too much, and if that day comes, I would rather the choice be yours than somebody else’s.”

That was almost worse than if Anna had pleaded.

“You’re giving me the thing that would finish what Cheng started.”

“I’m giving you an exit from being divided, if you ever decide division is no longer survivable.”

Sonia looked at the bag for a long time.

Then she picked it up.

The plastic crackled softly in her hand. The vial inside looked harmless. Transparent. Clean.

“I hate that you made this.”

“I know.”

“I hate that part of me wants to know what it would feel like.”

Anna’s face softened with something too close to compassion for comfort.

“I know that too.”

Sonia put the bag into her satchel and felt its presence there at once, absurdly weighty for something so light.

The rest of the conversation moved around it. They returned, because they had to, to the technical work. Anna clarified a few points in the sequence maps. Sonia asked better questions now, sharper ones, partly because the vial had terrified her into wanting useful information and partly because she needed to get away from the bag at her side before she did something stupid like take it back out and keep looking at it.

Then they were finished.

Anna remasked first. Sonia followed.

The mouthpiece settled into place with the same degrading precision as always, and for one terrible second Sonia thought about how easy it would be to stop hating that if she let herself.

Outside the cabin, the café received them as two proper women returning to public view.

Anna touched her wrist in farewell.

Sonia carried the vial home in her bag and felt it there every step of the way.




24 Sonia Does Not Want To Be Alone

Sonia left the vial in the back of her refrigerator behind a jar of mustard and half a bottle of white wine she had been meaning to throw out for months.

That did not make it less present.

The knowledge of it sat in the apartment like another person. Every time she opened the fridge she saw the little glass promise tucked in the corner and felt the same nauseating pull. Relief. Defeat. Curiosity. She stopped opening the refrigerator unless she absolutely had to.

Three days later she was back in a privacy cabin with Anna.

Not because she had changed her mind about the vial.

Because she had begun to realize that the vial was not the only answer the city was offering her.

Anna had already removed her mask by the time Sonia entered. She sat with tea and a plate of sliced fruit untouched in front of her, posture still perfect even inside the hidden little room where women were allowed to unfasten themselves enough to eat. Sonia locked the cabin door, set down her bag, and pulled her own mask off with more force than elegance.

Anna noticed at once.

“Bad day?”

Sonia sat.

“Clarifying day.”

Anna waited.

That was one of the things Sonia both loved and hated now. Anna had become very good at waiting in a way that made the other person either speak honestly or hear herself refusing to.

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

The words changed the air between them.

Anna did not look surprised. Only gentler.

“No,” she said softly. “I didn’t think you did.”

Sonia let out a short breath.

“That’s infuriating.”

“Probably.”

Outside the cabin, faint through the walls, came the muted life of the café: cups set down, footsteps, a burst of laughter cut short by the closed little world they were sitting in.

Sonia looked at her tea instead of at Anna.

“I’ve spent months telling myself the problem was ideology. Coercion. The city. The clothes. The rules. And it is those things.” She rubbed one thumb against the side of her cup. “But that isn’t the whole problem.”

Anna remained quiet.

“The whole problem,” Sonia said, “is that public life is becoming easier than private life.”

That got a visible reaction. Not triumph. Recognition.

“Go on.”

Sonia almost told her to go to hell for sounding so calm, but the calm was exactly why she had come.

“At work, in the street, on the tram, in shops, everywhere, someone is there. Someone notices. Someone adjusts, helps, anticipates, makes space. It’s the men around us, and I hate how much I notice that.” She glanced up at Anna at last. “Then I come home and it’s just me and the mask in the drawer and the corset on the chair and that ridiculous little vial in the fridge, and the apartment feels…”

She stopped.

Anna did not rescue her from the sentence.

“Empty?” Anna offered after a moment.

“Wrong,” Sonia said. “Too quiet. Like all the scaffolding disappears and I have to hold myself up alone again.”

Anna’s expression softened with painful understanding.

“Yes.”

That yes came from too far inside the life Sonia was trying to understand.

“And before you say it, no, I am not asking whether swallowing your science project would fix it.”

Anna’s mouth curved, just a little.

“I wasn’t going to say that.”

“Liar.”

“A little.”

It almost made Sonia smile.

Almost.

“What I am asking,” she said, “is whether there is any version of this world where the answer isn’t just total surrender to the virus.”

Anna leaned back slightly.

“You mean relationally.”

“I mean as a person. With another person. Without having to drink anything out of a vial because I’m lonely.”

Anna let the words settle before answering.

“Yes,” she said. “There is.”

Sonia felt something inside her ease and tighten at once.

“Then explain it to me like I’m not a tourist in your religion.”

Anna laughed very softly at that, then folded her hands.

“All right. But it isn’t a religion.”

“That sounded exactly like something someone in a religion would say.”

“Sonia.”

“Fine. Go on.”

Anna took a sip of tea.

“The first thing is that you keep treating all of this as if the only options are total autonomy or total external control. That isn’t how it feels from inside a good relationship here.”

“Good according to whom.”

“According to the woman living in it.”

That was fair enough to irritate Sonia.

Anna continued before she could pounce on the phrasing.

“Yes, there is hierarchy. Yes, a Changed man expects obedience. Yes, he may correct, direct, manage, and structure parts of a woman’s life. None of that is trivial. But courtship exists because women still need to know what kind of man they are being asked to trust with all that power.”

Sonia sat very still.

“And what am I meant to be looking for.”

Anna answered without hesitation.

“How he handles power when he doesn’t need to impress you.”

That was the first sentence of the conversation that sounded less like theory and more like something earned.

“Meaning.”

“Watch him with waitresses. Junior staff. Older women. Men beneath him. Men above him. Does he become showy when he can dominate? Does he become sulky when he can’t? Does he remember what makes other people comfortable, or only what flatters him.” Anna touched the table lightly with two fingertips. “Does he notice your body as something he must manage responsibly, or only as something he wants.”

Sonia’s thoughts went to Henry so fast it almost embarrassed her.

Anna saw it.

Of course she saw it.

“There is someone.”

“Possibly.”

“Henry.”

Sonia gave her a look.

“You’re insufferable.”

“You have signed his name three times in conversation this month and acted as if you weren’t.”

That shut Sonia up.

Anna waited just long enough to make her answer.

“Fine. Henry.”

The name sat between them differently once spoken plainly.

Anna’s gaze warmed.

“Tell me.”

Sonia looked away first.

“He keeps appearing.”

“That sounds ominous.”

“It is ominous. He’s there when I need doors opened, files carried, chairs moved, books reached, logistics solved. He reads my signing faster than most men at work, and properly, not like he’s waiting for speech to rescue it. He doesn’t make a performance of helping. He just…” She made a helpless motion with one hand. “Fits himself into the gap before I have to ask.”

Anna listened with maddening patience.

“How does he treat other women?”

“The same way, more or less. Respectfully. Not flirtatiously. He doesn’t get theatrical about it.”

“And men.”

“Well. Even when they’re idiots.”

“Junior staff.”

“He’s careful with them.”

“Staff in service roles.”

Sonia thought of Henry thanking a cleaner for retrieving a dropped folder instead of letting her hover awkwardly until he noticed. Thought of him holding a lift door for two interns and stepping back so they entered first without comment.

“Also well.”

Anna nodded once, as if ticking something off an invisible list.

“Good.”

“Good?” Sonia echoed. “That’s all?”

“No.” Anna’s mouth softened. “Not all. How does he make you feel.”

That was the question Sonia had been trying to avoid by turning Henry into a case study.

“Supported,” she said after a moment.

Anna said nothing.

“Seen,” Sonia added, quieter now.

Still Anna waited.

Sonia looked down at her hands.

“Managed, a little,” she admitted. “And I don’t know whether that alarms me or…” She stopped.

“Or relieves you.”

Sonia met her eyes.

“Yes.”

There was no point pretending otherwise in here.

Anna spoke carefully.

“Then what you are looking at is not only politics or social pressure. It is temperament. Need. Desire. All the things you have spent a long time sorting into acceptable and unacceptable categories.”

Sonia gave a small, humorless laugh.

“You make it sound very tidy.”

“It isn’t tidy.” Anna’s voice dropped. “It only becomes clearer when you stop lying to yourself about what feels good.”

That one hurt because it was aimed well.

“And if what feels good is the sort of thing feminist mothers warn their daughters about from birth?”

Anna’s gaze held hers.

“Then perhaps feminist mothers are capable of being wrong about some daughters.”

Sonia sat with that.

Not because it convinced her.

Because it did not bounce off.

“All right,” she said at last. “Suppose I entertained this. Not the vial. Henry.”

Anna nodded, serious again.

“Then move slowly and pay attention.”

“To what.”

“Whether he makes space for your refusal.”

That surprised Sonia.

“A Changed man.”

“A good one, yes.” Anna leaned forward slightly. “Hierarchy here does not mean courtship begins with seizure. He should guide. Invite. Signal. Give you room to move toward him. If he crowds you too fast, if he wants obedience before trust, if he enjoys your uncertainty for its own sake, that matters.”

Sonia thought about Henry again. The way he helped. The way he watched. The way he never quite pressed.

“And correction.”

Anna did not pretend not to understand the jump.

“What about it.”

“You made it sound…” Sonia searched for a word that did not sound adolescent. “Structured.”

“It should be.”

“And humiliating.”

Anna’s face colored faintly, but she did not look away.

“Often.”

“You say that so calmly.”

“Because panic would not make it less true.”

Sonia hated how much she loved that answer.

Anna went on, gentler now.

“Correction is one of the places where trust matters most. Outside observers imagine only punishment because that is the cleanest accusation. Inside a good relationship it is more specific than that. He should know what he is correcting, why, and what he wants from you after. Not simply obedience. Understanding. Realignment. If it becomes venting, if it becomes spectacle for its own sake, that is bad character, not good guardianship.”

Sonia held her cup in both hands and let the heat sink into her palms.

“You really do believe in this.”

“Yes.”

“Even the humiliating parts.”

Anna’s expression did something subtle then, more intimate than a blush and harder to look at directly.

“Especially the parts that work,” she said.

Silence followed that.

Not awkward silence.

The kind that comes when both people know too much about what the other has just confessed.

Sonia broke it first because she had to.

“I am not promising anything.”

“I know.”

“I am not swallowing the vial.”

“I know.”

“I may still decide the whole system is obscene and Henry can stay in finance where he belongs.”

That won her a laugh.

“Also possible.”

Sonia exhaled.

“But I am going to watch him differently.”

Anna nodded.

“That sounds wise.”

“Don’t sound so pleased.”

“I’m your friend. I’m allowed to be pleased when you stop pretending not to want things.”

That could have sparked a fight on another day. Today it only left Sonia tired and oddly lighter.

When they left the cabin, they remasked in their separate practiced ways. Sonia’s was still less elegant. Anna’s was fluid now. Outside, the café folded them back into public femininity, porcelain and gloves and careful posture.

On the walk home Sonia stopped at a shoe shop, then at the chemist, then outside GAIA’s darkened windows without entirely meaning to. Her reflection in the glass looked composed, proper, nearly serene from a distance.

Somewhere behind that reflection sat the vial in her refrigerator.

Somewhere ahead of it stood Henry in corridor doorways and bookshops and lifts, making room.

At home she took off her shoes, peeled off the gloves, and finally removed the mask.
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Coming home, Sonia gets rid of her shoes and mask.

The apartment was quiet again.

Still quiet.

But now the quiet contained a shape she had been avoiding naming. Not abstract loneliness. Specific lack. No one to move the chair. No one to watch the line of her body and adjust the world around it. No one to receive the habits she had spent months learning.

She stood in front of the mirror for a long moment with the mask in one hand.

Then she set it down gently and thought of Henry.

Not as a theory.

Not as a symbol.

As a man she was going to allow herself to notice on purpose.




25 Anna’s Giving-Away

Anna’s bridal suite overlooked the inner garden at Jade Garden, though little of the view was visible once Claudette began dressing her properly.

The morning had the hushed seriousness of a ritual everyone in the room already understood. Nothing felt hurried. That made it more intense. Each piece arrived in order, each fastening narrowing the day toward its true purpose.

Claudette started with Anna’s underlayers, then the corset.

The first tightening only gathered the garment around her. The second brought posture. The third brought the familiar changed breath, shallower and more careful, her ribs held, her waist drawn into line. Claudette adjusted the shoulder braces with small competent hands and stepped back for a second to study the result before tightening one side another fraction.

Anna held the dressing screen and breathed through it.

The pressure did not feel punitive this morning.

It felt ceremonial.

The Yoyah Sheengzoh came next under the dress, forcing the day into the body before the outer beauty had even appeared. Claudette lifted the heavy red fabric after that, settling the modernized hanfu over Anna with the kind of care that made dressing feel like consecration. Red with gold. Structured through the waist and shoulders, then falling in rich controlled lines that still allowed almost no heedless movement. The headscarf was pinned last, smooth over the hair Claudette had already braided and rolled away into disciplined neatness.

The white Jurenmuse waited on the vanity.

Anna looked at it while Claudette arranged the final folds of fabric at her wrists.

Today she would wear the severe one.

Not the painted face. Not the softer public prettiness of ordinary afternoons. This was the day she ceased to be her father’s Anna and offered herself formally into Julien’s care. The white porcelain felt right for that. Less decorative. More absolute.

Claudette brought the mouthpiece to her with the same calm professionalism she had brought to the corset laces.

Anna opened for it.

That still carried a pulse of humiliation, even now.

Not shame exactly. More the hot intimate knowledge of cooperation. She had to yield to the fitting. Had to let her own silence be arranged into place by another woman’s careful hands. Once the porcelain shell settled over it and the headscarf hid the fastenings, the mask completed the rest of the dressing in one decisive motion.

Anna looked up into the mirror.

There she was.

The bride, yes. But more than that. A ward prepared for transfer. Face quieted into porcelain stillness. Body held into elegant submission by silk, boning, and weight. No visible mouth. No careless expression. Only eyes, posture, and whatever truth could still move through the hands.

Claudette’s gaze met hers in the mirror.

Beautiful, she signed.

Praise while masked traveled differently. Deeper.

Anna bowed her head in thanks and signed back, For preparing me so well, thank you.

Claudette smiled and finished the last inspection at Anna’s sleeves and hem, then left her alone for a few minutes before Sonia arrived.

Alone, Anna stood before the mirror and let herself feel it fully.

The dress was heavy enough to remind her of every movement. The corset held her upright. The mouthpiece made each swallow a small act of awareness. None of it felt like adornment detached from meaning. The whole ensemble told her what kind of day this was, what kind of woman she had chosen to become inside it.

She sank carefully to her knees before the mirror.

Then she began the private ritual she had taken up in recent weeks, the one she meant to keep after marriage as part of morning discipline. Her hands rose and moved in the bright hush of the suite, the signs precise and almost tender.

Silence, I will honor.

The mask on her face turned the promise from abstraction into practice. Silence no longer meant merely speaking less. It meant accepting that composure, restraint, and visible modesty could be more beautiful than expression left loose.

In obedience, I will be graceful.

The corset pressed at her ribs while she signed it, and the pressure felt right. Not because discomfort was holy on its own, but because the body remembered more faithfully than intention ever did.

Guidance, I will meet with trust.

Julien’s face came into her mind then, not as an authority in the abstract, but as himself. Attentive. Calm. Firm where firmness steadied her. She felt the answer in her body before she finished the line.

Care, I will receive worthily.

That one always moved through her strangely. It contained humility, but not self-erasure. An obligation to receive well, to answer guidance beautifully, to make dependence something he could take pride in giving shape to.

When the sequence ended, Anna stayed kneeling another moment and looked at the bride in the mirror.

Peace was too small a word for what she felt.

The knock came softly.

Anna rose as carefully as the dress required and opened the door for Sonia.

Sonia came in masked as well, already dressed for the ceremony in proper public modesty, though even through the porcelain Anna could read tension in the set of her shoulders. Sonia removed her mask once the door was locked and set it on the dressing table with more force than was strictly necessary.

Then she looked at Anna.

Really looked.

The shock on her face was small and immediate and impossible for Anna to miss.

“You chose the white one.”

Anna signed because she preferred the precision of it while masked.

Yes.

Sonia’s mouth tightened for the fraction of a second it took her to remember herself. She answered in hand-dancing too, less fluid than Anna but still clear.

In this, you look almost ready to disappear.

Anna felt the truth in that and smiled behind the porcelain.

No. In this, I look properly finished.

Sonia flinched at the phrasing as if Anna had meant it as provocation.

She had not.

Anna turned back to the mirror and began rehearsing the key vows again, not because she feared forgetting them, but because the repetition settled her. Sonia stood beside the dressing table and watched.

Anna’s hands moved with ceremony now rather than conversation.

For my father’s care, his guidance, and the house in which he raised me, I give thanks.

Before him, I come in gratitude and obedience, ready to be released from his authority with honor.

To my new guardian, I go willingly, with loyalty, trust, and a clean heart.

Then the second sequence, the one for Julien:

Sir, if willing, take me into your care.

To you, I offer loyalty, obedience, and faithful conduct.

Your guidance, I will honor, and your house, I will uphold with diligence and grace.

The room felt smaller by the time she finished.

Sonia had gone very still.

“You say all that so calmly,” she said. She had reverted to voice in the privacy of the suite, as she often did when emotion made hand-dancing feel too exact for comfort.

Anna turned.

She wanted to answer in hand-dancing because the truth deserved the clean line of it. Sonia made a frustrated little gesture and switched back herself, perhaps because she knew that too.

I am calm.

Sonia’s hands sharpened.

Your father is about to release you, and before guests, tea, flowers, and all this beauty, another man will take you into his care. And you are calm.

Anna held her gaze.

Yes.

Not because she did not understand the imbalance. Because she did.

Sonia looked away first.

On the dressing table beside her mask lay the little ceremonial gifts, hairpins, folded cloth, perfume, and a small lacquer tray Claudette had left ready. Sonia’s eyes moved over all of it and then back to Anna.

Do you ever hear how much of this sounds like surrender?

Anna answered without softening the truth for her.

It is surrender.

That halted Sonia’s next reply.

Anna stepped closer, the dress making the approach slow and stately whether she intended it or not.

But this is not annihilation. Father cared for me and guided me. Today he releases me with honor. After that, Julien will take me in and answer for me. I am not being cast off. I am being transferred with love.

Sonia’s face did something complicated then, grief and disbelief and affection fighting in public for only half a second before discipline covered them.

And that makes you happy.

Anna’s hands softened.

Yes.

Sonia’s gaze dropped to the line of the dress, the severe white mask, the narrow controlled waist, everything in Anna’s appearance designed to make the answer visible before she signed it.

Then, because it was there between them whether they named it or not, Sonia signed:

I still have the vial.

The suite seemed to quiet further around them.

Anna did not look pleased. She did not look disappointed either. Only attentive.

I know.

I haven’t touched it.

I know.

Sonia’s fingers slowed.

And on today of all days, you make giving in look like the easiest thing in the world.

Anna felt that in her throat, behind the mouthpiece, where speech would have failed her anyway.

It is not easy, she signed. It is deep. That is different.

Sonia closed her eyes for a moment.

When she opened them again, she signed more carefully.

For you, I do not know whether to feel horror or jealousy.

Anna moved before thinking too much about it and took Sonia’s hand in both of hers.

The gesture looked strange against gloves and silk and porcelain, but the intimacy of it remained.

Today, you do not have to choose.

Sonia gave a short, silent laugh.

Convenient, since it’s your ceremony.

Anna’s eyes smiled above the mask.

Yes.

There was a knock then, firmer this time. Claudette returning. The ceremony drawing closer.

Sonia released Anna’s hand first and reached for her own mask.

Before she put it on, she looked at Anna one last time with her bare face exposed.

“I do want you to be happy,” she said quietly.

Anna could not answer aloud, so she lifted her hands.

I know. Thank you.

Sonia remasked. The porcelain restored distance at once. She signed a final wish for a beautiful ceremony, then left to join the guests.

Anna stood alone for one last breath in the bridal suite, fully dressed, fully masked, no longer daughter in waiting but not yet Julien Moreau’s Anna.

Then Claudette came in to escort her downstairs.




26 Giving Anna Away

By noon the Jade Garden had filled with the kind of quiet company Anna had wanted from the beginning.

No crowd. No spectacle for its own sake. Only a small assembly of family, close friends, and the people whose presence mattered to the shape of the vow. The pond reflected pale light through the carved screens. Gravel paths curved between clipped pines and dark wood. Everywhere the garden offered calm, and everywhere the calm sharpened the fact that something irreversible was about to happen.

Sonia stood among the guests in proper dress and mask and watched the place take on ceremony.

Women stood or sat with the particular composure formal clothes and formal expectation drew out of them. Men occupied space more openly, greeting one another, adjusting details, guiding older relatives into place. A low platform had been arranged near the water with a tea table already set behind it, cups waiting under linen covers for later.

Julien arrived before Anna.

He wore dark formal dress with Chinese details worked into the cut, the result restrained enough not to compete with the bride but deliberate enough to show that he understood exactly what this day meant. He greeted the guests, spoke quietly with staff, exchanged a few final words with Marc Lefevre, and then, for a brief interval before the formal beginning, withdrew with Anna into one of the garden’s side rooms.

Sonia did not follow. She saw enough through the half-open screen before it slid shut to understand the shape of it.

Anna in white porcelain and red silk. Julien bending his head to see what she signed. His hand resting once at her waist, not possessive for display, only steadying. Her body answering that touch with visible ease.

The screen closed.

The guests turned their attention toward the platform.

When Anna emerged at last, led by her father, the entire garden seemed to settle around the sight of her.

The white Jurenmuse erased her mouth and left only her eyes to speak. The red and gold of the dress moved richly around the severe calm of the mask. Her corseted waist and constrained stride made every step measured enough that Marc naturally moderated his own pace to match hers. He did not look burdened by that. He looked proud.

Sonia felt a strange hollow open in her chest as she watched them approach.

Not because the beauty disguised the patriarchy.

Because the beauty made the patriarchy feel emotionally legible from the inside.

Marc brought Anna to the center of the platform and turned to face her first, before facing Julien.

That detail mattered. Sonia saw it at once. The ceremony was not only transfer. It was release.

Julien stepped forward and stopped at the appropriate distance. The guests fell into complete silence. Even the water at the pond edge seemed to lower its voice.

Marc lifted one hand.

“Anna.”

His voice was formal, but tenderness moved beneath it plainly enough for everyone to hear.

“You come before me as my daughter and ward, raised under my house and my authority. Do you come in gratitude and good conduct, ready to be released honorably from my care?”

Anna’s gloved hands rose.

Yes, Sir. In gratitude I come. For your care, your guidance, and the honor of your house, I give thanks. I ask to be released from your authority with your blessing.

The sight of the white porcelain while those signs moved in the air gave the moment an eerie kind of purity Sonia would have despised more easily if it had not also been beautiful.

Marc watched every sign.

“You have honored my house well,” he said. “I release you freely and with pride.”

That was the first severing.

Sonia felt it like a thread cut in public.

Marc stepped aside half a pace then, not abandoning Anna but no longer standing as the man who defined her. He turned toward Julien.

“Julien Moreau, do you come prepared to take this woman into your care and answer for her before your house, your family, and your society?”

“I do.”

Julien’s voice carried cleanly across the platform. He did not raise it. He did not need to.

Marc looked back to Anna.

“Then go to him.”

Anna moved.

The dress made it a glide rather than a walk. Short steps, composed balance, hands gathered before her until she reached Julien and lowered herself into a kneel that the clothing turned into something difficult enough to be meaningful. Sonia saw one of the older women in the guest row lower her eyes at the sight, moved almost to tears.

Anna lifted her hands.

Sir, if willing, take me into your care.

The signs were flawless.

To you, I offer loyalty, obedience, and faithful conduct.

Your guidance, I will honor, and your house, I will uphold with diligence and grace.

Julien looked down at her for one suspended heartbeat, and Sonia saw what the scene would feel like from Anna’s side. Exposure. Relief. Completion. The erotic danger of asking and waiting to be accepted.

Then he extended his hand.

“I will have you.”

He did not lift her immediately. He gave the words their full shape first.

“I take you into my care before these witnesses. I promise you protection, guidance, and faithful regard. I will answer for your well-being, honor your trust, and keep you under my protection as befits my ward and wife.”

Only then did he take her hand and bring her to her feet.

When Anna rose, it was no longer as Marc Lefevre’s Anna.

Marc spoke the change aloud for everyone.

“Then let it be known that this woman leaves my authority with blessing and enters yours with honor. She is no longer of my name. She stands before us now as Julien Moreau’s Anna.”

The phrase moved through the gathering like a physical thing.

Sonia hated how much power it had.

She hated, more, that Anna visibly loved hearing it.

Even behind the mask, that was clear. In the way her body settled. In the tiny softening of her shoulders under the braces. In the almost imperceptible lean toward Julien as if the naming itself had given her somewhere to rest.

The guests bowed their heads or murmured polite assent. A few of the women signed blessings too quickly and lightly for the men to read in detail. Marc stepped back completely then, his role concluded.

Julien and Anna turned together toward the tea table.

This was where the ritual became domestic, and therefore more intimate.

They took their places on opposite sides of the low table. Anna had to lower herself carefully again, the dress and underskirt making even that one act a small public display of constraint. Julien watched without helping because the ceremony required the effort to be visible. Only once she was settled did he sit opposite her.

The tea set had been chosen with almost absurd care. White porcelain edged in deep green. Small cups. Narrow pot. A lacquer tray beneath it all reflecting sleeve, hand, silk, and sky in dark blurred shapes.

Anna began with the cleansing.

She lifted the pot and cups, rinsed them, poured out the first water, then warmed the porcelain with steady gloved hands. Nothing in the sequence was rushed. Sonia had expected more abstraction from a public tea ritual. Instead it was bodily and exact. The turn of Anna’s wrist. The drag of the sleeve. The slight pause required when the corset limited her lean and forced her to redistribute effort through shoulders and forearms.

Constraint made the ritual more visible.

Not less.

When she measured the leaves, Anna’s hands were so steady they looked serene.

The water followed. The wait. The pour.

Julien watched her with the full attention of a man being publicly served by a woman who had just asked to be governed by him, and the concentration in his face kept the scene from slipping into pretty pageantry. He understood that the tea was not decorative. She was giving him her discipline, her composure, her readiness to serve in a form everyone present could witness and read.

Anna lifted the first cup and offered it across the table.

Both hands. Lowered gaze. Perfect stillness.

Julien received it the same way a man might receive an oath.

“Thank you.”

The words were quiet. They landed like praise anyway.

He drank.

Sonia watched Anna feel it.

The reaction was small, private, unmistakable. The little bodily yielding that came whenever male approval reached the place the virus had prepared for it. This was not theory anymore. It was in front of her, in silk and porcelain and sunlight.

Anna prepared the second cup after that and drank from it herself, completing the exchange. Then the sequence continued in smaller formal movements: the arrangement of the cups, the shared pour, the symbolic joining not through a kiss or a modern declaration of equality but through service accepted and protection implied in that acceptance.

Somewhere behind Sonia, someone sniffed softly.

When the formal sequence ended, applause came not as a roar but as a swelling of contained approval through the garden. Gloves touching lightly. Men nodding. Women signing blessings to one another. Staff moving in silent competence at the edges. The whole setting seemed to breathe out.

Julien rose first and offered Anna his hand.

She took it.

This time when she stood, he did help. He steadied the difficult upward movement her dress demanded, and that simple assistance, coming after the public transfer and the tea, seemed to seal the whole thing more deeply than any speech still could have.

Marc approached them once more, no longer as Anna’s authority, but as family.

Julien bowed his head respectfully. Anna lowered hers.

“You have both done honor to the day,” Marc said.

Anna signed her thanks. Julien answered aloud.

Around them the guests began to loosen into post-ceremony life. Tea for others. Soft conversation. The relief of people who had witnessed something emotionally satisfying and morally unquestioned by the culture around them.

Sonia stood among them and felt more apart than she had inside the bridal suite.

Before the ceremony, Anna had still been split between names, between houses, between male authorities. That intermediate state had left room for Sonia’s disbelief to catch on something human and unfinished. Now the ritual had done its work. Marc had set her free. Julien had taken her in. The old name had fallen away in public. The new one had been spoken aloud and answered by Anna’s whole body.

Julien Moreau’s Anna.

It should have sounded grotesque.

Instead, in that garden, with that woman, it sounded cherished.

That was the part Sonia could not forgive the world for making true.




27 Fashionista

Anna’s giving-away stayed with Sonia longer than she wanted to admit.

It was not the ceremony itself, though that had been hard enough to watch, or even the moment Marc and Julien settled things over Anna as if a woman could be passed from one set of hands to another without the world stopping in protest. What stayed with Sonia was Anna’s face: calm, fulfilled, deeply, sincerely pleased by a structure Sonia had been raised to call degrading.

It should have made the whole system easier to hate.

Instead it had left Sonia with a worse problem.

She wanted to know why it worked.

Monday morning, she decided to stop pretending that question was theoretical.

She arrived at GAIA in a new lace-covered mask and clothes chosen with more intention than usual: a fitted skirt, a cream blouse, tight gloves, heels just impractical enough to alter the way she moved all day. Nothing outrageous by the standards Geneva had settled into. Enough, however, that a man who cared about such things would notice.

Henry noticed.

He let her finish her first tasks before crossing the corridor toward her desk. Sonia saw him coming and made herself remain seated until he reached her. When she rose, his gaze had already taken in the mask, the blouse, the line of her posture, and the fact that she was waiting for him to speak first.

“Good morning, Sonia.”

Good morning, Sir.

The title came easily now. That still irritated some older part of her. It no longer stopped her.

Henry tilted his head slightly as he studied the mask.

“New.”

Yes, Sir.

“Maylee Shufoo?”

She nodded.

“I thought so.”

He did not touch it. The restraint of that pleased her more than touching would have.

“You wear it well,” he said. “More severe than your usual choices.”

Sonia let the praise settle before answering.

Less apologetic, yes.

His mouth shifted at that.

“And is that what this is? Less apology?”

Partly that. Partly curiosity.

“About what.”

The question was too direct to dodge gracefully.

How far form can go before practicality must give way.

Henry glanced once at the collar of her blouse, then back to her eyes.

“That is not a neutral question.”

No, Sir.

They stood in the corridor while people moved past in the normal Changed choreography of workday Geneva: women with shortened steps and careful posture, men carrying coffee, opening doors, pausing to let a woman settle herself before passing through a narrow space. It would have been easy to turn the conversation theoretical. The building offered endless excuses for theory.

Henry did not take them.

“You are dressing further in,” he said.

Sonia felt the accuracy of it in her stomach.

Perhaps.

“No,” he said quietly. “You are.”

The certainty in his tone did more to expose her than the words themselves.

He should have left then. Instead he looked once more at the buttons of her cuffs, at the close line of the mask, and said, “If you are going to ask a question like that, you should ask it properly.”

Then he went back to his office.

Sonia stood very still for several seconds after he was gone.

Ask it properly.

The sentence stayed with her all morning.

By lunch she had turned it over enough times to understand what it required. He did not want an essay or another polished conversation about aesthetics and the Changed world and what clothing meant. He wanted a demonstration, or perhaps he wanted to see whether she was serious enough to make one.

The idea should have embarrassed her out of it.

Instead it followed her back to Anna’s apartment after work with the clean persistence of hunger.

Anna opened the door wearing the settled contentment of a woman who had stopped fighting her own life. Sonia still did not know whether that sight comforted or infuriated her more.

Anna’s gaze dropped once over Sonia’s work outfit and came back up with immediate interest.

That mask is new.

Sonia removed her shoes by the door.

Henry noticed.

Anna smiled.

Of course he did.

Sonia followed her into the sitting room and stood there for a moment without taking off the mask. The request she was about to make felt stupid enough that she almost abandoned it.

Anna waited.

Need help dressing tomorrow.

Anna’s expression changed very slightly, not into surprise but recognition.

For work.

Yes.

For Henry.

Sonia gave her a look.

Anna’s smile deepened.

That was not a question.

It was easier to admit things to Anna now that Sonia no longer pretended the world ought to be otherwise.

He said if question is to be asked, it must be asked properly.

And what question are you asking?

Sonia looked away toward the window.

Whether dependence is part of what I want.

Anna did not pounce on the answer. She simply stood and went to the wardrobe where some of Sonia’s things still hung from older practical arrangements between them.

Show me what you had in mind.

They chose the pieces together. Tight corset with shoulder braces. Narrow skirt with the kick pleat that could be buttoned down further once Sonia no longer had to walk far. A Gowbao Yoohoo blouse that would need another person’s hands to close fully and would not come off again without help. Gloves fixed under the cuffs. A niqab that allowed speech and would therefore sharpen the dependence instead of hiding it behind silence.

Sonia watched the outfit gather across Anna’s bed and felt something between dread and relief.

This is too much for the office, she signed.

Yes, Anna signed back. That is why it will work.

The next morning Sonia arrived early enough to finish most of her tasks before making the rest of the day impossible. Anna dressed her in the guest room first, fastening the blouse, closing the collar, fixing the gloves, and finally asking, Arms or skirt first?

Sonia’s mouth had gone dry.

Arms.

Anna closed the inner sleeve zips and fixed the press-studs that held Sonia’s upper arms in close to her sides. The effect was immediate. Her forearms remained free enough for small motions, but proper signing was gone. So was any illusion of self-sufficiency.

Last chance, Anna signed lightly.

Sonia met her eyes in the mirror.

No.

Anna nodded, then buttoned the kick pleat down only slightly so that Sonia’s steps shortened into a careful walk.

The niqab came last.

Sonia looked at herself in the mirror and knew she had crossed from workwear into statement. She was not dressed to get through the day efficiently. She was dressed to make dependence visible and then ask a particular man to touch it.

That realization should have sent her home.

Instead it steadied her.

Anna rode up with her to GAIA and left her near Henry’s office with a look that contained too much amusement to be charitable.

Try not to fall over.

Sonia gave her what dignity the niqab and the posture brace would allow.

Thank you.

You are welcome.

Then Anna went on, and Sonia was left with the corridor, her restricted steps, the pressure of the blouse, and the absurd fact that she was waiting for Henry like a woman in a fairy tale waiting for the man with the key.

He arrived late enough to make her earn the waiting.

Sonia heard him before she saw him. Male voices, footsteps, the lift doors, then Henry turning the corner and stopping cleanly when he found her beside his desk.

His eyes moved over her in one measured pass.

The look was so intent that she forgot, for one dangerous second, how to breathe under the corset.

She curtsied.

“Sir, might I request your assistance with my attire?” she said through the niqab.

That made the moment explicit. No theory left to hide in.

Henry set the folder in his hand on the desk without taking his eyes off her.

“What do you need.”

“The kick pleat may be closed further for office propriety, if you find that appropriate. In return, if it pleases you, my arms may be released enough for work.”

The bargain sat between them with all its intended meanings.

Henry stepped close enough to inspect the blouse, the skirt, the niqab, the press-studs at her sleeves. Sonia kept still because any movement would have looked like fidgeting and because his nearness was already doing enough to her pulse.

“You came in like this on purpose.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“To make a point.”

“Yes, Sir.”

His gaze lifted to hers.

“And what point is that.”

Sonia could still have lied. She did not.

“That I would like to know how it feels to let someone else decide the practical terms.”

Something warm and dangerous entered Henry’s expression.

“Very well,” he said.

Then he went down on one knee in the corridor and buttoned the kick pleat another two increments closed.

The intimacy of that act nearly undid her, not because he touched her legs, but because he did it calmly, as if a woman presenting herself for adjustment in a work corridor were something he was entirely prepared to handle.

He rose and moved behind her to release the sleeve fastenings enough that she could work.

“Not all the way,” he said. “You asked for functionality, not comfort.”

“Yes, Sir.”

She could feel people noticing. That should have made her furious. Instead it made the moment sharper. Public. Legible. Real.

“Can you manage the rest of the day?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Come see me before you leave.”

“Yes, Sir.”

She worked like that for hours.

Everything took longer. Sitting, standing, turning, typing, going down the corridor, dealing with doors. Henry did not hover, but he checked on her often enough that she could feel the shape of his attention around the whole experiment. Once he brought her coffee without asking. Once he paused at her desk only to say, “Shoulders back.” Once, when she had nearly forgotten the new limits of the skirt and turned too fast, he caught her elbow and set her straight without comment.

By late afternoon Sonia was exhausted, sore, and so aware of him that her nerves felt flayed open.

She returned to his office as instructed.

“Sir, may I ask for your assistance to release my attire so I may return home?” she asked.

Henry stood from his desk immediately.

“Come here.”

He re-pinned her upper sleeves, because way home required less gesture and more containment, then adjusted the kick pleat back to a level she could manage safely. The reversal should have felt like rescue. Instead it felt almost disappointingly temporary.

He noticed that too.

“You liked more of this than you expected.”

Sonia kept her eyes lowered.

“Yes, Sir.”

“So did I.”

He did not let her go immediately after that. He stepped back, studied her once more in the altered outfit, and said, “Saturday evening. Champel. I would like to show you part of my collection.”

Sonia waited.

Her pulse quickened at once.

Only me, Sir?

“Bring Anna and Julien if you like. I am not hiding the invitation. I am giving it through you.”

That distinction mattered more than it should have.

I would like that, Sir.

“I thought you might.”

She made it home with Anna’s help, because the outfit still required another woman’s hands to undo completely and because Sonia was too tired by then to be vain about it. Later, alone, with the blouse opened and the corset still marking her ribs, she sat on the edge of the bed and replayed the day in hard bright pieces: Henry kneeling in the corridor, Henry refusing full release, Henry bringing coffee, Henry inviting her to Champel as if he had already seen enough to decide the next move.

She had meant the office stunt as a test.

It had been that.

It had also been an admission.

Sonia was no longer merely studying Changed femininity from the outside. She was beginning to use it as a language for desire, and Henry had answered her in the same language at once.

Saturday evening brought the second part of the answer.

Anna and Julien arrived with Sonia at Henry’s villa just after dusk. Anna was radiant in the settled way that still disturbed Sonia when she looked at it too directly. Julien carried himself with the calm certainty of a man well settled. Henry received all three graciously, but Sonia noticed at once that his attention divided unevenly. The collection mattered to him. Anna’s responses mattered because they were informed and sincere. Julien’s mattered because he understood construction. Sonia’s mattered because he expected them to.

That expectation made her stand a little straighter in the entry hall.

Henry led them first into the long room he used for storage and display. Cases opened one after another under his hands: Maylee Shufoo evening pieces severe enough to turn femininity into architecture, Mirende Ginciao work more overtly ritualistic, experimental latex translations of traditional forms, collars, cuffs, understructures, visible attachment systems, and more technical items laid out with the same exact care as the decorative ones.

Anna took to it immediately.

She moved from piece to piece with the pleased fascination of a woman who had already stopped drawing a moral line between beauty and dependence. Julien asked better questions than Sonia had expected about closures, weight distribution, maintenance, and how certain garments were intended to be managed in daily use rather than simply admired on a body at rest.

That opened the conversation Henry had clearly wanted.

“I hear you’re going to London with Anna to take posession of her. London will take some adjustment,” he said to Julien, lifting a fitted cape from its stand and turning it so the concealed hardware became visible. “The British are less interested in hiding support systems. Geneva still prefers the fiction that a properly guided woman is simply very disciplined. London likes visible solutions.”

Julien examined the cape with real interest.

“And you think Anna will like that.”

Henry glanced at Anna, who was already studying a lockable muff with thinly disguised delight.

“I think Anna will adore it.”

Julien smiled in a way that said the answer had not surprised him.

“So do I.”

Anna turned to Sonia then and signed with bright quick hands, Visible dependence. Weatherproof. Publicly normal. I cannot decide whether it sounds practical or shameless.

Both, Sonia signed back.

Henry watched the exchange, then said, “That is the British specialty.”

The talk moved naturally from there into the trip itself. Train compartments designed for guardians and wards. Accomodation with integrated rails and domestic dock points. Outdoor systems built for rain, mud, and long walking distances without forcing women into masculine practicality. Anna listened as if Henry were describing a city made specifically to flatter her new instincts. Julien listened like a man quietly preparing himself to be competent in another country’s version of care.

Sonia listened too, but with divided attention. She cared about the London discussion. She also cared, more than she wanted to admit, about the case Henry had not opened yet, the flat white one on the far worktable.

He noticed that she had noticed.

Later, after wine for the men and tea for the women, when the conversation had softened enough to leave room for play, Henry crossed to that table and opened the case.

The room quieted almost at once.

Inside lay a restrictive blouse with a high collar and integrated half-mask, a severe underskirt, a long hobble design with no concession to stride, gloves meant to be fixed in place, and the more technical pieces needed to make the whole thing livable once closed. Nothing in the arrangement called attention to itself. That was part of the effect. The obscenity of it was hidden under craftsmanship, etiquette, and practical finish.

“One of my experiments,” Henry said. “Not for daily wear. Too much management. But the line interests me.”

Anna stepped closer.

It is beautiful, she signed.

“Yes,” Henry said. “And inconvenient enough to become honest.”

Sonia felt the line in her stomach.

Julien, who had been looking over the hardware with professional interest, asked, “Can it actually be worn for an evening?”

“With help,” Henry said.

His gaze moved to Sonia.

Not a command. Not yet.

An opening.

Sonia could have left it there. Let Anna admire, let Julien ask technical questions, let the evening remain civilized and observational.

Instead she signed, Would you show us?

Anna’s eyes shifted to her at once. Julien looked from Sonia to Henry and understood enough not to interrupt. Henry held Sonia’s gaze for one second longer than politeness required.

“Yes,” he said.

There was no audience-performance in the way he said it. Only acceptance of the terms she had just set.

Anna helped at first, because some of the underlayers still required another woman’s practical touch before a man could make the final decisions. The technicality of that helped Sonia keep her balance. Stockings. Corset. The first skirt. Gloves. Collar. Each step had an order. An objective. A reason.

Then Henry took over.

He closed what Anna had left open, fixed what needed fixing, and drew the whole arrangement into its final shape under the quiet watch of the others. Sonia became aware of herself in layers: posture brace, narrowed gait, fixed gloves, the high set of the collar, the half-mask changing the meaning of her mouth, the long skirt deciding distance in advance. It was neither convenient nor practical, but none of it hurt. It simply removed options one by one until every remaining motion became legible as dependence.

When he was done, she could stand beautifully.

Everything else required management.

Anna looked delighted. Julien looked fascinated in the way of a man cataloguing both elegance and liability. Henry looked exactly as he had in the office corridor when he had adjusted her skirt: calm, attentive, already accounting for the implications.

“Walk,” he said.

Sonia did.

The room had become longer. She knew it had not, but the outfit made distance feel instructional. She reached the far table, turned with care, and came back.

“Well?” Julien asked, not of Sonia but of Henry.

“Wearable,” Henry said. “Not independent.”

The phrase settled over the room with a warmth Sonia did not trust.

Anna signed, That is the point.

Sonia could not disagree.

The feeding apparatus was introduced as if it were the most technical part of the demonstration, which in one sense it was. Henry explained it in exactly those terms: if a garment rendered mouth access impractical, or if the line of the mask had to remain undisturbed, then hydration and light nourishment had to be solved cleanly. He spoke about valves, cleanliness, flow control, not staining fabric, not interrupting the visual line. Julien responded in the same register, asking about maintenance and failure points. Anna, standing beside Sonia, watched with that bright disturbing attentiveness fully Changed women brought to systems that made dependence cleaner.

No one named the atmosphere that formed around the demonstration.

No one needed to.

Henry fitted the attachment with grave concentration and checked it twice before using it. Sonia stood between Anna and Julien in the middle of the room and let him handle her in front of them all. The technicality made it possible. The technicality made it impossible too. His fingers at the side of her face, the brief adjustment at her jaw, the careful angle of the vessel, the pause while he made sure she was ready: every part of it could be defended as proper procedure.

None of it felt procedural from the inside.

The first cool mouthful was so controlled, so cleanly measured, that Sonia had time to register each part separately: the pressure, the swallow, the awareness of being watched, the helplessness of needing it given. Nothing overt happened. No one said anything indecent. Julien only observed. Anna only watched. Henry only repeated the process with the same exact, unhurried attention he had given the closures.

And the room still changed.

Sonia could feel the allusion in it without wanting it named.

An earlier Sonia would have hated it, but she felt herself going soft around the edges.

When Henry finally withdrew the apparatus and checked the line of her mask once more, his thumb rested briefly under her jaw as if the whole point of the evening were not the garment, nor even the collection, but the fact that she had let him manage something so intimate in front of others and remained standing afterward.

“Good,” he said.

Only that.

Anna’s eyes met Sonia’s for one brief charged second and then moved away with tact Sonia had not expected from her old friend and did expect, now, from the woman she had become.

The demonstration ended there. Henry and Anna helped Sonia out of the more final pieces afterward, Julien standing back now because the practical intimacy had shifted again into women’s work. They returned instead to talk of London routes, British rain, and which collection pieces would travel well under supervised conditions.

But for Sonia the evening had already divided itself into before and after.

Before, restrictive fashion had been a language she was learning to speak for Henry.

After, it had become something else: a way to stand inside managed helplessness under his hands and discover that even public technicality could carry a private charge strong enough to alter the whole shape of a room.

At the door, while Anna and Julien made their slower, more encumbered way down the front steps, Henry kept Sonia back for one last second under the excuse of seeing them out properly.

“Lunch tomorrow,” he said. “Les Petits Chats. Just you.”

The invitation landed differently now than it would have in the office corridor. It no longer felt like a speculative next step. It felt selected.

Yes, Sir.

“Good.”




28 Anna and Julien’s departure for London

Anna packed for London as if she were preparing for a long-promised education.

The suitcases lay open across the bedroom, Julien’s side all practical order and folded shirts, hers a more complicated arrangement of underlayers, gloves, veils, and the first British purchases she had insisted on acquiring in advance. She stood between them in a pale house dress and half-mask, gesturing with bright quick hands while Julien sat on the edge of the bed and watched her enthusiasm sharpen itself into lists.
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Latex hoods for rain. Walking skirts. Capes with no arm slits. The hats, Sir. And the veils.

Julien smiled.

“And the visible restraints.”

Anna’s hands flickered faster.

Yes.

The sign carried so much delighted agreement that he laughed.

“You have been studying.”

I want to understand local standards before we arrive. I do not wish to look continental in the wrong way.

“There are many wrong ways to look continental?”

She paused just long enough for the joke to land, then signed with exaggerated dignity:

Apparently there are.

Julien set one of her folded scarves into the suitcase and watched her continue.

London excited her for reasons that reached further than fashion, though fashion provided the easiest vocabulary. Britain, from everything she had read, had taken the same Changed principles and pushed them outward into visible systems: hardware, public attachments, clothing that admitted dependence more openly, a city arranged to make female supervision seem both practical and elegant. Geneva still asked women to internalize the structure. London, as Anna imagined it, built the structure into walls, trains, weather gear, and streets.

The prospect thrilled her.

When they left for the station, she wore a charcoal travel dress over a corset and Yoyah Sheengzoh, cream gloves, a high-collared blouse, and a soft veiled travel hat she had insisted on trying in the British style for the journey. Julien carried the luggage. Anna kept one hand lightly on his sleeve and moved in the careful, shortened rhythm her underlayer required.

At the station the British carriage standards began before the train itself did.

Julien had reserved a first-plus compartment configured specifically for one man and one woman. His seat was broad, upholstered, and ordinary in a luxurious way. Beside it, where a second fauteuil might once have stood, was a kneeling pad with a fitted female travel position built into the floor and sidewall: belt points, posture supports, optional heel restraints, and a narrow display mounted at precisely the right angle for a collared woman whose head movement would be limited.

Anna stopped and looked at it with unveiled interest.

Julien noticed.

“Too much?”

Her hands answered immediately.

“Not at all, Sir.”

He seated her carefully, guiding the fall of her skirt and then fastening the lockable belt around the corseted line of her waist. The restraint settled her neatly into place beside him, not harshly, but with unmistakable intention. Once he had pocketed the key, he adjusted the small screen so she could read it without straining against her collar.

Anna sat very still for a moment, testing the arrangement through the body rather than thought.

“Practical,” she said, testing her voice after being mostly masked for weeks.

Julien glanced at the brochure tucked into the side compartment.

“And approved. During travel, a guardian must keep his ward either escorted or secured.”

Anna’s eyes brightened behind the veil.

“That sounds restful.”

“For whom?”

Her hands moved in a smaller, prettier line this time.

“Both, if managed well.”

He touched the back of one gloved hand in agreement.

The train pulled away.

Fields blurred, then towns, then the wide industrial edges of movement between countries. Anna loosened the outer veil once they were underway and settled the hat more comfortably against the headrest. Without the heavier layering over her face, she looked younger and somehow more serious at once.

Julien read the travel notes while she read the carriage instructions. The British system had thought of everything, including bodily consequences. Integrated dock points for women traveling in full chastity belts. Guidance on hydration. Privacy protocols. Recommendations for layered rain gear and outdoor escort systems on arrival. The whole thing was so matter-of-fact that Anna felt the same dangerous pleasure she always felt when dependence was treated as a solved civic problem instead of a private shame.

She pointed toward the brochure in his hand.

“They plan beautifully here.”

“You approve?”

“I am impressed.”

He watched her for a second.

“That is not the same thing.”

Anna lowered her gaze in acknowledgment and then signed more carefully:

“I believe I may approve when I know more.”

That answer pleased him.

She spent part of the journey following the route display and part of it imagining London in layers: wet streets, guarded women under capes, rail systems tracing roofs and interiors, the practical shamelessness of British restraint. Beneath the image of the city was the more private anticipation she did not need to tell because Julien could already read it in her.

This was their taking-possession journey.

The phrase did not embarrass her anymore, not even in her own head.

At one point Julien folded the brochure, set it aside, and took her hand.

“You are thinking too loudly.”

Anna’s eyes smiled behind the veil.

“Forgive me, Sir.”

“No.”

He turned her gloved hand once in his own.

“I like when you look forward to things.”

The words entered her body with familiar force.

She signed more slowly then, because the restraint, the privacy, and his attention made precision feel intimate.

“I am looking forward to London, Sir. I am looking forward to being shown what suits me there.”

His gaze sharpened.

“Good.”

That one word settled her for the rest of the journey.

By the time the train carried them on toward Paris and the next leg after it, Anna had stopped thinking of London as a destination and started thinking of it as an extension Julien’s guidance so far: a wetter, stranger, more visibly organized version of the life she had already chosen, waiting to close around them both.




29 A Photography Project

The day after Henry invited her to lunch, and while Anna and Julien traveled north, Sonia met him at Les Petits Chats and tried to treat it like an ordinary invitation.

It was not ordinary. She knew that before she sat down.

The café had small iron tables under plane trees, striped awnings, and the kind of polished quiet that made every gesture visible. Sonia had chosen one of the outside tables because she needed air and because being seen with Henry in public no longer felt like a risk she should avoid. It felt like a line she was walking toward on purpose.
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Sonia waits for Henry at the “Les Petits Chats.”

She wore a teal pencil skirt, a cream blouse, and long leather gloves. The lace-covered mask she had ordered recently sat beautifully on her face, less blank than the smooth porcelain styles that had become popular and somehow more intimate for that. By the time Henry arrived she had already eaten. She preferred not to perform the gag and veil ritual in front of him until she knew exactly why he had asked to see her.

Then he appeared at the corner of the terrace and all that caution felt a little thin.

He came toward her in a dark suit, not overdressed, just exact. Sonia rose. He took in the mask, the gloves, the line of her waist, and the fact that she had stood for him before he said a word. The look lasted only a second. It still altered something in her.

“Sonia.”

Sir.

She curtsied. It had started as irony weeks ago. She no longer lied to herself about that.

He seated her, sat opposite, and waited until coffee had been brought before saying why he had asked her there.

“I want to photograph you.”

Sonia set down her cup and signed.

As a favor, Sir?

“As a collaboration.” He stirred his coffee once, then set the spoon down. “And not the polite kind where nothing is risked. I have pieces that need a body, a temperament, and someone who understands what restrictive dress does when it is doing its work properly.”

She should have laughed at the seriousness of that.

Instead she signed, Why me, Sir?

Henry’s expression hardly changed. “Because you don’t disappear in these clothes. Even when you are covered, you make choices inside the restriction. You push back, then use it. That reads.”

The answer went through her more cleanly than praise should have.

She leaned back slightly, trying not to show that it had landed.

And what exactly would I be agreeing to, Sir?

He did not rush. That was one of the things she had begun to trust about him.

“A real shoot. Proper location. Proper styling. Time to do it well.” He watched her face, not the mask. “You would be dressed, posed, adjusted, and directed. Some of the pieces are severe. One or two are severe enough that you would need to surrender most of the practical control.”

That could have been a warning.

It did not sound like one.

Sonia felt the old split appear in her almost automatically. The part of her raised to hear danger first. The part that had knelt on tiled floors in Shanghai, had taken instruction, had found something in obedience she had not wanted to name. Henry’s phrasing reached both parts at once.

What sort of pieces, Sir?

His mouth shifted, just enough.

“A midnight-blue Maylee Shufoo gown with a brutal collar and the kind of corset that decides your breathing for you. A brocade piece with integrated restraint through the sleeves. And one look we can build together, if you want it, around overt bondage and ceremonial dress.”

She held his gaze.

Overt.

“Yes.”

How overt?

“Enough that you would have to trust me.”

That was the first truly honest thing either of them had said.

Sonia lowered her eyes for a moment, not as surrender exactly, but to think inside her own body. The thought of being costumed for Henry was exciting. The thought of being arranged by him was worse. Worse in the way that meant better, if she were being honest. She did not yet like how easily those categories had begun to collapse.

Photographs shown afterward?

“Only if you consent after you have seen them.”

If panic comes in the middle?

“Then we stop.” He took a sip of coffee. “I am not asking for endurance. I am asking whether you want to make something with me.”

Sonia let out a breath she had not realized she was holding.

That answer mattered.

It mattered because he could have asked for display. He could have asked for obedience. Instead he had asked for trust and had left her room to give it.

You already have ideas, she signed.

“Of course.”

Then tell me, Sir.

That pleased him. She saw it.

He began with the location: an abandoned villa above the lake, half reclaimed by weather and vines, enough ruined elegance to hold strong shapes without looking theatrical. Then he moved to light, timing, fabric behavior outdoors, how dull stone made brocade look more severe, how a hood changed the relationship between posture and presence, how a woman locked into a silhouette she could not negotiate herself became legible in a different register.

When he spoke about clothes in this mode he did not sound like a collector showing off. He sounded like a man building circumstances.

Sonia listened and asked sharper questions than he expected. About balance. About whether latex should read as futurity or ceremonial gloss. About the difference between a woman who looked trapped and a woman who looked given over. About how far the line could be pushed before a photograph stopped reading as fashion and turned into simple cruelty.

Henry answered each question seriously.

“A woman who looks merely trapped is boring,” he said. “The interesting image is the one where the viewer can tell she is held and still complicit.”

The sentence sat between them.

Sonia should have disliked it. It was too close to home.

Instead she felt heat rise slowly through her chest.

Complicit, she signed back.

“Not cheerfully or simplistically, but present in it.” He rested his forearms lightly on the table. “You do that already.”

She looked away toward the street.

Women passed in Changed dress: gloves, skirts, masks, one with her gait shortened so much by the underlayer that crossing the street became a quiet little performance of dependence. Men guided, carried, watched, opened, waited. Geneva had stopped feeling theoretical months ago. Henry’s project did not invent any of this. It only promised to isolate it and make her stand inside it on purpose.

That was part of what tempted her.

I have an idea too, she signed.

“I assumed you would.”

Latex. Not modern intrusion. Obedience made glossy. Traditional shapes with no softness left to hide in.

Henry smiled properly then.

“Go on.”

She did. Once she started, she could not quite stop. A long latex skirt held out by petticoats. A Changed blouse severe enough to turn the shine ceremonial. Hidden attachment points. Possibly a feed adapter, but only if the image justified the dependence rather than using it as a cheap shock. She heard herself talking and knew two things at once: she was excited, and he was looking at her in a way that made excitement dangerous.

“You have better taste than most people who think they have opinions about fashion,” he said.

That should have sounded dry.

It landed as praise.

Sonia had worn enough masks with gags by now to know what happened in her body when approval struck in the right place. The sensation was not as automatic as it was in Anna. It still had to pass through resistance. But once it got through, it stayed.

Henry noticed the delay before she answered.

“Too much?”

No, Sir. Useful only.

He looked amused by that.

“Good. Then let me be clearer.”

He leaned in slightly, not enough to draw attention from the other tables, only enough that she could hear him without the terrace hearing back.

“One setup will require very little from you but poise. One will require trust. One will require submission.”

Her pulse stepped once, hard.

And you think I am ready for all three?

“I think you want to find out.”

The answer hit too close to the bone to dodge.

She could have refused then. Could have turned the lunch back into banter and logistics and left with the gentler version of him intact. Instead she looked at him through the lace of her mask and recognized something she had been circling for weeks: she wanted to be seen by him in the condition of surrender, not despite the surrender but through it.

If we do this, I do not want glass handling.

“I had not planned to.”

And afterward, no polite lies.

“Then do not ask for them.”

That settled it more than reassurance would have.

Sonia lowered her gaze, not out of compulsion but because saying yes required passing through a point of shame she could feel in her throat.

All right.

Henry waited.

She lifted her eyes again.

Yes, Sir. I want to do it.

He did not pounce on the answer. He let it stand.

“Good.”

One word. Enough.

They spent the rest of lunch on practicalities: timing, transport, what he would bring, what she should wear to arrive in, what level of privacy they could expect. Yet even the logistics carried a charge now, not because either of them spoke crudely, but because the underlying shape had been accepted. Sonia had agreed to let Henry build circumstances around her body and direct her inside them. That was the fact under everything else.

By the time they stood to leave, the afternoon had softened into a pale gold that made the street look briefly less exhausted than it was.

Henry waited for her to rise, then said, “One more thing.”

Sonia paused.

“When I tell you to hold still during the shoot, hold still.”

There was no threat in it. No performance.

Only expectation.

Sonia felt her stomach tighten around the words in a way she knew better than to dismiss.

Yes, Sir.

He nodded once, satisfied.

They left in opposite directions. Sonia lasted half a block before she had to stop under a tree and stand very still, because she had just agreed to far more than a photography project and both of them knew it.




30 Anna and Julien in London

London began with rain on brick and the feeling that the city had been designed by people who regarded weather as a moral fact.

The B&B on Great Titchfield Street was narrower than Anna had imagined and more ingenious. Brick exterior, polished brass, a small ground-floor boutique, a pair of upper rooms given over to guests, and everywhere little systems of accommodation shaped specifically around the Changed life. Nothing announced itself as spectacular. That was the point. The city did not think restraint was exotic. It thought it was infrastructure.

Mike Smith greeted them first, broad-shouldered, dryly cheerful, already reaching for the luggage. His Wendy followed a step later, practical and warm in the distinctly British way that made efficiency sound like kindness. She wore a belted rain cape over a structured dress, gloves, a hat with layered veils, and the visible rail attachment at the back of her corseted waist as casually as a woman elsewhere might wear a handbag strap.

Anna noticed all of it at once.

Wendy noticed that she noticed.

“First time in London?” she asked.

Julien answered for both of them.

“Yes.”

Wendy smiled at Anna through the veil.

“You’ll either find it absurd or wonderfully sensible by tomorrow.”

Anna smiled behind her veil.

“Perhaps both.”

Wendy laughed softly.

“That is usually the correct answer.”

Their suite occupied the upper floor and looked out over wet rooftops, chimney pots, and a surprising amount of green. The rooftop garden Wendy had mentioned in her message was real, not decorative, and still visible even in the rain: raised beds, herbs, a small water catchment system, careful use of every piece of space.

Inside, the more revealing details emerged.

The rail system ran along the ceiling of the bedroom and sitting room both, with a clean exterior track visible outside the window, linking the domestic interior to the street below. Dock points had been built into furniture, not as curiosities but as expected conveniences. There were hooks placed exactly where hats, veils, muffs, and capes would need to be managed. A standing support near the dressing mirror suggested that no one in the house considered female dressing entirely independent work.

Anna stood in the middle of the room and turned slowly, looking upward.

Julien watched her take it in.

“Overwhelmed?”

“Interested.”

That answer pleased him too much to hide.

They unpacked, and then Julien told her to change for the boutique downstairs because he wanted their first outing to be simple. Shopping. Looking. Learning local standards before they tried to perform them in public.

The boutique beneath the B&B sold weather, modesty, and dependence with remarkable elegance.

Latex catsuits in varying weights hung beside walking skirts, structured capes, fitted rain hoods, veiled hats, lockable muffs, and rainproof oversleeves that narrowed the arms into decorative helplessness while still claiming practicality. The colors were more disciplined than Geneva’s. Black, cream, storm blue, muted teal, signal orange used almost clinically. British taste seemed less interested in prettiness than in surface, polish, and visible engineering.

Anna loved it immediately.

Julien put her through the process methodically.

The thin black catsuit first, because it would show him the cut. Then a thicker muted teal one, slick against her skin and just resistant enough at the joints to make every movement seem already supervised. Then the orange one, more aggressively restrictive, which made her laugh softly behind the veil when she tried to bend and discovered how much of the decision had already been made for her by the material.

Julien’s eyes darkened in a way she recognized.

“That one later,” he said.

Anna lowered her gaze.

“Yes, Sir.”

They chose three in total, each for a different weather and visibility problem. Then came the real British refinements.

The tailor downstairs examined Anna’s existing corsets and proposed rail adaptations that could be fixed discreetly into them: attach points between the shoulder blades and at the small of the back, depending on outerwear and destination. He discussed them with Julien the way one might discuss luggage handles or boot soles.

Anna listened with growing fascination while locked to the small fitting dais with her hands arranged and her veils still in place.

This was what London seemed to do best. It took female dependence and moved it out of the realm of embarrassment. It treated it as a design category.

Wendy joined them midway through the fitting with a tray of tea, as if she had wandered in by chance and not because British hospitality required a competent woman to appear at exactly the useful moment.

“If you’re going to be out in weather,” she said, setting the tray down, “get the proper capes and don’t be silly about it. Tourists always try to compromise. Then their women end up cold, wet, or badly guided.”

Anna looked at her.

“Badly guided?”

Wendy nodded as if the phrase were entirely ordinary.

“Of course. Rain makes everyone hurry. That is when systems matter most.”

She tapped one of the lockable muffs with one gloved finger.

“These seem severe until you’ve crossed Regent Street in weather and realized your hands would only have been useless outside anyway.”

Anna adored her a little for saying it that way.

They left the boutique with capes, muffs, adapted corsets, and the first beginnings of an English wardrobe. By then the rain had thickened into a steady silver fall over the street outside.

Julien fastened her into one of the lighter setups before they went up: catsuit, walking skirt, fitted cape, veiled hat, and one of the muffs belted at her waist. He did it without hurry, right there in the private fitting space behind the shop, as if the process itself were part of introducing her properly to the city.

When he finished and stepped back, Anna could feel what had changed immediately.

Geneva had arranged her into correctness. London arranged her into managed weatherproof display.

She could walk. She could not hurry. She could see. She could not see widely. She could travel. She would not travel unassisted.

Julien looked her over once and then asked the only question that mattered.

“Well?”

Anna answered with a satisfaction so deep it almost felt like gratitude.

“It is practical in a way that admits exactly what it is.”

Wendy, who had been pretending not to watch, gave a small approving sound.

“Yes,” she said. “You’ve understood us already.”

That evening, after supper and after the rain had deepened the city into reflected gold and black outside their window, Anna stood beneath the ceiling rail in the suite and let Julien attach the newly adapted corset point into the indoor system just to feel how the house wanted her.

The connection was light, almost gentle.

The meaning of it was not.

She looked out over wet London and felt, not fear, but excitement sharpen into something calmer and more enduring. This city had not invented what she already was. It had simply externalized it, built it into walls, weather, clothing, and movement until dependence could travel openly as care.




31 The Photoshoot

Saturday came clear and cold enough to make the lake look sharpened.

Henry picked Sonia up just after noon in a shared electric car already packed with garment bags, cases, stands, and one flat black box she knew without asking contained things he did not want sliding around loose. The drive up toward the old villa above the Salève took less than an hour. They spoke little. Sonia was too aware of him beside her, of what they had agreed to, and of how much the quiet felt like preparation rather than awkwardness.

The villa was exactly the kind of place Henry would choose: ruined without collapsing, theatrical without needing decoration, expensive once and now surrendered to weather. Broken windows looked out over the lake. Vines climbed the stone as if the house had been waiting to be redressed by something patient.

Henry walked the grounds with her first. He showed her the overlook, the upper room with the broken balcony doors, the interior wall where afternoon light still struck cleanly, the marble column half strangled by growth near the garden edge. He did not explain every shot. He only let her see how he saw.

That was enough to make her nervous.

They carried the equipment in together. Henry worked with efficient concentration, checking light, placing cases where he would need them, laying garments out in the order he intended to use them. Sonia stood beside the open cases and watched midnight blue, deep green, black leather, polished metal, chain, and layered white petticoat emerge one after another into the old room.

“Still in?” he asked without looking up.

“Yes, Sir.”

He looked up then.

“Good.”

The first look was the midnight-blue gown from lunch, and it was less romantic in the hands than it had been in description. The silk was beautiful. The construction was merciless.

Henry told her to undress behind a screen in the adjoining room, then came in when she said she was ready. Sonia stood in stockings and underwear, arms folded across herself for half a second before she made herself lower them. She had agreed to be looked at. The least she could do was stop pretending otherwise.

Henry’s professionalism did not soften the exposure. It sharpened it.

He fastened the corset first, drawing her waist in slowly enough that she could adjust but not slowly enough to forget what he was doing. Then came the gown, the severe collar, the cuffs, the weight of the skirt distributing itself around her until her body no longer belonged to spontaneity. Every practical motion narrowed. Breathing changed. Turning changed. Standing itself became a managed posture.

“How bad?” he asked.

Sonia tested the new limits, then answered honestly.

“Strict enough to matter.”

“Good.”

She almost smiled.

At the overlook he positioned her between the vine-covered statue and the broken balustrade. The lake sat below in hard silver. Wind worried the outer layers of the dress but could not persuade the heavy structure to move far.

“Chin up.”

She obeyed.

“Eyes past me.”

She obeyed again.

“Do not pose for the camera. Let the dress pose you.”

That was the first instruction that got under her skin.

He was right. The gown did not need interpretation. It had already decided what kind of woman it wanted. Sonia only had to stop interrupting it.

Henry moved around her in arcs, camera rising and lowering, his voice reaching her between shutter clicks.

“Hold there.”

“Turn from the waist, not the shoulders.”

“Again.”

“Yes. Keep that.”

The rhythm became its own enclosure. Sonia had expected embarrassment. Instead what unsettled her was how quickly she began to value each correction. His direction made the posture intelligible. When she got it right, she knew before he said so only because the line of his silence changed.

Then he asked for the veil to come off.

The request landed harder than the corset had.

She unfastened it with gloved fingers and gave it to him. Cool air touched her mouth. Her face felt naked at once, not because strangers could see it but because Henry could. The gown still held her in conquered grandeur. Without the veil, the grandeur had to share space with her actual expression.

“There,” he said quietly, and lifted the camera again.

The exposed-face shots were the first point where the day changed for her.

She stopped acting regal and started being watched.

Henry came close only when he needed to adjust a shoulder seam or the angle of her wrist. Every time he stepped back, she felt the loss of him and hated that he could probably see it. He gave her no room to hide in performance.

“Do not harden your mouth.”

She had done exactly that.

“I’m not.”

“You are. Stop defending yourself from the lens.”

The correction was so accurate it stung.

She let the stiffness go. The next set of frames felt worse and better at once.

When they finished the first look, Henry showed her a handful of images on the camera screen. Sonia saw immediately what he had seen. Masked, veiled, or rigid, she had always assumed she could hide some private reserve from the world. In the photographs, the reserve was visible only as tension. The better images were the ones where she had stopped trying to keep that part of herself intact.

“You see it,” Henry said.

“Yes.”

“Then we can do the second look properly.”

The green brocade piece held her differently. It was less grand and more intimate in its cruelty. The sleeves drew her arms in and down, the hidden attachments turning simple elegance into managed helplessness. Henry dressed her into it in the upper room with the broken balcony doors while light came in through cracked glass and strips of ivy.

By then she trusted his hands.

That was new enough to frighten her.

He fastened the sleeve points one after another and stepped back to study the effect.

“Walk to the window.”

She did.

The gown allowed only a measured glide. The restraint did not merely reduce movement. It eroticized every reduced motion by making it visible. Sonia felt it with embarrassing clarity. She could not adjust the dress herself, could not free her own arms, could not even brush a strand of hair off her cheek when it came loose. Henry noticed, came over, and tucked it back into place with two fingers.

The touch was brief.

Her body answered it anyway.

“Stay with that,” he said.

She did not ask whether he meant the posture or the reaction.

He shot her against the broken doors, beside the interior wall, then in the center of the room where the ruined architecture and the bound sleeves did their work together without needing to be explained. At one point he told her to try to pull free once, not theatrically, just enough to show that the dress would not allow it.

She obeyed. The resistance failed almost before it began.

Heat moved through her in a low, humiliating wave.

Henry lowered the camera.

“Again,” he said, softer this time. “But do not act disappointed. Let yourself like that it holds.”

That instruction almost undid her.

She did as told.

When the shutter clicked after that, something in her attention dropped away. The room was not literally quieter, but less crowded. Henry’s voice stood out from everything else with impossible clarity. The vines at the window, the cold light, the pressure of the gown, the ache in her shoulders, all of it remained present and yet somehow less demanding than the next word from him.

He noticed before she did.

“Good,” he said. “Stay there.”

She stayed.

“Breathe.”

She breathed.

“Look at me.”

She did.

The world had not vanished. She had simply stopped needing to hold all of it at once.

By the time he undid the sleeves, Sonia was not gone exactly, but she was thinner at the edges. She stood while he unfastened her with the passive steadiness of a person who had handed some useful amount of herself to someone else and was not yet ready to take it back.

“Water,” he said, offering the bottle.

She drank because he had told her to.

That fact landed a few seconds later and made her flush under the corset.

The last look was the one he had warned her about.

He set the black box on a stone bench and opened it. Inside lay the leather hood, chains, cuffs, and a gag. The gag was clinical in its construction and intimate in its purpose, filling the inside of her mouth. It made dependence impossible to misunderstand.

Sonia looked at it for a long moment.

“You can still refuse this one,” Henry said.

She appreciated that he offered.

She hated that she wanted him to stop offering.

“No,” she said. “Do it properly.”

Something in his face settled at that.

He dressed her slowly: severe corset, high blouse, long skirt lifted and shaped by petticoats, then the harder pieces. The hood closed out the villa and left her in leather-scented dark with only filtered breath and the warmth of his hands to orient by. The gag under the hood. Once fixed, it changed the meaning of her mouth instantly. Then the chains, heavy enough that she could feel their decisions before he finished placing them.

It wasn’t really rough, but it was severe enough.

By the time he guided her to the marble column and secured the last length of chain, Sonia’s body had crossed from arousal into something cleaner and stranger. A submission too complete for performance. She could no longer maintain herself for an audience because there was no audience she could feel, only Henry and the structure he had built around her.

“Listen to me,” he said.

The words came through the hood as if they had been made for her alone.

“You are safe.”

The chain at her waist was adjusted.

“You are held.”

His hand checked the line of her shoulder.

“You do not need to manage anything now.”

That was the moment she dropped.

It was not symbolic or poetic. The effort of being Sonia Becker in full, continuous possession of herself simply ceased to be the most urgent task in the room. Henry’s voice took its place. The leather, the gag, the chain, the column at her back, the fixed set of her body inside the clothes, all of it pressed in until resistance stopped being a principle and became a waste of energy.

She gave it up.

The release was so deep it felt almost holy.

He photographed her for a long time after that. She knew because the shutter kept moving around her, because his steps changed positions, because now and then he touched her to alter the angle of her head or settle a chain more beautifully across the blouse. But those things happened at a distance from the place where she now floated. She followed instruction. She held still. She existed inside the shape he had chosen for her and found, to her own shock, that the state was not empty. It was peaceful. More than peaceful. Intimate in a way sex had almost never been for her because intimacy usually required too much negotiation.

Here there was only this:

be still

be held

be his for the frame

That last thought should have frightened her.

Instead it loosened something deeper.

When he finally came close and began removing the chains, she made a helpless little sound against the gag because she had not realized until then how reluctant she was to leave the state.

Henry’s hand rested briefly at the back of her hood.

“Easy,” he said. “Come back slowly.”

He freed the chain, then the hood, then the gag. Cold air returned first. Light second. Selfhood in ragged pieces after that.

Sonia blinked at him, wrapped in a blanket before she had fully noticed him reaching for it. He sat with her on a low stone step just outside the villa where the last light was fading over the lake. She leaned into him without asking whether she should.

No theory came to help her.

Only the blunt fact that she had let Henry take control of her body, her face, her mouth, her movement, her stillness, and had come out of it not diminished but steadied.

“You stayed with me well,” he said.

The praise went through her like heat under the skin.

She closed her eyes.

“Sir,” she managed, because anything longer would have broken.

They loaded the equipment in near-darkness. Henry did most of the lifting. Sonia folded fabric, packed smaller pieces, checked the cases when he told her what went where. Simple tasks. Good tasks. On the drive back down the mountain she sat angled toward the window and watched Geneva gather itself out of evening shadow while another part of her replayed the moment the self had thinned and relief had rushed in behind it.

She had wanted the photographs to turn out well.

She had not expected the day to show her how much peace could live inside chosen helplessness.




32 Exploring London

London Zoo gave Anna exactly what she had hoped for and slightly more weather than she would have chosen.

Julien dressed her for the outing with the seriousness of a man preparing a woman not only for a city but for the city under rain. The black catsuit first, cool and close over her skin. Then the medium-thick rubber stockings and heeled boots practical enough for distance and elegant enough not to look apologetic. Over that, a cream latex blouse with enough head movement to count as relative indulgence by British standards, then one of the latex walking skirts held out by petticoats and still restrictive enough to make each step a composed little problem. Last came the lockable muff, the cape, the veiled hat, and the rail attachment at the back of her corset.

When he finished fastening the outfit, Anna stood in the bedroom and let the whole thing settle around her.

This was not Geneva dressing. Geneva made a woman proper. London made her operable under conditions.

Julien clipped her to the rail, then unfastened her and transferred the attachment to the outdoor line as naturally as if he were helping her with a coat.

“Ready?”

“Very, Sir.”

The walk through the city taught her more than the boutique had.

Rain on London did not interrupt the Changed order. It revealed its engineering. Women moved under capes whose restraint was disguised as weatherproofing, hands hidden, waists belted, bodies attached to escort lines or household rails. Men managed umbrellas, pace, crossings, and hardware with bored competence. No one behaved as though any of it required explanation.

Anna adored that.

At the zoo, the paths were softer underfoot than she expected, laid in weather-conscious materials that drained cleanly and gave back a faint greenish light in shaded sections. The rain came and went in intervals. Julien adjusted her cape, checked the rail linkage, unlocked and relocked the muff when required, and generally made himself the answer to every inconvenience her outfit created.

That, more than the outfit itself, put her in a state of almost dangerous contentment.

“It is beautiful here.”

“The zoo or the system?”

Her eyes smiled behind the veil.

“Both.”

The redesigned zoo pleased her on its own merits too. The old cage logic had been replaced with larger habitats, softer boundaries, green engineering, and a kind of environmental humility she found deeply satisfying. The paths curved around water systems and plantings designed not merely for public appearance but for climate management. The barriers were subtle enough to force a visitor to look for them. The animals, where visible, looked less exhibited than tolerated.

Anna tried to explain part of it to Julien while they walked.

“They are not showing nature as ornament, but trying to leave enough room for function. That seems… British in the current sense.”

Julien watched her through the veil, then the habitat beyond her.

“Control hidden inside utility.”

“Yes, Sir.”

He looked at her for a second and then added, “You do like that.”

The answer took no time at all.

“Very much.”

They found a sheltered place for a snack when the rain thickened again.

Julien adjusted the rail position so she could kneel without strain, then unfastened the cape enough to get at the muff. Once her hands were freed, Anna had to manage the veil, the fastenings at the lower edge, the angle of her own head, and the need to eat without disarranging the rest of herself. It should have been absurd. Instead the small ceremony of it pleased her. Every bite required permission from the outfit and assistance from Julien. Every swallow reminded her how thoroughly the city expected a woman to be prepared by another person before she could move simply through the day.

Julien handed her the wrapped biscuit in two pieces to make it easier.

“Small bites.”

“Yes, Sir.”

When she finished, he waited while she refastened herself and closed the cape with a smoothness that felt practiced already. Julien then locked the muff again.

Anna looked down at her own body, reassembled for public use.

“Thank you, Sir.”

“For what part?”

She thought about that.

“For making it all seem simple.”

That pleased him enough to show in the line of his mouth.

The walk back through Regent’s Park took them past rain gardens, low-lit pathways, and plantings designed to drink the weather rather than fight it. Anna would have admired them in any case. Admiring them while clipped lightly to Julien, half-restrained by cape and muff, and moving through the rain in an outfit that made every step careful turned the whole afternoon into a kind of argument she was already predisposed to lose.

Restriction, here, did not apologize for itself. It solved problems. It made women manageable. It made men necessary. It did all of that while remaining elegant enough to feel like taste.

By the time they returned to the B&B, Anna was wet only at the edges and deeply, unreasonably pleased.

Julien unfastened the outdoor attachment, freed her from the cape, then from the muff, and finally let her stand in the suite still dressed in catsuit, skirt, and blouse while the rain ran silver against the window behind her.

“Well?” he asked.

“I understand London better now.”

“And?”

She lowered her eyes with an honesty that was almost indecent.

“I think it understands me too.”




33 Maid service

By the time they finished unloading the equipment at Henry’s villa, Sonia should have gone home.

That was the sensible version of the evening. Thank him, leave, take a shower, sit alone with the afterimage of the hood and the chains and try to decide what any of it meant before seeing him again.

Instead she heard herself say, “If you are not in a hurry, Sir, would you let me cook for you?”

Henry looked at her for one measured second.

“At your place?”

“Yes.”

“All right.”

The drive across Geneva felt stranger than the mountain road had. Less dramatic, more intimate. They were no longer heading toward an agreed experiment. They were carrying its consequences back into ordinary streets.

Once inside her apartment, Sonia asked him to wait in the sitting room and went to change. She opened the wardrobe, looked at her work clothes, looked at the maid dress folded behind them, and understood before she touched it that this was not costume. It was hunger.

She put it on anyway.

The black dress closed around her with the familiar firmness of a role that knew exactly what it wanted from her. White apron. Collar. Gloves. Work heels, if such a thing existed. By the time she tied the last bow, her breathing had steadied. The turmoil from the drive had narrowed into something usable.

When she entered the sitting room, Henry was standing near the bookshelf, looking at a framed photograph on the mantel.

He turned.

The silence that followed was not surprise. It was recognition.

Sonia lowered her gaze and curtsied.

“If it pleases you, Sir, your maid would like to serve supper.”

“Would she.”

“Yes, Sir.”

He set the frame down carefully.

“Then serve.”

That one word settled her more effectively than any reassurance could have done.

She cooked something simple: pasta, butter, herbs, a little lemon, anchovies worked down into the pan until they became depth rather than fish. Henry sat where he could watch her. Sonia was aware of him every second, not in a nervous way, but in the way a compass is aware of north. She moved more quietly than usual, more efficiently too, because the role simplified the work. Chop, stir, plate, wipe, carry. No spare motion. No spare self.

When she set the plate before him, she asked, “May this humble maid stand by, Sir?”

“Yes.”

She remained beside the table with her hands folded, head slightly bowed, and felt the old Shanghai discipline return with a force that should have alarmed her more than it did. The difference was that this time she was not doing it for cover. She was doing it because being useful to Henry made the room feel arranged correctly.

He ate. She watched without staring.

“Take your place,” he said at one point.

Sonia looked up before she could stop herself.

“Sir?”

“Not at the table. There.”

He touched the rug beside his chair with two fingers.

She went down at once, knees together, back straight. The position was familiar enough to make her chest tighten. Henry resumed eating as if a woman at his knee were the most ordinary extension of supper in the world.

The peace of it hit her so suddenly she almost resented it.

“You enjoy this,” he said.

It was not a question.

Sonia kept her eyes lowered.

“Yes, Sir.”

“How much?”

That answer took longer.

“Enough that it frightens me a little.”

He finished the mouthful he was on before answering.

“Fear means you are paying attention.”

The line should have irritated her. Instead it relieved her, because it let the fear remain inside the room without forcing it to become a crisis.

When he finished eating, she cleared the table, washed the dishes, wiped down the counter, and restored the kitchen with the satisfaction of a person allowed to do the work she had been craving all evening. Henry did not praise every motion, he let the role stand. He expected it to continue.

When the apartment was in order, he called her back into the sitting room.

“Come here.”

She crossed to him and curtsied again.

“What else does my maid want tonight?”

The question went through her like a key turning.

She could have answered politely. Could have said whatever pleased you, Sir, and left it at that. Instead the truth came out before she could polish it.

“To be useful. To be looked after. To stay like this a little longer.”

Henry sat back, studying her.

“Then kneel between my knees.”

She obeyed.

Once there, close enough to feel the heat of him, Sonia understood that the maid role had carried her much further than an outfit should have been able to. She was not playacting service. She was inside it. Her body had already organized itself around the logic of command, usefulness, attention, approval.

Henry rested one hand lightly at the side of her neck.

“Look at me.”

She did.

“You can still stop.”

That offer mattered. She knew it mattered. It also made stopping feel less possible rather than more.

“I do not want to stop, Sir.”

“No?”

“No, Sir.”

He let his thumb brush once along the line beneath her jaw, not soft enough to be casual and not hard enough to count as force, just enough to keep her exactly where he wanted her while he watched her answer him.

“Then serve dessert.”

She breathed out, slow and shaky.

“Yes, Sir.”

The act itself was less important than what it did to her. Sonia had expected explicitness to break the spell, to return her to herself in some sharp embarrassed way. Instead it carried the service deeper. She unfastened him, took him into her mouth, and found that the same clean narrowing from the shoot could happen here too: task, body, praise anticipated. His hand in her hair. His voice above her. Her own pleasure threaded through obedience so tightly she could not separate them without lying.

At first she tried to tease him, hold him just at the edge, stay in control of the pace because part of her still wanted proof that she had not vanished into the role entirely.

Henry felt it at once.

His fingers tightened just enough at the back of her head.

“No games now,” he said. “Finish properly.”

The command landed as heat low in her body.

She obeyed with a devotion that shocked her.

When he came, when she stayed where he held her and took what he gave, the relief was not merely sexual. It was structural. She had been told what to do and had done it well. Her whole body lit around that fact.

She sat back on her heels afterward, breathing carefully, hands on her thighs, eyes down.

“Thank you for using your maid, Sir.”

Henry’s hand came under her chin and lifted her face.

“Good girl.”

There it was.

Anna had tried to explain it once. Sonia had understood intellectually and dismissed half of it as viral softness.

This was not intellectual. The praise struck cleanly and far too deep, spreading through her in a hard bright rush that left her damp, weak, and abruptly ashamed of how much she wanted more of it.

Her forehead came to rest against his knee without decision.

He stroked her hair once.

“Stay.”

She stayed.

They did not rush into another explicit scene after that. That mattered. Henry let the praise and the service and the collapse stand on their own. Later he made tea. She served it. He asked for water. She brought it. The apartment slipped into a quieter version of the same order until it was too late to pretend the evening still belonged to ordinary categories.

When he rose to leave, Sonia surprised both of them by saying, “Please don’t.”

Henry turned back.

She swallowed.

“Sir.”

He walked to her slowly.

“You want me to stay?”

“Yes, Sir.”

The answer was humiliating. It was also the most honest thing she had said all day.

He looked at the maid dress, the careful room, the strain she was putting into standing upright.

“All right,” he said. “I will stay. But you are not sleeping alone in that state.”

She almost said thank you and stopped herself only because the gratitude was too large for the sentence.

Henry made her a nest of cushions and blankets at the foot of her bed. He would have let her undress, she thought, if she had asked. She did not ask. Remaining corseted, remaining in the maid dress, remaining arranged under his supervision felt less like deprivation than like continuity.

“Lie down,” he said.

She did.

“Blanket.”

She drew it over herself.

“Wake me at seven.”

“Yes, Sir.”

He slept in her bed while she slept at its foot and somehow that did not feel insulting. It felt exactly as if things were as they should be. She drifted in and out with the deep tiredness that follows a drop too complete to understand yet. The corset pressed at every breath. The memory of his praise stayed warm in her body long after the physical arousal had ebbed.

At dawn she woke before the alarm, washed, refreshed herself, and put the room back into order. Then she woke him with her mouth because the thought had come to her while she was laying out breakfast and once it arrived it had felt less like an invention than like the obvious correct way to begin his day.

He woke with a hand in her hair and a low sound she felt more than heard.

Later, breakfast was on the table, the cushions were stacked away, and Sonia knelt before him on the rug while sunlight moved gradually across her floorboards.

“Talk to me,” he said.

The first person came back more slowly than she expected.

“About what, Sir?”

“About yesterday. About this.”

She looked at her own hands in her lap.

“I thought the maid role would feel like an indulgence.” She paused. “It does not. It feels like a door. When I go through it, I stop wasting energy on the parts of myself that want to argue for the sake of arguing.”

Henry said nothing. That helped.

“In Shanghai I found it comforting and hated that I found it comforting. Yesterday with you…” She stopped and started again. “Yesterday with you it went further than comfort. I wanted the role. I wanted the commands. I wanted to make myself useful and stay there.”

“And the praise?”

Her face heated.

“Yes, Sir.”

“What about it?”

She forced herself to answer directly.

“It felt like something opening.” Her voice dropped. “Something I have been standing in front of for a long time.”

Henry leaned forward slightly.

“Do you think this is a game?”

“No, Sir.”

“Do you think it is the virus?”

That was the old emergency exit. She heard it and refused it.

“No.” Sonia lifted her eyes to him for the first time in several sentences. “I think the virus made the world easier to read. I think Shanghai showed me something. I think yesterday proved I want it. But wanting it is mine.”

He held her gaze for a moment, then nodded.

“Very well.”

The words warmed her again.

“Because if you continue with me, Sonia, I am not interested in a decorative submission you wear on weekends and analyze to death afterward. I want something lived.”

She drew in a careful breath.

“I know.”

“Do you.”

She thought of the maid dress on her body, the rug under her knees, the peace she had felt with his plate in her hands, the humiliating purity of good girl, the calm of sleeping at his feet because he had told her to.

“Yes, Sir,” she said. “I do.”

By the time he left that morning, Sonia was still not ready to name what had changed. She only knew that the maid role no longer felt like cover, or experiment, or even kink in any limited sense. It felt like an access point into a life where belonging to someone in the right way might make her more free, not less.




34 The Eden Nexus

The Eden Nexus sat downriver in a stretch of transformed landscape so deliberate it looked almost fictional from the train.

Domes rose from former industrial ground with a confidence Anna found immediately appealing: environmental engineering made visible, but not ugly, and every structure carrying the same British instinct she had already begun to recognize elsewhere. Nothing merely existed. Everything managed something.

Julien seemed pleased by her eagerness.

He had dressed her in one of the teal catsuits under a Victorian blouse, latex stockings, and an inflated skirt restrictive enough to keep her pace short without making a day trip impossible. Her hands were locked into the muff again. A hat with layered veils softened her face without muting her completely. The rail attachment at her corset kept her beside him in a calm line of dependence she now found more soothing than embarrassing.

Their guide introduced herself as Jonathan Vane’s Eleanor.

Anna’s first reaction was confusion so sharp it nearly became offense.

Eleanor looked more exposed than any respectable woman in Geneva ever would have, even though her outfit was plainly functional rather than provocative. Heavy protective latex still streaked with mud. Practical platform boots. A broad collar. An integrated corset line. The visible maintenance adapter of her chastity belt under the suit. Her face hidden by a hood made for field conditions, not prettiness. She looked like someone the weather and the work had been allowed to touch directly.

Anna, arranged in careful British elegance at Julien’s side, felt both superior and immediately defensive.

Eleanor did not appear to notice.

“Mr. Moreau,” she said. “And this must be Anna.”

Julien made the introductions. Anna answered with a polite greeting through her veil.

“Good,” Eleanor said. “That will save time.”

The remark should have charmed Anna.

Instead it unsettled her. Eleanor moved through the place with the loose authority of a woman whose usefulness had made certain concessions possible. She was obviously restrained, but according to a logic different from Anna’s own, not less dependent so much as dependent elsewhere.

Eleanor led them through biome domes that recreated climates and managed transitions with technical confidence: fog capture, rainwater systems, thermal layering, preserved habitats, invasive newcomers, pre-collapse landscapes held in careful simulation beside their altered descendants. Julien was genuinely interested. Anna was too, but she kept finding her attention pulled sideways toward Eleanor.

She watched how Julien listened to her. She watched how easily old familiarity moved between them. She watched Eleanor stride where Anna had to glide.

The jealousy started there, quietly.

It was not a simple fear of losing Julien to Eleanor. Eleanor represented a kind of female usefulness Anna did not possess, one that seemed to earn freedom of movement, practical clothing, open competence, conversational equality. Anna, clipped to Julien and prettied into dependence, suddenly felt ornamental in a way that stung.

Eleanor was explaining one of the colder domes when Julien laughed at something from an older field story. Eleanor laughed too, and for a second they were visibly people who had once known each other before Anna existed in this arrangement at all.

The feeling in Anna’s chest sharpened.

Her hands were shut away in the muff. She could not break into the conversation gracefully, and even turning toward Julien required permission from the rail and skirt. The whole outfit that had pleased her so much an hour earlier now seemed built to remind her of her place.

That was, of course, because it was.

She hated how much the thought steadied her.

When they stopped in the administration building so Eleanor could clean up after field work, Julien unhitched Anna from the outdoor rail and adjusted the attachment for indoor range. The freedom was relative, but enough. Eleanor disappeared into the women’s service area and reappeared a moment later holding out a hose with matter-of-fact confidence.

“Would you mind?”

Anna took it at once.

Helping another woman undress for maintenance should have felt intimate in a way she would need to think about later. In the moment it mostly felt practical. She rinsed mud from the latex while Eleanor stood with her arms slightly out from her sides and the water sheeted down over the dark material. The suit was engineered for labor, and the labor had marked it openly.

When Eleanor peeled back the hood, Anna saw a face almost shockingly bare: no painted softness, no ornamental veil, no effort spent on prettiness beyond simple care. For a second Anna felt almost embarrassed by the amount of time she herself spent being arranged.

That feeling did not survive what came next.

Eleanor stepped into the maintenance booth to attach the evacuation adapter to her chastity belt with the same resigned ease Anna used when lifting her veils to eat in public. The process was not decorative and did not attempt to be. Foot clamps. Wrist grips. The adapter rising between her feet to meet the exposed fitting of the belt. Cleaning, emptying, rinsing, reset. Everything done by system. Everything efficient. Everything beyond her control for the duration.

Anna watched with something like fascination.

Eleanor, noticing, gave the smallest shrug available under the mechanism.

“Field day,” she said. “Best not to romanticize the practicals.”

Anna lowered her gaze briefly in acknowledgment.

“I was not mocking.”

“I know.”

When Eleanor emerged and began dressing for the administrative part of the day, the earlier contrast clarified itself. She did not become less controlled when she changed. She became differently controlled. Blouse. Latex skirt. Bonnet. Veils. Public composure layered over the hidden mechanical necessities of a working ward whose body had to be managed for reasons Anna herself did not share.

It struck Anna then that jealousy had been too simple a word for what she felt.

Eleanor’s life contained ugliness Anna would not have wanted. Anna’s life contained ornamental dependence Eleanor clearly did not receive. Neither of them was free. Both of them were cherished in ways shaped by use.

That last thought startled her.

She said it quietly while fastening the last of the outer buttons for her:

“You work very hard.”

Eleanor’s eyes flicked to hers.

“So do you.”

Anna almost denied it. Then she stopped.

Because from Eleanor’s point of view the answer was probably obvious. The clothes. The rail. The muff. The posture. The effort of being beautiful in the approved way all day long. That too was labor, only in another register.

“Differently.”

“Yes,” Eleanor said. “Differently.”

That was the moment the jealousy began to loosen.

It did not loosen into friendship, not yet, but into recognition.

By the time they returned to Julien, Anna no longer felt diminished by Eleanor’s practicality. She had glimpsed another branch of the same order: another way a woman could be bound, maintained, and valued inside it.

Julien looked between them and saw enough to ask no foolish questions.

“All well?”

Anna answered with deliberate clarity.

“Yes, Sir. Thank you for bringing me.”

He watched her face.

“You mean that.”

“Yes, Sir.”

And she did. The day had shown her something useful about the world being larger than the small vanity of imagining her own restrictions the only meaningful kind. Her life was not better than Eleanor’s or worse, only shaped for another use. Walking back through the Nexus at Julien’s side, rail lightly guiding her and muff warm at her waist, Anna felt lighter for having understood that.




35 Trial Maid

The week after Sonia’s night in the maid dress stretched and tightened around her at once.

Work continued. Meetings, data, polite evasions, careful clothes. She functioned. She was even good at functioning. But something in her had turned toward Henry and stayed there. By Wednesday, keeping that turn private had begun to feel less like dignity than delay.

They met again at Les Petits Chats after work.

Sonia arrived in a cream dress with a wide skirt, a fitted jacket, gloves, and the lace mask Henry already knew. The Yoyah Sheengzoh under the skirt kept her steps short enough that the approach to his table felt like a small performance of discipline. She did not mind that. She had stopped pretending she disliked being looked at by him when she was dressed correctly.

Henry stood as she approached, took in the outfit, and seated her.

“You look impeccable,” he said.

Thank you, Sir.

The praise calmed her enough to let her speak plainly.

I would like to propose something.

He glanced at her hands, then back to her face.

“Go on.”

Anna away for some time still. My evenings are my own. If it suits you, I would like to spend part of that time in your service as a trial for a few weeks. I would come to your house, live there properly, and see whether this can hold outside exceptional days.

Henry did not answer at once.

That was wise. The proposition deserved the weight of a real pause.

“You mean as my maid.”

Yes, Sir.

“And more than that.”

Sonia lowered her eyes.

Yes, Sir.

He sat back, considering her with an attention that made the café around them feel thinner.

“Why now?”

Because I am already half there. Because going home to my own apartment feels increasingly like being sent away from the life I want. Because I liked sleeping at your feet more than I have liked most conventional attempts at intimacy in my adult life.

She did not say any of those first.

Because I would rather test this honestly than keep circling from safe distance, she signed. Then, after a beat, more quietly: And because I miss it.

That answer pleased him enough that she could hear the change in his breathing.

“Good,” he said. “I was wondering how long you intended to wait before admitting that.”

Sonia felt heat move through her and let it. He was right.

“If we do this,” Henry continued, “it will not be decorative. You will be under rules. You will be dressed for the role. I will expect obedience the first time. I will also expect you to speak when something is wrong during it, not after.”

Yes, Sir.

“And if I decide you need more structure than a dress and a schedule can provide?”

She knew what he meant before he said it.

Then I will listen, Sir.

“You will do more than listen.”

The sentence sent a pulse low through her body.

Yes, Sir.

He nodded once.

“All right. A trial.”

Relief hit so cleanly she had to hide it by reaching for her coffee.

“There is one condition,” he said.

She looked up.

“For the duration, I want certainty about our boundaries. You and I will not improvise past them because desire is convenient. I have had a belt made for you.”

Sonia’s fingers tightened on the cup.

A belt.

“Yes.”

He held her gaze while the meaning settled.

“You may still refuse the arrangement.”

She could.

That remained important.

It also remained less appealing than the thought of accepting.

The belt was not simply denial. She understood that at once. It was structure. It was him taking responsibility for the edges of something she already wanted badly enough to distrust herself with it.

Permanent?

“Not beyond the trial unless we decide so together.”

And during trial?

“During the trial it will come off when I decide it should.”

Her mouth went dry behind the mask.

Yes, Sir, she signed.

Henry watched her closely.

“You mean that.”

Yes.

“Good.”

They settled the practicalities after that. She would come that evening. He would provide most of what she needed. She could bring the Shanghai maid uniform because he understood it mattered symbolically. He said the word symbolically with enough precision that she knew he also understood the symbolism had become flesh.

By the time Sonia stood at the door of his villa later that night with her suitcase beside her, she was too deep in the decision to call it nerves. It felt more like a controlled fall.

Henry opened the door before she rang a second time.

She curtsied.

Your maid has arrived, Sir.

“Come in.”

No flourishes. No joke to soften it.

The directness steadied her.

He took the suitcase and led her through the house slowly, not as a tour but as orientation. Study. Kitchen. Laundry. The small maid room beside his own room. Storage. Service stair. Bell pull. Rail points at certain thresholds, less common than in London but present where they would matter. He showed her where things belonged and how he expected the house to look at the end of an evening.

“You can change now,” he said when they reached the maid room. “When you are ready, come to the study.”

The room was narrow and orderly, not cruelly sparse, only specific. Bed, wardrobe, mirror, a chair, drawers for things she would need to keep in place. It should have felt diminishing. Sonia set the suitcase down and felt instead a strange, shameful surge of relief. No ambiguity. No decorative femininity without function. A room for a woman whose role had been decided.

She changed into the maid uniform carefully, taking more time than she needed because the ritual itself mattered. When she stepped into the study afterward, Henry was at his desk with a key ring and a flat white box laid out before him.

She curtsied.

“Your maid is ready, Sir.”

“Come here.”

She crossed the room. He walked around her once, inspecting the uniform, the collar, the gloves, the line of the apron, the state of her shoes. Nothing in the examination was lustless, but neither was it random. He was checking her as something entrusted to him.

“You look right,” he said.

That approval made her stand straighter.

Then his tone shifted.

“Now we fit the belt.”

He opened the box.

Sonia had imagined it already and still felt her stomach turn when she saw it. White composite, shaped exactly for her body, clean enough to look clinical and intimate enough to make that clinical quality obscene. He let her look. He did not rush her past it.

“You may still say no.”

There was the exit again.

She hated him a little for leaving it there because refusing remained technically possible and therefore acceptance had to remain hers.

“No,” she said. “I want it.”

His eyes held hers for a moment, then dropped briefly in acknowledgment.

“Undress from the waist down.”

She obeyed.

The fitting was methodical. Corset first, because the belt would lock into it. Then the belt itself, fitted up beneath, aligned, checked, adjusted. Henry worked with concentration, not theatricality. The restraint did not become hotter by being treated as a toy. It became hotter by being treated as infrastructure, something serious enough to deserve exact hands and a man who intended to be responsible for it.

When the last fittings clicked into place against the corset hardware, Sonia felt the reality of it travel through her body in stages. Coolness. Pressure. Foreignness. Then the worst part: immediate comprehension.

She was accessible only by his decision now.

The knowledge made her flush so hard she had to grip the edge of the dressing table.

Henry noticed.

“Too much?”

“No, Sir.”

It was not too much. It was almost too right.

He touched the side of her waist lightly where the corset and belt met.

“Walk.”

She walked the length of the room and back. Different. Definite. The belt changed not only what she could do, but how every step reported itself to her. Presence at the center of her body. Closedness. Supervision.

“And?”

Sonia stopped before him.

“I can feel it all the time.”

“That is the point.”

Yes. It was.

He dressed her again afterward, not fully, only enough to settle her back into the uniform. By then her thoughts had become oddly simple, not empty but ordered.

Henry showed her where the maid room key hung, what time breakfast would be, what to call him in the house, and where she would place things once unpacked. He did not push her into a scene. He did something more dangerous. He treated the arrangement as already real.

Later, alone in the maid room, Sonia sat on the edge of the narrow bed in stays, stockings, and uniform pieces not yet fully unfastened and put a hand over the front of the corset where the belt locked in beneath it.

The barrier answered with silence.

She lay down eventually, then rose again, then lay down once more. The bed was fine. The room was fine. Her body was not distressed. It was alert. Kept. Every shift of her hips reminded her that she had handed the center of her sexual access to Henry and had done so voluntarily.

The thought should have felt like defeat.

Instead it felt like the end of argument.

The fear had not vanished. She was afraid of the discipline, of correction, of the speed with which peace kept appearing inside structures she had once dismissed as degrading. She was afraid too of how easily the word his had started to form in her mind.

But lying there in the little maid room beside Henry’s bedroom, locked and held and no longer required to negotiate with herself about what she wanted, Sonia felt something open instead of close.

She had not become less herself.

She had become easier to inhabit.

Sometime after midnight, with one hand resting over the corseted line of her stomach and the other tucked under her cheek, Sonia finally slept with the calm knowledge that the trial had already begun to answer its own question.

She could belong to him.

And she wanted to be his.




36 Reunion in the Garden

Three years after the Change, Sonia had been Henry Serrurier’s Sonia for quite a while now.

Walking through Geneva’s community garden, she admired the lush surroundings. This place, once part of the concrete wasteland of Geneva airport, was now a thriving green space. Every path and planting bed showed careful attention, order, beauty, and purpose forced into the same shape.

She noticed a group of young women approaching in the distance. They moved in perfect synchronization, marching in a precise double row. They were students from the École de Réforme du Nord-Ouest, a reformatory school in the northwest quarter of the city, near the former airport. The school was for young women who struggled to adjust to their Change.

The students wore immaculate uniforms: modest blouses with high collars, gray blazers, and ankle-length skirts that swayed slightly with each step. Their faces were concealed behind identical porcelain masks, and their hair was hidden under neat headscarves. The overall effect was one of strict uniformity, their only visible distinction the name tags catching the sun.

When they reached a designated area in the garden, the group came to a precise halt. With military efficiency they shifted into a single line, standing at attention with perfect posture as they waited for instruction. Their teacher, an older woman whose uniform differed only in the color and stripes at the hem of her skirt, began her inspection. She moved methodically down the line, her sharp eyes catching every small deviation. A slight correction here, a minor adjustment there, and the students were once again flawless.

Satisfied, the teacher signaled for the next phase. The students quickly pulled on green gardening aprons in coordinated, fluid movements. Two women from the garden staff arrived, pushing rolling carts filled with neatly organized tools. The teacher gave a series of hand signs, directing the students into pairs and groups of four. Tools were distributed, and the young women turned to their tasks with disciplined precision.

Working in the garden gave them a small measure of autonomy inside a tightly controlled setting. Here, among the greenery, they found purpose and the chance to contribute while the school kept their behavior inside the strict bounds society expected.

Closer by, Sonia noticed a small graceful figure moving between the beds. The woman’s movements were precise, almost like a ballet dancer’s. She wore a bonnet over her hair, and the cut of her blouse suggested a tight corset underneath, emphasizing her slim waist. She wore a crisp white Gobao Yoohoo with a high collar together with an Edwardian walking skirt in deep navy blue, covered by a gardening apron in a slightly brighter shade. There was no rank insignia at all on the hem of her skirt.

Every step showed the limits imposed by her clothing. Her gloved hands moved with precision as she communicated with the others in the garden. The gloves were elegant yet sturdy, suitable for work. What little could be seen of her face beneath the bonnet was hidden behind a porcelain mask. That made her hard to identify, but the elegance of her movements felt familiar to Sonia.

Sonia watched the woman move through the beds and the work teams around them. She corrected one girl’s hand position on a tool handle, redirected another with a quick sign toward the greenhouse path, and had two men checking an irrigation plan within minutes without ever seeming to give an order. That ability to shape outcomes without visibly claiming them reminded Sonia of Mara’s strategic brilliance.

Mara Delacroix, once called Mara the Merciless, had been a corporate lawyer before the Change. She had helped Sonia identify key figures behind the virus. Then Sonia had gone to Shanghai, the world had lurched forward without either of them asking permission, and by the time she came back, Mara had vanished from the legal world.

After watching for a while, Sonia decided to approach. She took a breath, stepped forward, and tapped the woman’s shoulder. The woman turned, and though her face was masked, Sonia sensed recognition at once.

Mara? Sonia signed tentatively. It is Sonia. I was… Sonia Becker. She hesitated before signing her pre-Change name. Using it felt wrong. I am Henry Serrurier’s Sonia. Long time. You well?

Mara’s gloved hands paused, then answered with formal precision.

Henry Serrurier’s Sonia. I am Philippe Beaumont’s Mara.

Then her signing softened.

Good seeing you, Sonia. I am well. Thank you for asking.

Relief and joy lit up Sonia’s face, her smile visible in her eyes even behind her own mask.

Thought I recognized you. You have done amazing work here.

Mara’s hands moved again, fluid and precise.

Thank you. This garden is labor of love. I am glad you approve.

Sonia looked around, taking in the thriving greenery and the quiet sense of order.

It is beautiful. Truly. But how did you manage all this, after everything changed?

Mara’s hands moved with calm confidence.

It has been journey. Much changed, including me. But I found new ways to contribute. The garden reflects commitment to sustainability and community.

Sonia nodded.

Would like hear more. Maybe we walk and sign?

Mara tried to nod, found the motion difficult, and gave a shallow curtsy instead.

Would like that very much, Sonia. Much to share.

As they began to walk, Mara signed, After the Change, I found I could not continue legal career. And I needed find guardian.

She hesitated, and Sonia understood.

Sonia understood that pressure well enough herself, the constant scrutiny, the demand to conform, the way the world now kept asking women to become easier to manage.

Mara continued.

I found Philippe, and he took me as ward. He suggested I find project aligned with social values. Community garden came from that.

Sonia took that in.

What you have done here is amazing, Mara.

Mara’s signs became more formal again.

I only helped make it happen. Community did the work.

As they walked, a young woman in uniform approached, looking uncertain.

Madam Mara, she signed. Need help with compost area. New bins arrived, but not sure how set them up.

Mara responded immediately.

Of course. Get Camille. She knows setup and will teach you. I check later.

The young woman nodded and hurried off, visibly relieved.

As they kept walking, Mara resumed her story.

Garden also place for learning and rehabilitation. Young women come here when adjustment difficult. Work helps.

They paused beside a group of women tending a herb bed. Mara gently corrected one woman’s technique with a few precise signs. The woman’s gratitude was obvious.

Farther along, they came across two men in tailored suits, clearly important figures. Sonia stepped back at once, curtsied, and waited, as was expected of her.

“Madam Mara, if you have a moment?” Councillor Laurent said with quiet authority.

Mara curtsied and signed her greeting.

“We are discussing the garden expansion. There are concerns about funding and logistics.”

Mara’s eyes brightened behind her mask as she answered.

Councillor Laurent, appreciate your concerns. Might be able offer solution, if it suits planning. Minister Jacques Laborde provides National Sustainability Fund.

She produced a slim binder from within her skirts.

If you kindly check paperwork, will find prepared proposal for review. With your approval, it could go to ministry.

The other man, Councillor Dubois, looked interested.

“A National Sustainability Fund? That could solve our problems.”

Mara continued.

Yes, Sir. Proposal shows the garden meets fund goals, making it eligible for seventy-five percent funding. Securing grant would highlight your commitment to environmental initiatives.

Laurent took the proposal from her and glanced through it.

“This could indeed show our dedication to sustainability. We will review it thoroughly.”

Mara curtsied more deeply.

Thank you, Sirs. Here to support community any way I can.

As the men walked away, Sonia admired how smoothly Mara had handled them.

You manage them very well, Mara. Like orchestrating everything behind the scenes.

Mara answered with the same humble restraint.

Only offer guidance. True credit belongs to community.

As they walked on, Sonia could not shake her awe. Mara had adapted to Changed society and found a way to thrive. Her ability to influence and guide without visibly overstepping was remarkable. Yet it was clear that the Mara Sonia was speaking to was, in part, still a persona built for navigating society.

Even so, Sonia was deeply impressed, and more unsettled by that than she wanted to be.

Mara, you are amazing. Glad found you again.

Mara’s hands moved smoothly.

And glad you are here, Sonia. Together…

Her hands froze in mid-sign, and she made a muffled sound behind the mask. Then she stopped completely, a subtle tremor passing through her posture.

Need go, Mara signed quickly, her hands trembling slightly.

Sonia’s eyes widened with concern.

Mara, all right?

Mara signed back, her movements now smaller and more controlled.

Yes, Sonia. Brought this on myself. iGuardian switching discipline mode because I am late. She paused, then added, Please do not worry. Will be fine.

Sonia watched Mara glide away in short steps, her hard heels clicking rapidly on the paving slabs. Even in obvious discomfort, she held herself with poise that spoke of years of training and adaptation.

Understanding came to Sonia all at once. She had heard enough about the iGuardian to know what discipline mode implied, and what it meant that Mara was still moving with that much control while it was happening.

A young woman approached Sonia and curtsied.

Excuse me, Madam. Can help you with anything? Saw you with Madam Mara.

Sonia smiled and signed back.

Thank you, but I am fine. Madam Mara had attend something urgent. I was only admiring the work here.

The young woman nodded, pride visible even through her mask.

We all very dedicated to garden. Madam Mara’s guidance invaluable.

Sonia’s heart warmed.

It is truly impressive. Dedication and effort remarkable.

The young woman beamed with her eyes and excused herself.

Sonia drew a deep breath against the restriction of her corset and stood for a moment without moving. For all the strictness of Changed society, the garden held real energy. Mara had cultivated more than plants. She had cultivated a functioning world inside the larger one, and Sonia felt a dangerous flicker of wanting that world to make room for her too.

Meanwhile, Mara hurried through the garden paths. The iGuardian was relentless, driving her onward with painful impulses deep inside her and sharp corrective signals in her breast electrodes. The stiff collar of her neck corset, integrated with her mask and gag, prevented her from turning her head at all, forcing her to rely on a narrow field of vision.

Each step was a struggle against escalating correction, close to unbearable by then. She had only herself to blame. She knew better than to be late to Philippe. The reunion with Sonia had carried her away enough to make her lose track of time, and now the device was teaching the lesson back into her body. The mask restricted her breathing, the gag filled her mouth, and the electrodes kept up their punishing rhythm while she hurried on, graceful to anyone watching, suffering to the core.




37 Three years earlier: The End of Delacroix and Partners

Mara Delacroix sold her firm on a Tuesday and spent the afternoon correcting the men who had bought it from her.

That was the insult of it. Not that Delacroix & Partners would become Renard and Girard. Not even that her name would come off the glass by the end of the month. The insult was that she could still see more clearly than either of them and could no longer trust herself to live at that pitch without the Change grinding against her from inside.

Paul Renard was halfway through a client note when Mara reached across his desk, took the marked draft from his hand, and crossed out three lines.

“If you send this,” she said, “the counterparty will hear apology where you meant caution.”

Paul watched her with the careful face men used now when a woman was useful and slightly unsettling.

“You no longer have to do this,” he said.

“Evidently I do.”

She rewrote the paragraph, set the page down, and felt the familiar recoil start under her ribs. The sentence had been sharp. Clean. Necessary. It should have satisfied her. Instead the pressure came again, that ugly internal drag that had been getting worse for months: not guilt, not fear, something more invasive. A resistance to her own force. A sense that each hard push cost more than it should.

She kept her face still until it passed.

Antoine Girard appeared in the doorway a few minutes later with that false-soft manner he reserved for nervous clients and injured animals.

“Mara. We hoped to speak.”

“You are speaking.”

“Privately.”

She let them follow her into her office because refusing would only lengthen the scene.

The room still looked like hers. The framed degrees. The lacquered shelves. The city map with its colored pins. Her name in brass on the inner door. By next week all of it would be paperwork or memory.

Paul shut the door.

“We wanted to thank you properly.”

“Do it quickly.”

They exchanged a glance.

Antoine said, “The firm exists because of you.”

“The firm still exists because I sold it before I tore into the wrong man in the wrong room and made us all a spectacle.”

“That is not fair,” Paul said.

“No,” Mara said. “It is precise.”

The pressure flared again. Too blunt. Too aggressive. Some part of her now hated the exact qualities that had built her career. She felt it each time she cut, each time she dominated, each time she used certainty like a weapon. The old reflex rose; the Change pushed back; her body paid for both.

Paul took a step nearer.

“You are not a spectacle.”

“I would have been.” She looked from one of them to the other. “You have both seen it. The hesitation. The drag. The way conflict catches now. I can still win a room. I cannot stay in one all day without feeling the cost.”

That, finally, shut them up.

Mara dismissed them with a glance. When the door closed, she sat very still in her chair and looked at the legal pad on her desk.

At the top of the page, in her own neat hand, was a heading she despised:

Potential guardians.

She had made the list the way she did everything important. Coldly. Comparative strengths. Weaknesses. Likely appetites. Likely vanities. Men to avoid at any cost. Men who would enjoy owning a difficult woman. Men too stupid to manage one. Men who would mistake possession for leadership and become cruel when that failed to flatter them.

At the bottom sat the only name she had not crossed out.

Philippe Beaumont.

Former diplomat. Widower. Old enough not to perform masculinity like a boy showing off a weapon. Precise. Social. Annoyingly perceptive. A man who had once taken a room away from her in Brussels by letting everyone else think the compromise had been their own idea.

She had hated him for that. She had respected him for it more.

Mara picked up her phone, set it down again, then forced herself to dial before she could spend another hour pretending there was some nobler option still waiting to emerge.

He answered on the second ring.

“Mara Delacroix. It has been a long time.”

His voice was familiar and warm enough to be dangerous.

“It has,” she said. “How have you been, Philippe?”

“Busy, as always. I survive. And you?”

Mara crossed to the window before answering. Below her, the city moved through its new order with the unnerving composure of a place already forgetting it had ever been arranged differently.

“Managing,” she said. “It has been a difficult season.”

His voice softened.

“I have heard enough to know the Change has not been kind to people like you.”

That almost made her laugh.

“People like me.”

“Sharp women with no interest in becoming decorative.”

There it was. One reason she had called him and not one of the smoother, safer names on the list.

“I sold the firm this morning,” she said.

He was silent for a moment.

“I am sorry.”

“It was necessary.”

“I assume you did not do it lightly.”

“No.”

She rested one hand against the glass.

“The pressure had become too constant. I could still work. I could not go on working in the same way.”

“Delacroix & Partners was never only work to you.”

“No.”

The quiet on the line turned gentler. Not pitying. Attentive.

“What comes next?” he asked.

That was the opening she had been circling from the moment she picked up the phone.

“That is why I am calling.”

The words caught more than she wanted them to. The Change had been pushing at her speech for weeks now, trying to soften it, lower it, redirect it into newer forms of female deference that she refused to grant a place this early in the conversation. She held onto the older grammar by force.

“The social expectations for women have changed,” she said carefully. “You know that as well as I do.”

“I do.”

“And it has become…” She hated the pause. “Prudent to make arrangements before one is forced into them badly.”

He did not interrupt.

“I have been considering who might be suitable,” Mara said. “Someone intelligent. Someone discreet. Someone I could trust not to make a spectacle out of necessity.”

“And you have come to a decision.”

“I have.”

She drew a breath and made herself say it plainly.

“I would ask you to take me as your ward.”

Another silence. Not shocked. Measuring.

“You are not a woman who says something like that lightly.”

“No.”

“And what, exactly, do you imagine the arrangement would be?”

Now she was back on firmer ground. Terms. Scope. Containment.

“Formal. Respectable. Sufficient to satisfy what society now expects. I remain useful. You act as guardian in name. We behave with discretion.”

He breathed out softly. Not quite a sigh.

“Mara.”

She closed her eyes.

“You are proposing a practical shelter from the weather,” he said. “That may not be all this turns out to be.”

“I am proposing what is necessary.”

“Perhaps. But perhaps necessity now means more than a title and an address.”

She stiffened.

“I am not asking for sentiment.”

“Nor am I offering an answer on the phone.”

That stopped her.

His tone stayed warm. Firm underneath it.

“Come tomorrow to Champel. We will talk properly. If, after that, you still think a guardian only in name is enough, you may tell me so to my face.”

Mara bristled immediately.

“Very well.”

“One more thing.”

“What.”

“Do not rehearse too much tonight.”

The line was so exactly aimed that she almost hated him for it already.

“You always build an opening position before anyone can touch the real question,” he said. “It was effective in Brussels. It will not help you much here.”

He ended the call before she could score anything off him.

Mara stood in her office with the dead phone in her hand and a sudden violent wish to throw it through the window. Instead she set it down, gathered the last folders she still intended to review, and kept working until the building emptied around her.

That night she changed into practice clothes and used movement to stop herself from thinking.

No music. No mirror. Just the living room floor and the old grammar of her body: turnout, stretch, extension, balance, hold. Ballet had taught her young that pain could be sorted, absorbed, used. It had also taught her that control lived in repetition long before it lived in comfort.

She moved until sweat cooled on her back and the city lights outside had gone fully blue.

Then the phrases she had meant to use on Philippe began to sound false even in her own head.

I remain useful. I require discretion. This need not become intimate.

None of that was the real question.

The real question crouched underneath it all, offensive and persistent.

Could the right man make this bearable?

Protection had begun appearing in her thoughts without permission. So had care. So had the far worse possibility that being held inside a structure chosen in time might feel less degrading than going on alone until the Change chose one for her by force or exhaustion.

She sank into a long stretch and stayed there because anger needed somewhere to go.

“Do not lie to me,” she said aloud to the empty room.

That, at least, still sounded like Mara.

The next morning she stood before her wardrobe longer than necessary.

She could still dress like the old Mara if she wished. She had the jackets, the sharper cuts, the heels that announced impact. Yet even that calculation had changed. The more aggressive lines now looked strained, like legal arguments made after the court had already turned.

In the end she chose dark silk, a fitted jacket, a skirt with enough shape to read woman before weapon, and heels that made no pretense of comfort. She pinned her hair, put on lipstick, looked at herself once, and saw compromise where she would once have seen strategy.

Then she took her bag, locked the apartment, and went to Champel.

Philippe’s villa sat above the lake with the composure of a house built by someone who believed that control should never need to raise its voice.

She met Philippe in his study opening onto the garden. The room had changed less than the city had. Good furniture. Books. Diplomatic prints. Fresh flowers placed by a woman who had either excellent taste or good instructions.

Philippe led her there, wearing a dark suit, silver at the temples, every inch as composed as she remembered.

“Mara.”

He did not offer his hand. That was wise.

“Philippe.”

He indicated the sofa.

“Sit.”

Not please. Not would you like. A small thing. Not small at all.

Mara sat.

Tea arrived, placed and withdrawn with the same smooth efficiency as everything else in the house. Philippe waited until they were alone again before speaking.

“You have had the night to reconsider.”

“I have had the night to refine.”

That almost drew a smile from him.

“Of course you have.”

He sat opposite her, not close enough to crowd, not far enough to make the conversation feel abstract.

“Then let us be precise,” he said. “Tell me what you think you are asking for.”

Mara had prepared this part.

“A formal guardianship. Respectable, discreet, and administratively clear. I continue to work where I can be useful. You provide social cover, legal standing, and household affiliation. We avoid melodrama.”

“And in private?”

She held his gaze.

“In private I remain myself.”

“You believe that can be separated so neatly.”

“I believe it must be.”

Philippe folded one leg over the other.

“No,” he said. “That is the part you still have wrong.”

The refusal was calm. Worse than anger for that reason.

“Explain.”

“A guardian only in name is not stable. Not for society, and not for you.” He did not soften the pronoun. “You are already under pressure from the Change. If the public form says one thing and the private life says another, you will be made to live in contradiction every day. That will not preserve you. It will tear you apart.”

Mara’s jaw tightened.

“I am not asking to be indulged.”

“No. You are asking to be allowed to treat this as a paper structure.” He leaned back slightly. “I will not do that.”

She looked out toward the garden for one measured second, then back.

“What, then, would you do?”

“If I take you, I take you properly.”

The line landed so directly that for a moment she only listened to her own pulse.

Philippe continued in the same composed tone.

“You would live here. You would be answerable to me in matters of presentation, household conduct, and anything that affects us both. I would expect honesty before damage control. I would expect obedience, not constant negotiation disguised as professional language.”

Mara almost interrupted at that and stopped herself.

He noticed.

“You would still be useful,” he said. “I have no interest in making you dull. But usefulness would no longer excuse autonomy in every domain.”

“And what do I receive in return?” she asked.

The old instinct was still there, still putting terms on the table even now.

Philippe accepted that without mocking it.

“Clarity. Protection. A house in which you are not asked to perform a role your own changed mind increasingly refuses to sustain. I do not lie. I do not humiliate for entertainment. I do not expect gratitude for necessities. If I set rules, they will be rules I mean to keep.”

That was closer to what she wanted than anything he had said on the phone.

“Work?” she asked.

“Yes, where it can be done properly.”

“Intellectual work.”

“Yes.”

“Discretion.”

“Public discretion, certainly. Private truth, also.”

She took that in.

“And if I find your rules impossible.”

“Then you should not come under my care.”

No flourish. No attempt to persuade. Just the line itself.

It made the whole thing feel more serious and less escapable.

Mara set her teacup down untouched.

“What rules.”

Philippe reached to the table beside him, lifted a single sheet of paper, and handed it to her.

There were not many lines on it. Fewer than she had expected. That made them worse.

I will be truthful with Philippe.

I will inform him before acting in matters that affect us both.

I will obey his decisions in matters of my dress, conduct, and presentation.

I will not treat dependence as degradation.

I will ask rather than seize.

I will allow myself to be cared for.

Mara read them once, then again.

“You prepared this.”

“Yes.”

“Before I called?”

“No. After.”

That, at least, was better.

She held the paper between both hands.

“You understand that this is not equal.”

“Of course it is not equal,” Philippe said. “It is guardianship.”

The bluntness of it should have offended her more than it did.

“And yet you still came.”

She hated how easily he could say that.

“I came to negotiate.”

“Then negotiate.”

Mara looked down at the page.

“I will not be lied to,” she said.

“Agreed.”

“I will not be paraded as an idiot.”

“Agreed.”

“I will remain useful.”

“Yes.”

“I will not be cut off from matters I am capable of understanding.”

“No.”

“And if you expect obedience, you do not hide that expectation under sentimental language.”

That did bring the smallest flicker to his mouth.

“Agreed.”

She read the paper again.

The thing she had come to do was already happening, and not in the way she had imagined. She had thought she was arranging a shelter. Instead she was stepping across a line neither of them was pretending not to see.

“You may take time,” Philippe said. “A day. Two. I would prefer it, in fact.”

Mara lifted her head.

“No.”

He waited.

“If I leave this room uncommitted, I will turn it back into theory. I know myself too well for that.” She set the paper in her lap. “I accept.”

The words changed the room at once.

Not legally. Not yet.

Socially. Personally. Structurally.

She saw it in his face before he said anything. The shift from candidate to guardian. From one former equal deciding whether to help another, to a man who had just been accepted into authority over her.

Philippe rose.

“Then stand.”

Mara stood because of course she did.

“Come here.”

She crossed the room and stopped in front of him.

He was close enough now that she had to tip her head a little to keep his face in view.

“The legal act can be completed this week,” he said. “That is paperwork. This is not.”

Her throat tightened.

“You understand that from this moment you are, in every way that matters, Philippe Beaumont’s Mara.”

There it was.

She had known it already. Hearing it made it real in the body.

“Yes,” she said.

“Good.”

He took the paper from her hand and held it between them.

“My first command to you is simple. You will say these rules back to me in the first person.”

Mara stared at him.

“Why.”

“Because I want you to hear your own voice carrying them. Because language accepted aloud settles differently. Because I am not interested in keeping you half outside this.”

That was so infuriatingly reasoned that refusal would have sounded childish even to her.

Philippe touched the first line with one finger.

“Begin.”

Mara drew a breath that felt far too shallow.

“I will be truthful with Philippe.”

“Again. Properly.”

The correction was quiet and immediate. She felt it all the way down her spine.

“I will be truthful with Philippe,” she said, more steadily.

He moved to the next line.

“I will inform him before acting in matters that affect us both.”

The third line caught slightly in her throat.

“I will obey his decisions in matters of my dress, conduct, and presentation.”

She heard the asymmetry as she spoke it. Heard it and kept going.

“I will not treat dependence as degradation.”

That one hurt more than obedience had.

“I will ask rather than seize.”

Philippe’s eyes did not leave her face.

“And the last.”

Mara looked at the words.

For one foolish second she almost laughed at the obscenity of how much they frightened her.

Then she said them anyway.

“I will allow myself to be cared for.”

Silence held after the final line.

Philippe folded the paper once and set it aside.

“Good.”

The word landed with far more force than praise had any right to carry.

“Go home now,” he said. “Tomorrow you will return, and we will begin with the legal forms.”

Mara should have answered with something cutting, something that put air back into the room.

Instead she heard herself say, “Yes.”

Not Sir. Not yet.

But when she turned and walked back through the house, past the quiet maid and the ordered flowers and the rooms that had suddenly become legible as the site of her future, she knew the line had already been crossed.

The signatures could wait.

She had entered the villa as Mara Delacroix evaluating a candidate. She left it as Philippe Beaumont’s Mara.




38 Planning a charity ball

Back in the present, Mara reached the café where Philippe was waiting. It was a modern place with outdoor seating, and the specially shaped women’s chairs were clearly visible. Her belt’s corrections stopped as soon as she came close enough for Philippe’s phone to pick up her iGuardian’s signature. Mara curtsied in greeting, her body trembling slightly from the exertion and the corrections. Philippe stood to greet her with a smile.

He did not mention her lateness. The iGuardian had already delivered the necessary correction. His phone had notified him when it began, but he had chosen to leave it in discipline mode a while longer. It would keep Mara silent and exact, correcting even the smallest deviation from protocol. It would do her good to be reminded, from time to time, of the expected behavior.

He rose and motioned for her to sit opposite him, making sure she had a clear view of him. As Mara sat, the back of her corset locked into the matching braces of the women’s chair, securing her in place. At Philippe’s gesture, a waitress approached and connected a feed bag to the adapter on Mara’s mask so she could receive nourishment.

Philippe’s meal arrived shortly afterward, and he began to eat. He glanced at Mara with warm attentive eyes.

“We need to discuss the upcoming charity ball,” he said, his tone both businesslike and affectionate. “It is the annual Green Gala, raising funds for the Ecological Preservation Fund.”

Mara signed her reply.

Yes, Sir. I have been coordinating with organizing committee. We secured several important guests, including national and international celebrities. She added, Theme this year is Nature’s Elegance, pointing to ecological awareness.

Philippe nodded, pleased.

“Good. Who are the key attendees?”

Mara signed, We have confirmations from Sir William Lemieux’s Helena, the well-known environmental scientist, and Lord Hargreaves, the philanthropist, with his ward Caroline. Internationally, we secured Tom Holland and his ward Zendaya. Their presence will draw significant media attention.

Philippe smiled.

“Excellent work, Mara. These guests will help ensure the event’s success. Is there anyone else we should consider?”

Mara hesitated briefly before signing.

Met old acquaintance today, Henry Serrurier’s Sonia from GAIA. She specializes in viral diseases. Given ecological focus, her expertise could be relevant. Might be beneficial include her guardian and her on guest list.

Philippe considered that.

“Extend an invitation to Henry Serrurier and his ward. Your judgment has proven reliable.”

He glanced at her feed bag, noting how low it was getting. He knew Mara needed to gain a little weight, but he also knew the constraints of her corset required small, frequent feedings.

As the bag neared empty, he signaled the waitress.

“Please disconnect the feed bag and clean the adapter.”

The waitress complied, detaching the bag and wiping the adapter clean. Mara remained motionless, posture perfect, eyes fixed on Philippe.

He resumed the conversation.

“I am glad you met Sonia again. Connections like hers are valuable. Make sure she feels welcomed and appreciated. Your network is a great asset, Mara.”

Mara’s hands moved in fluid hand-dancing.

Thank you, Sir. I will make sure Henry Serrurier and his ward receive proper invitation. Grateful for your trust and support.

Philippe’s smile softened, and he touched her gloved hand gently.

“You have earned it, Mara. Continue to do so, and we will achieve great things together.”

As always, when Philippe praised her, a wave of arousal moved through her. She relaxed into her corset, closed her eyes behind the mask, and let herself enjoy the feeling.

When they were both finished, Philippe asked for the bill, paid it, and rose. He took out a ward handle, a small grip he could attach to control Mara more directly. He released her from the chair and helped her to her feet, then clicked the handle into the connector at the small of her back. She moved in small careful steps, her skirt and boots allowing little else.

“Let us go,” he said softly, guiding her by the handle at her back and indicating the exit.

Outside, he signaled for an electric cab. The driver hurried over and opened the door while Philippe disconnected the handle. He helped Mara inside, guiding her to kneel on the fempad’s cushion with her back toward the front. He clicked her corset adapter into the fempad’s locking arms, which gently drew her back into the padded supports. Once she was secure, Philippe sat down opposite her.

As the cab pulled away, Philippe held Mara’s gloved hand, a small gesture of comfort. She could not look up or turn her head, her vision too limited, but she felt his presence, steady and reassuring amid all her constraints, a silent promise of care.

The ride was short. Soon they arrived at Philippe’s villa in Cologny. The driver opened the door, Philippe stepped out first, then turned back to help Mara. He unlocked her from the fempad, helped her stand, and guided her out of the cab, again attaching the handle to her back.

“Almost home,” Philippe murmured as he led her toward the villa entrance.

Inside, he removed the handle and tapped master bedroom on the LCD panel by the door. Mara’s iGuardian answered with a soft beep, and she felt the guidance impulses direct her toward the bedroom. Philippe adjusted the pace to suit her limited stride.

Mara had no choice but to follow where the system led. With discipline mode still active, she took extra care not to trigger any further correction. The soft pulses of the guidance system were a constant reminder of how little control she had.

In the bedroom, the system guided her into a corner and then stopped. She stood there perfectly still, breathing shallowly through mask and gag. The room was quiet except for the faint rustle of her clothes as she shifted, trying to find some comfort within her rigid constraints.

Her mind began to drift, and she found a strange peace in the simplicity of obedience. In moments like this she felt relief from the constant demands of her strategic mind. Here she did not have to think or plan. She only had to follow. Philippe’s presence, and his care, gave her a comforting sense of security. The pulses guiding her reminded her that she was safe. She was secure.

A few minutes later Philippe entered the room, his expression softer.

“You did well today,” he said quietly, triggering the conditioned reward response that all Changed women carried.

A quick tap on his phone and an acknowledgement beep from the iGuardian released her from the position the system had assigned.

He led her to the bed.

“Now let us get you ready for the night.”

Mara curtsied and signed a formal acknowledgment.

Thank you, Sir. I am ready.

Philippe began preparing her for the night with his usual care. First he unlocked her bonnet and set it aside, leaving the mask in place. Then he released the central clothing lock at the small of her back, the key clicking softly. He opened her walking skirt and its support and helped her step out of it, revealing the tight underskirt underneath.

Next he released the stiff button panel of her blouse, sliding it free of the central lock. He shifted the two metal strips that held the back button row in place. Once the blouse could be opened, he worked his way down it methodically, easing each button through the aligned openings. Then he undid the cuffs and removed the blouse entirely so he could continue with her Yoyah Sheengzoh. He unlocked it and helped her out of it, leaving her standing in the iGuardian corset alone.

Her stockings were attached directly to the corset, and her feet were enclosed in knee-high ballet boots. The boots forced her into small steps and raised her a full twenty centimeters, bringing her small frame to a height more convenient for Philippe. Her hands were covered by full-length leather gloves suspended from the shoulder braces of the iGuardian, completing the ensemble that enforced an impeccable posture, a regal head position, and strict discipline.

Philippe led Mara to the bathroom and the cleaning station. He guided her boots into the ankle-loop locks that held her feet about a meter apart, then attached the cleaning adapter to the connector at the back of her iGuardian. Finally he raised her gloved hands to the shoulder-height arm locks at the sides. Held fully in place, she could do nothing but wait as the cleaning cycle began.

The cleaning adapter read the device configuration. It began filling her with an enema. The integrated catheter released, allowing her bladder to empty. The system started a mild reward program to make the wait more bearable until the enema could be released.

When it was, the system increased the reward level, massaging and stimulating her more and more, but always stopping just short of release. It always did.

At last the locks disengaged, and Philippe supported her gently as he led her back to the bed. He instructed her softly to kneel and offered her a hand to hold. Mara obeyed.

He began undoing her hair, which had been tightly braided and rolled into a bun. With great care he released the braid, letting her hair fall over her shoulders. Then he brushed it in long tender strokes. The intimacy of the moment wrapped around them, a sharp contrast to the disciplined exterior he otherwise maintained. Once her hair was brushed through, he braided it again, this time loosely for sleep, and placed a gentle kiss on her head.

Then he raised her, guided her into the bed, put her legs into the sleep shackles, arranged her braid so she would not lie on it, and attached a tether from the top of the bed to the connector between her shoulder blades, a restraint and charging cable at once. He tightened the tether carefully, enough for her to feel the restriction without discomfort.

“Mara,” Philippe said softly, his voice carrying both affection and authority, “you did very well today. Rest now. Tomorrow we have much to plan for the Green Gala.”

Mara signed back.

Thank you, Sir. I will rest and be ready for tomorrow.

He guided her hands into their shackles, locked them together, and attached them to the slot at the front of her corset with a short leash. Then he used his phone to loosen the collar, braces, and corset slightly for more comfortable sleep. Finally he set the device to watch mode and disengaged discipline mode. She would be helpless, but the iGuardian would alert him to any problem.

Philippe smiled and laid a gentle hand on her shoulder before switching off the main light and leaving only a soft glow in the room. Mara, still masked, gagged, gloved, with her bound feet held en pointe in her boots and her arms secured to the front of the corset, fell asleep almost at once. She felt properly secured, and she knew Philippe would care for her.

Mara woke with the first light of dawn filtering through the curtains. She lay still against Philippe’s warm body beside her, feeling his arm draped over her titanium-clad waist.

He stirred, his hand moving to caress her. He touched the smooth porcelain of her mask and the few bare patches of skin available to him, making Mara shiver with pleasure. She savored it and pulled ever so slightly against her restraints, enjoying the helplessness of being held in place.

After a few moments Philippe released her shackled arms, the tether between her shoulder blades, and finally her legs. He guided her through her morning routine. The iGuardian took care of her needs without requiring any release from its restrictions, cleaning her inside and out before applying its programmed skincare cycle.

When that was done, Philippe led her back to the bed and lifted her gently until she was on her hands and knees. He inserted the key into the iGuardian, carefully removed her vaginal shield and the insert, and left her exposed to the cool air for the first time in more than a week. With one hand on her hips, she felt the other begin to play with her, exploring the wetness that rose in her almost immediately. Long denial had made her ready for him within seconds.

Then he caught her corset-clad hips with both hands and took her hard and quickly. Mara knew from experience that this would be one of their brief rough morning affairs. As his thrusts deepened, she bit down on the gag. When he commanded her to come, she did at once, rough use and conditioning joining together to push her over the edge. She purred into the gag, her hands gave way, and she collapsed forward onto the mask, driving the gag deeper into her mouth. Her own hot breath filled the inside of the mask, and for a moment she struggled for air. His hands still held her hips high and him deep inside her. Then they moved upward to her waist and her rigid covered breasts, drawing her upright again. With him still inside her, his arms around her waist, he whispered praise into her ear. She desperately wanted to lean back into him and cuddle, but the rigidity of the outfit made that impossible. At last he withdrew, slid the shield back into place, and guided her to the bathroom for another cleaning cycle she knew she would need.

Afterward, Philippe helped her detach the mask so she could brush her teeth, leaving the used one for cleaning and giving her today’s mask instead. It was a plain white Jinshuwan that covered only her mouth and nose but included her usual feed adapter and gag. When she had finished brushing, she pushed the gag into place. The high stiff collar of the iGuardian made it awkward for her to open wide enough to let the front shield slide in smoothly. Then she clicked the lower part of the Jinshuwan into the collar, locking the mask and its gag into an ensemble that once again forced her head into a fixed, immovable position.

In the bedroom, Philippe waited to dress her for the day. He changed her shoes, gloves, and stockings for fresh ones and chose a different underskirt, then locked the collapsible framework of a bustle over it. Once the cleaning cycle and base layer of her dress were complete, he tightened the iGuardian’s collar, braces, and corset to their daytime settings.

He selected a dress even more Victorian in spirit than the one she had worn the day before, a rich verdant silk embroidered with dark green vines climbing over the skirts and bodice, the pattern designed to emphasize her slender figure and narrow waist. After helping her into the skirt and arranging it over the bustle, he dressed her in the bodice. He threaded her arms into the narrow sleeves, pulled the bodice into place in front, and arranged the high collar. Then he closed the buttons at her cuffs and down her back, locking everything into place.

Philippe loosened Mara’s hair, quickly straightened it, then braided it tightly into a strict daytime braid before rolling it into a bun. He chose a poke bonnet and secured it with a clasp around the bun. The bonnet had a wide silk band that went under her chin, crossed, and wrapped around her neck. He tied it into a neat bow that draped down the back of her dress and fixed it with a locking pin. The long poke of the bonnet would make the day more difficult, especially with the collar and mask already preventing any turn of the head, but it ensured proper face modesty even with only a Jinshuwan.

Once she was fully dressed, Philippe stepped back to admire the result.

“You look perfect, Mara. Now let us go downstairs for breakfast. We have much to do today.”

He tapped the control panel, and she felt the guidance pulses activate, directing her down to the dining room. When she arrived, the pulses guided her to her chair and stopped only once she was seated and locked into the chair’s corset adapters. As usual, Philippe personally attached the feed bag to her adapter while the maid served his breakfast. Mara felt the feed gag fill her mouth, swelling gradually until it collapsed and forced her to swallow. After years of the routine, she had grown used to the sensations.

As Philippe began his breakfast, he turned his attention to Mara, ready to discuss the day.

“Today you will work in the community garden until around two,” he said. “I will come to pick you up, and then we will review the location for the Green Gala.”

Mara answered in gloved hand-dancing.

Yes, Sir. I planned several activities for garden today, including planting new sections and coordinating with volunteers.

Philippe nodded approvingly.

“Good. It is important that the garden be well maintained. Now tell me more about the activities planned.”

Mara detailed them with precise signing.

We will plant native species to promote biodiversity. This is one of the restored sections after old runway was removed and toxins cleared from ground. Oil, fuel, and heavy-metal contamination was extremely high, but soil exchange and contaminant-extraction bacteria seem to have revived the ground. Also intend organize workshop for volunteers on sustainable gardening practices. One group is women with attitude problems; they will need close supervision when working outside later. Other volunteer groups will help install rainwater collection system, and we will improve watering gradually by converting it to direct-to-root drip irrigation.

Philippe smiled.

“Excellent. Your dedication to the garden is admirable. Now, about the Green Gala. We will visit the newly built Ecoville Hotel in Grand-Saconnex. It is not far from the garden,” he assured her.

“The hotel is designed around ecological principles and uses no concrete,” he continued. “Instead, it is constructed entirely from wood and other natural materials. The grand ballroom is ideal for our event, which makes it a suitable location. You will review the facilities and give me an assessment of their suitability.”

Mara signed her acknowledgment, since she could not nod.

I will make sure note any details or adjustments needed.

Philippe took a sip of coffee, watching her intently.

“Mara, your presence and your judgment are invaluable. Your ability to see details others miss is one of your greatest strengths.”

Warm pride moved through her at the words.

Thank you, Sir. I will do utmost to ensure everything perfect.

When he finished breakfast, Philippe stood and came around the table to where Mara sat. He gently detached the feed bag and unlocked her from the chair.

“Let us get you ready for the garden. You have a busy day ahead.”

He signaled the maid, who had stood silent and motionless by the entrance the entire time, to clear away the breakfast things.

Then he helped Mara to her feet and set her guidance for the main door. There he configured the iGuardian’s geofencing to allow her to proceed to the garden and move within it. Finally he opened the door for her.

“I will see you at two,” he said, his voice carrying that familiar note of affectionate authority. “Make sure everything runs smoothly.”

Mara curtsied and signed a quick response.

Yes, Sir. I will.

Again she felt guide mode activate. A prickling sensation from the electrodes buried beneath the domes that lifted and cradled her breasts told her which way to turn and go. The system would also remind her to stay on course with escalating corrections if she strayed or dawdled. It led her to the tram that would take her to the garden and instructed her to wait in line with the other unattended women. The iGuardian’s Bluetooth functions identified her to the tram and logged her in on her transport pass. Once she reached the garden, the iGuardian allowed her to move freely inside the geofence Philippe had set around it. It would also make sure she went through feed and waste-relief cycles at the booth at the times he had scheduled, while keeping him informed if it detected any resistant behavior that might require correction.

Mara’s day in the community garden was mostly routine. She oversaw the planting as planned, coordinated the volunteers, and gave her workshop. The structure of the day gave her a sense of calm and purpose.

Shortly before two, Mara felt the subtle signals from the iGuardian reminding her to prepare for Philippe’s arrival. Determined not to slip into discipline mode again, she made sure her appearance was immaculate, smoothing her skirt and adjusting her bonnet. She stood at attention in the marked waiting area by the entrance, perfectly poised when Philippe arrived.

“Ready to go, Mara?” Philippe asked with a warm smile.

She curtsied and signed.

Yes, Sir. Everything in order.

Philippe led her to the tram stop, and soon they were on their way to the Ecoville Hotel in Grand-Saconnex.

The Ecoville Hotel was an impressive sight, blending naturally into the parkland around it. The three-story building, constructed entirely from natural materials, radiated harmony with its surroundings. Wooden beams and large varioglass panels, dimmed slightly against the sun, allowed natural light to flood the interior, while green roofs and climbing plants provided both insulation and beauty.

At reception they were greeted by a female concierge whose waist was laced into an impressively narrow silhouette. She wore the service uniform used throughout the hotel, including the identical full-face mask worn by all the staff. It concealed her entire face except for her eyes and enforced both anonymity and silence. Her lower body could not be seen at all, as she appeared to be built into the reception desk, her waist locked into place so that she remained fixed there.

Welcome to Ecoville Hotel, she signed to Philippe.

“We are here to review the venue for the upcoming Green Gala,” Philippe replied.

The concierge’s hands moved, pointing to the decorative brass name plate fixed at the front of her collar.

Welcome, Sir. My name is Marguerite. We expected you.

She gave a signal to one side, and another woman appeared, released from a waiting lockbox. She was dressed identically and wore exactly the same mask, curtsying to Philippe. Marguerite introduced her as Fleur, again by pointing to the name plate that was the only visible difference between them.

Fleur is event manager for hotel. She will show you around and answer your questions, Marguerite signed.

Mara found herself thinking, with invisible amusement behind the mask, that perhaps every woman working there had been given a flower name.

Fleur took over, curtsying once more before guiding them onward.

Please follow me.

Philippe nodded, and they followed. As they walked, Mara took in the elegance of the building. Wood, natural fibers, living plants. The whole hotel seemed to breathe, embodying the ecological principles it advertised.

Fleur led them into the grand ballroom, a vast room with a high ceiling, full of plant life. The roof structure of exposed wooden beams gave it real grandeur. Large windows opened onto the surrounding park, filling the room with natural light. The floor was reclaimed wood polished to a warm glow, and the walls were lined with living plants that deepened the sense of being inside something cultivated rather than merely built.

Philippe turned to Mara.

“What do you think, Mara?”

Turning her whole body in mincing en-pointe steps to compensate for her restrictions, Mara surveyed the room. Then her hands moved in fluid evaluation.

Perfect, Sir. Ballroom captures essence of Green Gala. Beautiful and inspiring atmosphere for guests.

Philippe smiled with clear satisfaction.

“Excellent. Let us discuss the arrangements in detail.”

Mara began her inspection of the ballroom with a critical eye, noting every detail. She glided across the floor, her hobble skirt and ballet boots hidden beneath the bustle, while the rapid clicking of her heels echoed softly.

The ballroom opened onto a beautiful terrace leading into the surrounding park. The view was breathtaking, all greenery and careful landscaping. But Mara quickly identified a problem. Some stretches of the terrace had soft ground where women in heels and formal dress would struggle. She herself could not step into those areas in her present attire.

She signed the point to Fleur.

Need paving plates or wooden planks in these areas, fitted to style of event. Otherwise guests in heels will struggle.

Though Fleur’s mask revealed nothing, her body language showed attentive understanding. She signed agreement and made note of it.

Will ensure those adjustments made, Madam Mara.

Back inside the ballroom, Mara identified several places where tether bars or lockable women’s chairs should be installed. Some guests from more restrictive cultures would need proper means to secure their women while attending to other matters. It would be grossly impolite not to provide for that.

She signed the observation to Fleur.

Must ensure female guests are comfortable and secure while guardians mingle or attend bar.

Fleur noted that as well, her hands moving efficiently.

Understood, Madam Mara. We have proper equipment here. Only needs installation according to your specifications.

Mara then asked about the lighting. Fleur explained in fluid hand-dancing that the hotel used British bioengineered bioluminescent plants for its base lighting, creating a soft natural glow. An additional LED system was available for events that needed stronger illumination.

Bioluminescent plants delightful touch, Mara signed, genuinely intrigued. Guests will be impressed.

Also in garden, along all walkways, Fleur explained.

Satisfied with the lighting, Mara turned to the question of the stage. As she and Fleur discussed placement and design, Philippe drifted out into the park-like garden, leaving Mara to the planning.

Fleur explained that the ballroom had a modular stage system that could be assembled according to the event’s needs. Mara studied the plans and identified the best position for visibility and access.

Stage should go here, she signed, indicating the point that gave a clear view from every part of the room. Everybody must see speakers and performers clearly. More restrictive restraint stations should also be placed where women can still see stage.

Fleur nodded.

Can arrange that, Madam Mara. Will coordinate with staff to match your specifications.

At last Mara addressed another practical point.

Some guests will require nourishment through feed ports, she signed, indicating her own mask. Guardians prefer more controlled diet. Please ensure catering prepared with feed bags and suitable nutrition.

Fleur reassured her at once.

Increasingly popular trend. We are fully equipped. No need worry.

She pointed toward the outdoor breakfast area, barely visible through the greenery. Mara adjusted herself and the poke of her bonnet until she could see what Fleur meant. Nearly half the female guests seated there were already locked into women’s chairs with feed bags dangling from them.

Once the review was complete, Mara was satisfied. The venue was almost perfect, and with a few minor adjustments it would be ideal for the Green Gala. She was confident the event would succeed and reflect all the careful planning Philippe had allowed her to invest in it.

With the details noted and Fleur’s assurances in place, Mara joined Philippe outside in the garden. He was admiring the calm landscape when she approached, the soft rustle of her skirts announcing her.

Philippe turned with a smile.

“How does it look, Mara?”

Her hands moved with practiced grace.

Beautiful, Sir. Only few minor adjustments needed. It will be perfect for Green Gala.

Philippe nodded, clearly pleased.

“Excellent. Let us make sure everything is ready. This will be an event to remember.”




39 Two years earlier: Fitting

Mara had “earned” herself the iGuardian two years earlier and had lived in its unyielding titanium shell ever since.

As she drove back to the villa, her gloved hands gripped the steering wheel tightly. The meeting had gone well, or at least that was what she told herself. She had made her points, cut through the indecision, and ensured that things moved forward. But as the villa came into view, a knot of anxiety twisted in her stomach. She knew Philippe would not see it that way. She had not asked permission to attend the meeting, and she had not informed him at all. She had simply acted, driven by the same instinct that had always made her take control and make things happen.

Mara parked the car and took a deep breath, trying to calm herself before entering the house. Before getting out, she carefully worked the gag into her mouth and secured the porcelain mask over her face, slipping back into the role she was supposed to play. During the meeting, she had felt the need to speak, using both voice and hand-dancing together, something young girls often did before they received their first mask.

As soon as she stepped inside, she knew something was wrong. The house was too quiet. Philippe was waiting for her in the study, standing by the window with his back to the door. He knew, of course. He always did. She approached slowly, her heart pounding. As she entered the room, he turned to face her, his expression stern.

Without a word, Philippe gestured for her to stand in front of him. She complied, her posture as straight as she could make it. He did not speak at first. He simply watched her with those intense eyes that always seemed to see straight through her.

At last he broke the silence.

“You went to the meeting,” he said, his voice calm and cold.

Mara nodded, her hands moving quickly as she began to explain herself in hand-dancing. She tried to show that it had been necessary, that the situation had called for quick action, and that she had only been trying to help. Even while she signed, she knew it would not be enough.

Philippe watched her hands, then shook his head.

“You did not ask permission. You acted on your own. You removed your mask and used your voice, knowing perfectly well how unacceptable that is.”

Mara’s heart sank. She knew what was coming. She had crossed the line, and there would be no talking her way out of it. Not with him. She had broken the rules she had promised to follow. Again. And now she would face the consequences. Again.

Philippe stepped closer, his gaze fixed on hers.

“Do you understand why this is unacceptable?” he asked.

Mara hesitated, then nodded. Her hands moved more slowly this time.

I thought necessary. I thought helping.

Philippe’s expression softened, but only slightly.

“You need to learn that your actions have consequences, Mara. There are few rules. They are easy to follow. You need to ask for permission. Once it is given, you may do these things, properly, and in the required form. I know perfectly well that you understand form. It is no different from ballet.”

He moved to the desk and retrieved an armbinder, the leather gleaming darkly in the soft light. Mara’s breath caught in her throat as she realized what he intended. This was meant to remind her of her place, to keep her from acting out of turn again, to reinforce the boundaries she kept trying to push.

Philippe approached her, the armbinder in one hand.

“Turn around.”

Mara did as she was told, her heart pounding even harder now. She felt the leather slide up her arms, the straps pulled tight behind her back and over her shoulders. The armbinder was uncomfortable, completely restrictive.

Once it was secured, Philippe guided her over to a chair. He sat down and gestured.

“Bend over.”

Mara lowered herself over his knees, the position awkward with her arms bound. Philippe pulled up on her arms with one hand, and she tensed when she felt his other hand settle on her back, pressing her forward slightly. The spanking that followed was firm and controlled, but not gentle. Each strike carried the same clear message: she had gone too far.

Mara bit down on the gag, trying to hold back the sounds of pain and frustration that threatened to escape. She felt shame, anger, and also a strange sense of relief. She had known this would happen. She had known she would be corrected. In some twisted way, it felt right. She had disobeyed, and this was the price.

When it was over, Philippe stepped back and allowed her to straighten. He moved in front of her, his expression unreadable.

“You will remember this, Mara,” he said, his voice low. “You are to ask permission before taking any action like this again. You are to follow the rules I set for you. Do you understand?”

Mara nodded quickly, unable to speak and unable to sign.

Philippe watched her for another moment, then nodded.

“Good. You may go to your room now. The armbinder stays on until I say otherwise.”

Mara rose slowly, the discomfort of the armbinder making every movement difficult. She made her way to her room, her burning cheeks still carrying the correction she had just received. When she finally reached the bed, she sank onto the mattress, her mind racing.

She knew why it had happened. She knew she had been wrong to act without consulting Philippe, to remove her mask, to interrupt. But knowing it did not make acceptance any easier. She had always been someone who took the lead, someone who made things happen. Now she was being trained to submit, to follow instead of lead.

And the worst part was that she knew she would do it again. She could not seem to help it. It was who she was.

She was also a ballet dancer, and pain to her had always been part of the process, a necessary obstacle to overcome in the pursuit of perfection. It was temporary discomfort, something to work through the way she had worked through stretches and rehearsals.

But she also knew that Philippe was right. She could not keep acting like this, not if she wanted to stay with him, not if she wanted to avoid constant correction. The tension between her instincts and the rules was tearing her apart, and she did not know how much longer she could keep fighting it.

As she lay there with the armbinder tight against her skin, Mara realized that she needed to find some way to balance her old self with the new rules she was living under. If she did not, there would be more corrections, more pain, and more frustration.

A few days later, the villa fell into the kind of quiet morning that usually made Mara restless. Philippe had left early to attend to personal matters, leaving her alone with her thoughts and a household that seemed to move at a maddeningly slow pace. As she wandered through the rooms, she noticed small inefficiencies everywhere: disorganized files in Philippe’s office, staff moving about without clear direction, even a missed chance to secure a better deal with a supplier who had called earlier.

Mara’s instinct to take control rose before she could stop it. She had always been someone who saw what needed doing and did it, and today was no different. She began in Philippe’s office, rearranging the files and documents into a system that made more sense to her. Each folder found its place according to her own logic, a structure she believed would make it easier for Philippe to find what he needed. She worked quickly, focused on efficiency rather than the rules she was breaking.

Satisfied with the office, Mara turned to the household staff. Their routines looked disorganized, tasks scattered and badly sequenced. She started giving new instructions, reorganizing duties to create a smoother flow. The staff hesitated at first, clearly uncomfortable, but eventually followed her lead. They were used to taking orders from Philippe, but with him away, they obeyed Mara instead, uncertain what else to do.

The final breach came when the phone rang and Mara answered it. She removed her mask again, even though she knew she was not supposed to. It was only a supplier calling about a routine matter, but Mara heard an opportunity to negotiate a better deal. Confident in her own abilities, she handled it herself, believing Philippe would appreciate her initiative even while she knew she was breaking his explicit rule to keep mask and gag on.

When Philippe returned later that day, the first sign that something was wrong came the moment he stepped into his office. The files, now reorganized according to Mara’s system, were not where he expected them to be. He opened drawers and found nothing where it belonged, frustration building with each misplaced document. It did not take long for him to understand who was responsible.

His anger simmered as he moved through the house, noticing the changes in staff routine and the uneasy looks they gave him as he passed. By the time he reached the study, his patience had worn thin.

“Mara, come here,” he called, his voice colder than she had ever heard it.

Mara, who had been in her room arranging papers of her own, felt a chill run down her spine at the tone. She hurried to the study, where Philippe stood by his desk, his expression hard and unforgiving.

Yes, Sir? she signed calmly, though her heart was racing.

Philippe wasted no time.

“What have you done?”

Mara blinked, startled by the directness of it. Her hands moved.

I thought helping. Files disordered, so I…

“Without asking me?” Philippe interrupted, his eyes narrowing. “You went through my office, rearranged my things, and gave orders to my staff, all without consulting me.”

Mara felt shame rising into her face. Her hands moved again.

Only trying make things smoother. I thought…

“That is the problem, Mara. You did not stop at thinking. You did.” His voice cut cleanly through her explanation. “I have told you repeatedly that you are not to make decisions on behalf of this household or my business without my express permission. You may make suggestions. I decide.”

Mara tried once more.

But I was only…

Philippe raised a hand and stopped her.

“Enough. Your actions today have shown me that the last correction was not effective. You still believe you can act as you please, regardless of the rules I have set.”

Mara’s heart sank. She knew she had overstepped, but the realization that she had pushed Philippe too far struck harder than she expected. She had been so focused on fixing what looked inefficient that she had ignored the boundaries he had set. The worst part was that she had done it knowingly. She had wanted to prove that she could still be useful, still take charge. Standing before him now, she saw how wrong she had been.

Philippe took a breath, his anger still visible in the tightness of his jaw.

“You have shown me that you are not ready to accept your role fully, Mara. The corrections I have given you so far have not worked. It is clear that something more permanent is needed.”

Mara’s eyes widened.

“Permanent?”

“Yes,” Philippe said. “You need a reminder that will help you understand the importance of the rules, proper behavior, and your role in this household. At all times. Every second.”

Regret, failure, and fear moved through her together. She had tried so hard to balance who she used to be with the new expectations placed on her, and it seemed she had only made things worse. She searched his face for some sign of leniency and found none.

“Please,” she began, then stopped, because she did not know how to finish. What could she say that would change his mind?

Philippe shook his head, his expression softening only slightly.

“Mara, this is not meant as punishment. You need help to find your place, the place this world wants to see you in. Your independence, while admirable, does not fit with the role you have chosen. I will help you learn, but you must understand that learning will come with discomfort.”

Mara nodded, throat tight. She had no choice but to accept what was coming. She had chosen this path when she asked to become Philippe’s ward, fully aware of the responsibilities and rules it carried. She had repeated those rules back to him, understanding that his role as guardian meant keeping her from acting in ways that would be socially unacceptable. Now she saw that Philippe was simply fulfilling that duty.

The thought of something more permanent terrified her, but there was no going back. She had to trust Philippe, even if that trust meant surrendering more of herself than she had imagined.

I understand, she signed slowly.

Later that same day, Philippe sat comfortably on the couch, watching the latest product presentation from Cupertino on the living room TV. Mara knelt at his feet, posture perfect, eyes fixed on the screen. The event seemed to be wrapping up when the presenter paused and announced, “One more thing.” Philippe leaned forward slightly, intent.

“Today, we are proud to introduce our venture into the domestic chastity and discipline market: the iGuardian,” the presenter said.

An image of sleek, high-tech metal panties appeared on the screen under the slogan Make her think different. Mara felt a chill run down her spine.

The original iGuardian device was presented as a marvel of restraint technology: a steel or titanium panty fitted with electrodes and attachments for long-term wear. It had a catheter, an anal cleanser, and flexible vaginal stimulators, all controllable by Bluetooth. Guardians could monitor bodily functions, set geofences, schedule cleansing cycles, dispense rewards or discipline, log GPS data, authorize pre-approved purchases and transport passes, and even guide a ward with steering impulses.

Then the presenter revealed the iGuardian Pro Secure.

A full-body corset with built-in components: an integrated collar and neck corset, overbust covers, and chastity panties. Designed for long-term wear, it offered more sensors, better electrodes, longer battery life. The Guardian Pro App promised extensive oversight, detailed metrics, and an extraordinary degree of control.

Mara’s breath caught as the meaning settled over her. The clean design. The control. The discipline. It was obvious. This was her future. Philippe had been patient, but she had pushed too far, and the iGuardian Pro Secure would be her consequence.

She could feel his gaze on her. She had overplayed her hand, and now she faced the ultimate correction. The idea of being so completely controlled, of having every movement and function monitored, filled her with dread and a reluctant sense of acceptance.

Philippe rested a hand on her shoulder.

“Mara,” he said softly, “this is what happens when you overstep your bounds.”

Mara nodded slowly.

Yes, Sir.

His grip tightened just a little.

“You need this, Mara. For your own good.”

She closed her eyes for a moment, trying to steady herself.

I understand, Sir.

The presentation went on, but Mara hardly saw it anymore. The iGuardian Pro Secure would ensure her obedience, her submission, and her place at Philippe’s feet, exactly where the new world said she belonged.

The store was buzzing with activity, the last touches of construction barely finished in time for the opening. The newly added floor held a state-of-the-art fitting center for iGuardian devices. Everything about it was designed for precision. Each ward would be 3D scanned in a private cabin so the fit could be exact.

A shop assistant called Audrey approached them, her uniform immaculate, her face concealed by a company-issued mask. She curtsied to Philippe, and he introduced himself without acknowledging Mara. He confirmed the appointment for “a fitting of an iGuardian Pro Secure for my ward,” while Mara stood motionless at attention.

Audrey explained the fitting process to Philippe and then politely requested that he undress his ward in the changing cabin and guide her into the scanning booth. Philippe did exactly as she asked, calm and dispassionate. Mara complied without hesitation, anxious but silent. She stood still while Philippe undressed her and felt the cold air against her skin as she stepped completely bare into the scanner.

The booth offered only a brief illusion of privacy. The machine hummed softly while laser grids moved over her skin, capturing every contour of her body with exact precision. A synthesized female voice instructed her into pose after pose, each one exposing her body to the scanner’s eye. When it was done, the booth opened, and Philippe dressed her in the hooded robe provided by the store.

Audrey explained the options available in the iGuardian line.

“Good afternoon, Sir,” she signed. “The iGuardian offers a range of customization options to suit your needs. Given your interest in control and discipline, I will outline the advanced features.”

She explained that the Pro Secure was designed for long-term wear and incorporated advanced monitoring, hygiene management, and both reward and correction systems. The control app, she added, allowed complete behavioral oversight through customizable programs and precise stimulation.

For the first time since entering the store, Philippe turned his attention to Mara.

“You may choose the color.”

It was the only decision she would be permitted to make.

Mara looked over the options Audrey displayed: feminine Rose Gold, timeless Pearl White, rich Midnight Blue, vibrant Emerald Green. After a moment she signed her choice.

With your approval, Rose Gold, please, Sir.

Philippe nodded. Audrey recorded it.

“An excellent choice,” she signed. “We will prepare the device for fitting.”

There was a short wait. Audrey served Philippe coffee while Mara knelt at his feet. Eventually Audrey returned and led them to the fitting room, where a Rose Gold iGuardian Pro Secure awaited them.

She presented the device to Philippe, each piece gleaming in its pristine finish.

“Undress,” Philippe told Mara. “Audrey will help you put it on.”

Mara complied, moving mechanically as she took off the robe. Audrey guided her through the fitting. Mara had to lie down, legs spread and fully exposed. Anxiety, vulnerability, and anticipation moved through her together.

Audrey began with the panty section and asked whether Mara preferred to be restrained for this part of the fitting. Mara declined. She wanted to face it unbound.

The catheter came first.

“Try to relax,” Audrey signed.

A light sting told Mara the insert had found its place. Then a small balloon expanded, filling her bladder enough to leave her with the constant feeling that she needed to urinate.

The vaginal insert followed, prewarmed and lubricated, thick and short, its head studded with sensors and electrodes. It spread her lips, but its stubby shape promised nothing satisfying.

Finally Audrey applied more lubricant and inserted the anal cleanser. It was wider than Mara had expected, and she had to work to relax enough to let it in. It slid into place with hard invasive pressure that made her wince. Once the widest part passed her sphincter, her own muscles drew it deeper.

The catheter and anal inserts were secured beneath a titanium shield that locked over them and clicked into the hip brace, forming a strict high-cut metal panty. An additional removable vaginal shield was placed on top, securing the vaginal insert.

Audrey explained to Philippe that he could remove the vaginal shield in two stages, using either the app or a key. Stage one would allow access while maintaining maximum shielding, denying the ward relief. Stage two would remove the clitoral cover as well, allowing fuller stimulation and eventual release at the guardian’s discretion.

When the shield was back in place, Audrey turned to Mara.

“Is the fit good?” she signed, her manner gentle but professional. “It is normal to feel full, but there must be no chafing, and it should not be painful.”

Mara nodded, already trying to adjust to the foreign sensations.

Audrey moved on to the corset section, positioning it around Mara’s torso, clicking it into place, and securing it against the hip brace of the chastity panty. As the self-tightening mechanism activated, the titanium mesh constricted slowly, molding itself to her shape until it looked like a smooth solid metal corset. The pressure was immediate, forcing her to stand taller, straighter.

Then Audrey fitted the breast covers, locking Mara’s chest into unyielding metal domes.

“These provide coverage and lift,” she signed to Philippe. “This is the classic shape, but there are other options, including a 1950s cone profile and a reduction variant. The covers are easily interchangeable, so different dress silhouettes can be achieved without much effort.”

Philippe only nodded.

“These are fine for now. Please continue.”

Next came the optional shoulder braces and the discipline neck corset. Together they connected to the top of the corset front and back, covering her upper body and giving the whole device the look of a high-cut metallic racerback suit. Philippe had insisted on these additions, and Mara could feel their enforcement of a regal posture before the fitting was even complete. Audrey straightened each attachment, then adjusted the integrated neck corset, its memory-metal structure pulling close around Mara’s throat.

“The inconvenience is normal, as this is a restriction by design,” Audrey signed. “Your body will internalize the limited range of movement and the permanent posture. In a few months, it will feel normal.”

Mara doubted it. Nothing about this felt normal. Then again, perhaps that was exactly the point.

She tried to nod and could not, then signed that she understood. Her mind struggled to grasp the permanence of her new state.

Audrey continued explaining the device during short pauses.

“This device is safe for long-term use,” she signed. “It is self-cleaning, monitors your health data, and supports a skincare routine. It may feel restrictive, especially in the Pro Secure variant, but it should not be painful outside discipline mode.”

The casual mention of discipline mode reminded Mara once again what her future life would contain.

At last Philippe took out his phone and opened the control app. He selected the locking sequence, and the device answered with a series of soft mechanical clicks. The corset tightened further. The shoulder braces and neck corset shifted and settled into the exact posture he wanted from her.

As the iGuardian secured itself, Mara’s body filled with sensation. The corset pressed hard against her ribs. The shoulder braces pulled her back. The neck corset held her head still. From crotch to throat, her torso had become a rigid closed shell. The catheter, the anal cleanser, and the vaginal insert remained inside her as constant reminders that even her most private functions were no longer truly private.

Philippe dressed her again with great care. First the stockings, clipped to the garters built into the iGuardian. Then the heeled knee boots, laced tightly to her calves. Then the Yoyah Sheengzoh, which forced her knees together and shortened her stride. Long gloves followed, each carefully attached to holders at the shoulders.

Next came the Gobao Yoohoo blouse, its high collar fitting neatly over the neck corset, then a walking skirt. Finally Philippe secured a new mask over her face.

“This will take care of your modesty problems,” he said.

The new mask differed from the previous ones. Its feed gag reached deeper into her mouth and forced Mara to concentrate to keep her reflexes under control. At the side sat a covered feed port.

The mask locked onto the neck corset at a hardpoint, covering her face completely. Once attached, mask and neck corset became a single unit, and the large gag made any movement of her head nearly impossible. Last of all he placed a bonnet over her hair and fixed it to the edge of the mask. Together the two parts worked almost like a helmet, closing her in and fixing her head in place. Each piece locked on with a click that sounded final. She would not dress or undress herself in the iGuardian. Not without help. Not without permission.

Mara felt more restricted than ever. The device forced her into its pose, and any attempt to relax made the inserts at front and back press sharply into her awareness.

Philippe stepped back and looked at her.

“This suits you, Mara. You will get used to it in time.”

Each part of her body was controlled and immobilized, but years of yoga and ballet still helped her adjust. She concentrated on balance and on moving with whatever poise she could still command.

“Find something to hold onto,” Philippe said.

Mara moved carefully to a nearby desk and gripped it with her gloved hands. Philippe used the app and initiated a correction. The device answered with a series of chirping tones.

Then pain surged through her body from the electrodes placed throughout the shell. Impulses from the vaginal and anal inserts, the clitoral cover, the breast covers, and the neck corset combined into an unbearable stinging pattern, varying in intensity, location, and rhythm so that she could not settle against it. She gasped. Her knees threatened to give way, and she leaned harder on the desk to stay upright. Every muscle tensed as she fought the urge to cry out, knowing any sound might only make it worse.

Philippe watched her closely, his expression stern but attentive.

“This is level five,” he said matter-of-factly. “Of ten. The scale is not linear, but exponential. Keep that in mind when making future decisions.”

The correction continued long enough to feel endless before he finally turned it off. Mara sagged in relief, trembling with the aftershocks. She understood then with terrible clarity that she would do everything in her power to avoid triggering that response again.

When the pain eased enough for thought to return, Mara straightened herself as well as she could. She would learn to navigate this new reality. She would use all the discipline she had ever possessed to keep her composure. And above all, she would do everything she could to avoid giving the iGuardian another reason to enforce its discipline.




40 The Green Gala opens

The day of the Green Gala was busy, with Mara working alongside Fleur and her staff to make sure everything was perfect. Once the final touches were in place, it was time for Mara to dress.

Philippe had arranged a hotel suite where she could change, and Liliane, a skilled dresser and makeup artist, was there to help. Mara smiled behind her mask when she noticed the floral theme even in the staff names. Increasingly, shops and venues were putting their women into matching uniforms, and the hotel had taken that one step further, making the name plates part of the scheme.

Liliane began with Mara’s hair and makeup, enhancing her natural beauty while keeping things simple within the limits of the outfit. Philippe made sure everything else was ready. Mara undressed down to the iGuardian and slipped into the base layer first: ballet boots and a latex suit that clung to her body.

Then came the main part of the ensemble. Liliane and Philippe helped her into a stiff hobble skirt designed to resemble the bark of an ancient tree. The skirt was so tight that it kept her legs close together and limited her to tiny steps. From there the outfit rose upward, covering her torso and face in bark-like material. Her face was completely hidden except for a concealed feed port and tiny eyeholes. The headdress was a large green crown shaped like a canopy of leaves.

Her arms were covered too, the bark-like material giving them the appearance of moss-covered branches. She could still sign, though slowly, even if gripping anything was impossible.

When Mara looked in the mirror, she saw a figure that resembled an ancient moving tree. The stiffness of the dress and the bark-like surface made it obvious that she would not be able to sit, and certainly not move quickly. She felt a strange mixture of vulnerability and security, silenced and slowed, yet still able to communicate with her hands.

Philippe noticed the intensity with which she was studying her reflection.

“Are you comfortable, Mara?” he asked gently.

Yes, Sir. Different, but I will manage, she signed.

Philippe smiled and rested a reassuring hand on her shoulder.

“You look stunning. I know it is a demanding dress. Keep in mind that I am here to help you through the evening.”

Mara took a small step, feeling the stiffness of the dress and the severe restriction of her movement.

Thank you, Sir. I appreciate your support.

As they prepared to leave the suite, Philippe guided her with a touch that was firm but caring, making sure she felt secure despite how little movement the dress allowed. The hobble skirt, the heavy crown, and the stiff bark covering made every motion slow and deliberate. Even so, there was comfort in knowing Philippe would be there to guide her through it.

“Let us make this an evening to remember,” Philippe said as he led Mara to the lift that would carry them down to the entrance.

As the guests began to arrive, Mara and Philippe stood at the entrance of the grand ballroom, ready to greet them. The guests themselves showed the distinctive blend of elegance and restriction that defined Changed society.

Some came in ballgowns with floral Victorian skirts or hair adorned with green vines, embodying the theme of Nature’s Elegance. They curtsied politely to Mara and Philippe and exchanged formal pleasantries.
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Lord Hargreaves’ Caroline emerged from the limousine, the back of her dress rising and engulfing her in a protective shell.

Then came Lord Hargreaves, the well-known British philanthropist. He helped his ward Caroline out of the limousine. She emerged in a complicated white gown reminiscent of lotus petals, scandalously leaving her shoulders, head, face, and hair uncovered.

But Mara barely caught more than a glimpse of Caroline’s slender body and platinum-blonde hair before the back of the dress came alive. It rose over her head, caught hold of her, and engulfed her in a pearlescent protective shell, leaving only a narrow slit through which she could see. Lord Hargreaves guided her with a hand that was gentle and firm at once.
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Caroline’s dress clammed shut, engulfing her in a protective shell and leaving only a narrow slit through which she could see.

“Good evening, Lord Hargreaves,” Philippe said politely. “Caroline, your outfit is exquisite.”

“Thank you, Philippe,” Lord Hargreaves replied with obvious pride. “Bioengineering is making remarkable progress these days. It helps keep us alive, and it creates art and fashion.”

Mara was deeply impressed by Caroline’s living breathing work of art.

You look beautiful, Caroline, she signed.

Caroline’s enclosed form curtsied, and Mara heard a faint murmur from within the shell.

“Thank you, Madam Mara.”

The next limousine arrived, and Henry and Sonia stepped out. Philippe smiled warmly at their elegant matching ensembles.

Sonia’s dress was a striking combination of latex and silk in layered shades of green, decorated with real pieces of bamboo. The bodice was a high-necked corset with intricate patterns imitating bamboo stalks, tightly laced to enforce impeccable posture. The skirt, layered in latex leaves, created the illusion of a flowing bamboo forest, though it narrowed sharply toward the hem into a restrictive hobble line.

The sleeves were long and fitted, ending in delicate mittens attached to the dress by thin decorative chains that kept her hands near her sides. A high stiff collar framed her neck, rising into a beautifully crafted mask shaped like overlapping bamboo leaves, set with small sparkling emeralds. The mask covered her face but left her mouth free. Her hair had been arranged in an elegant updo and pinned with bamboo-shaped ornaments.

Henry wore a classic suit in shades of green and gold to complement Sonia’s dress, cut with the easy authority that always suited him. He helped her from the car and guided her with a gentle but firm hand at the small of her back.

“Good evening, Henry,” Philippe said warmly. “Sonia, you look absolutely enchanting.”

Sonia curtsied with Henry’s assistance.

“Good evening, Sir. Thank you for your kind words. The theme of Nature’s Elegance truly inspired us.”

Mara admired the dress.

Your outfit masterpiece, Sonia. Bamboo elements striking.

“Thank you, Mara,” Sonia replied gently. “We wanted to embrace the theme as fully as possible.”

Henry nodded, pride bright in his eyes.

“Maylee Shufoo outdid themselves with Enchanted Bamboo. It is beautiful and symbolic of our commitment to sustainability.”

Philippe nodded appreciatively.

“Indeed. The craftsmanship is remarkable. I am pleased to see such dedication to the theme.”

As Henry guided Sonia deeper into the ballroom, William Lemieux and his ward Helena arrived. Helena was encased in a thick black latex catsuit covering her from head to toe, with matching eye covers. The only visible openings were the breathing holes at the nose and a cleverly concealed feed port below her left ear. Over the latex she wore a wide skirt of layered transparent white gauze and a flowing harem blouse that revealed the glossy black beneath.

“Sir William,” Philippe greeted him warmly. “Your ward’s ensemble is truly remarkable.”

“Thank you, Philippe,” William replied with pride. “Helena put a great deal of effort into this.”

Mara looked at Helena and signed gently.

Helena, you look stunning. Combination of textures beautiful.

Helena nodded, the faint shape of a smile visible through the latex. She glanced to William, and when he nodded his assent, she signed back.

Thank you, Mara. You look enchanting as well.

Excitement grew as the celebrity guests arrived. Photographers and reporters buzzed with anticipation, cameras ready. Harry Styles was the first to emerge from an electric limousine.

His outfit caught everyone’s attention immediately. He wore a formal Victorian tailcoat made entirely from living green leaves. Reporters flocked toward him, admiring and curious.

“Harry, can you tell us about your outfit?” one of them called.

Harry smiled and turned slightly so the cameras could catch the effect.

“This dress is a creation of BioGreen Innovations,” he explained. “It was grown on me using the latest British biotech. The leaves are alive and will keep growing throughout the evening. It is all about celebrating nature and sustainability.”

The name BioGreen Innovations immediately turned into a buzzword among the reporters, who marveled at the living breathing masterpiece. The outfit fit the Green Gala’s theme perfectly.

Then the crowd’s attention shifted as a loud whirring announced Zendaya’s arrival in an electric hexacopter. She stepped out to a wave of gasps.
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Zendaya stepped before the crowd with her head and face uncovered.

Zendaya wore a metallic red full-body suit that showed every curve of her body. Flowers and leaves sprouted from the joints, suggesting nature reclaiming the machinery. A crown of thorns and flowers rested on her head, barely covering her hair. The outfit represented a fusion of technology and nature.

Reporters immediately seized on the most shocking detail.

“Zendaya, you are not wearing a mask or head covering. This is unprecedented!”

Her bare face and uncovered hair stood out violently against the strict norms of Changed society. Zendaya smiled with confidence.

“Tonight is about celebrating harmony between nature and technology. My outfit represents the decay of old technologies and the resurgence of nature. It is about balance.”

Mara stood beside Philippe, suddenly uneasy.

Her outfit fantastic, but Zendaya’s face-immodesty worries me deeply. Quick, what can we do?

Bound and restricted as she was, she could not intervene herself.

Disapproval spread through the crowd. Reporters and more traditional guests were visibly taken aback. Whispers of scandal moved through the entrance, and photographers captured every moment of growing outrage.

Event staff, acting as a kind of informal fashion police, hurried toward Zendaya carrying veils and masks. Before they reached her, Tom Holland emerged from the hexacopter looking alarmed.

“Zendaya, wait!” he called, hurrying after her with the missing part of her ensemble: a robotic headpiece.

The staff stopped and allowed Tom to reach her first.

“I told you to wait and dress properly. This is unacceptable,” he said, quiet but stern.

He took the headpiece and, with help from the staff, carefully locked it into place. The addition completed her outfit, rendering her modestly covered, gagged, and unable to speak.

“Zendaya, you know the expectations,” Tom scolded. “You will always be dressed properly, especially at an event like this.”

Mara watched Zendaya hand-dance an apology, her fingers moving in clear contrition.

Apologize, Sir. Thought theme might allow more freedom. Did not mean cause trouble.

Tom’s expression softened slightly, but he remained firm.

“You will always be properly covered. Now let us proceed with the evening as planned.”

Once her head was covered, Zendaya became less of a public focal point. Tom’s decisive intervention calmed the crowd, which began to settle and turn its attention back to the event itself.

Throughout the evening, Tom stayed close to her, ensuring she adhered to social expectations. He guided her through the ballroom with calm authority, and the more traditional guests seemed reassured by the sight.

Mara sensed an opportunity in it at once and turned to Philippe.

Sir, perhaps we could frame this as bold statement aligned with theme. Would help manage public perception and highlight event’s focus on harmony between nature and technology. Zendaya’s outfit could become more restrictive as evening advances…

Philippe nodded thoughtfully.

“An excellent idea, Mara. Here is how we will handle it.”

He turned fully toward her, eyes serious.

“We will present Zendaya’s initial appearance as a deliberate artistic choice, symbolizing the balance between freedom and restraint, technology and nature. I will speak to the press and explain that the outfit was designed to evolve throughout the evening, representing the dynamic relationship between the natural world and the technologies we create.”

He continued, calm and authoritative.

“I will emphasize the thematic relevance and make it clear that the transformation of her outfit was part of the evening’s narrative. We need restraint and discipline if we are to live in harmony with nature. That framing will turn the situation to our advantage and underline the event’s innovative spirit and commitment to sustainability.”

Mara’s eyes brightened with admiration.

Thank you, Sir. Your approach will help control narrative. Perhaps you want inform Tom Holland and suggest he plays along, making Zendaya more restricted as evening advances?

Philippe smiled and rested a gentle hand on her shoulder.

“Excellent suggestion. You have a keen eye for strategy, Mara. Together we will ensure this evening is remembered for all the right reasons.”




41 Two years earlier: Exploration

Back at home, Mara quickly realized how much she needed to adjust to life with the iGuardian. The device’s constant grip on her body left little room for error, and she soon understood that even the simplest movements could become uncomfortable if she did them wrong.

During the week she was fitted with the device, Philippe hosted a formal dinner. Mara’s task was to make sure the household staff prepared everything perfectly. She moved carefully through the grand hallway, her heels clicking against the marble floor. Any time she shifted her weight the wrong way, the iGuardian’s inserts pressed uncomfortably against her insides, reminding her to maintain the proper posture: hips straight, chest out, shoulders back.

If she slouched or moved too much against the device, she received a correction. The iGuardian seemed to be learning, adjusting its responses to achieve more with less.

When she entered the dining room, she found the staff setting the table. The soft rustle of her skirt was the only sound as she approached. The staff looked up and curtsied respectfully.

Mara began to inspect the table settings. When she leaned forward slightly to check the alignment of the silverware, she failed to push her back far enough, and the inserts made themselves felt as her hips slipped out of line. She quickly corrected her posture, pressing her hips back into the exaggerated pose the iGuardian demanded. The shoulder braces forced her chest out even farther, reminding her not to bend the wrong way. Every movement became a balancing act she had to master, as if she were learning to stand, walk, and move all over again while maintaining the proper line.

She signed her approval to Claire, the head of staff, her hands moving gracefully despite the strain. Claire nodded and returned to her work. Mara hesitated, feeling the relentless pressure of the corset around her torso and the pull in her back. The fact that she could not bend or slouch without triggering a correction frustrated her. To cope, she straightened herself even more and focused on her breathing. She relied on her ballet and yoga training to hold the posture.

The real challenge came when she had to sit.

As she approached the Victorian chair at the head of the table, she lowered herself with care. Almost immediately, discomfort flared as her weight pressed against the crotch piece of the iGuardian. The pressure pushed the inserts deeper into her, filling her almost to the point of pain. At the same time the corset body was forced upward, compressing her ribs and pushing the breast covers uncomfortably into her chest. The neck corset, in turn, pressed into her chin and the back of her neck.

Mara quickly realized that she could not sit like that. She shifted forward and balanced on the edge of the seat, placing her weight on her thighs rather than directly on her crotch. The discomfort eased slightly, and she could breathe more freely. She folded her gloved hands in her lap, her knees pressed together by the underskirt. The position was difficult, but it forced her into a composed, deeply feminine pose that matched the Victorian dress perfectly.

When Philippe entered the room, his gaze settled on Mara at once. He paused, taking in the careful posture she was maintaining.

“Mara, is everything ready for the guests?” he asked.

Without turning or shifting, Mara signed, Yes, Sir. Everything prepared as you instructed.

Philippe came closer, his eyes scanning the table before returning to her rigid form. He noticed how she balanced herself on the edge of the chair, how carefully she held the line of her body.

“Good,” he said, appraising her. “I like what the iGuardian does for your posture. It suits you.”

Mara signed back, Thank you, Sir, though her hands trembled slightly as she struggled to maintain the position. The strain of holding herself so rigidly, together with the pressure from the device, was almost overwhelming. Even so, she forced herself to remain still, breathing shallowly inside the tight corset and mask.

Later that evening, Mara sat beside Philippe, her posture as rigid as the women’s chair she was locked into. The chair had a narrow seat, and its backrest had arms that slotted into the iGuardian between her shoulder blades and at the small of her back through narrow slits in her dress. Once seated, she was locked in place and held there until someone released her by pressing a button at the top of the chair, far out of her reach. The heavy folds of her Victorian-style dress cascaded around her, hiding the mechanics of both the chair and the device.

Across the table, diplomats engaged in lively conversation about matters of state and trade while servants moved efficiently around them, serving dinner. The rich aromas of the meal filled the air, but Mara could not partake in the same way. Her nourishment came through the feed port in her mask.

A maid approached her silently and attached an elegantly designed bag to the feed port. It was filled with nutrient liquid, part of a new technology meant to ensure wards received their sustenance in a controlled and sanitary way. From the outside the arrangement looked modest, almost refined, but Mara knew better.

When the maid activated the flow, the feed gag inside Mara’s mouth slowly filled and expanded, extending deep into her throat. Eventually it filled completely, forcing nutrient liquid down her throat before shrinking slightly and beginning again. The sensation was foreign and deeply uncomfortable, the gag pressing against the back of her mouth while the liquid came in pulses that demanded full concentration. Mara had to time every swallow carefully, suppressing the reflex that threatened to overwhelm her each time it came.

Her hands, folded neatly in her lap, trembled slightly as she focused on the mechanical work of swallowing. Humiliation burned in her, even though the whole procedure remained hidden beneath the mask and bonnet. Out of the corner of her eye she could see Philippe in calm conversation with the diplomat beside him. His voice carried across the table, effortless and authoritative.

“This feed-bag arrangement is quite advantageous,” Philippe explained, his tone almost conversational. “It allows precise control over Mara’s intake, ensuring she receives exactly the nutrients she needs without the mess or unpredictability of conventional eating. Everything is logged: calories, vitamins, minerals. It is much healthier for her, and it allows me to provide the care expected of a guardian.”

The diplomat nodded with interest.

“Remarkable. I had heard of such systems, but I had not seen one in use until now. The technology must be a real advantage in ensuring proper care.”

“Indeed,” Philippe agreed. “It is a seamless way to manage Mara’s health. She does not need to worry about overindulgence or nutritional deficiency, and I can monitor her well-being closely. It is part of my responsibility to keep her in the best possible condition. And it is convenient for her as well. It keeps her modest at all times, removing the need to unmask in public or deal with the inconvenience of a privacy cabin.”

Mara kept her attention on the rhythm of the gag. Each time it released another portion of nutrient liquid, she braced herself and swallowed quickly, trying to avoid the liquid pooling in her mouth and interfering with her breathing. Her throat worked mechanically. The taste was bland and faintly salty, nothing like the rich food being served to everyone else.

Despite the humiliation, she knew she had to maintain her composure. Her role was to sit quietly, hands folded, posture perfect, and endure the feeding process with the same grace and submission expected of her in every other part of her life. The discomfort, the control, the loss of even this simple autonomy, all of it reminded her of her place.

Philippe turned slightly toward her and rested a hand affectionately on the back of her chair.

“Mara is adapting well to this new system,” he continued, addressing the diplomat but speaking as much for Mara’s benefit. “It is a matter of training, really. Teaching her body to accept and process nourishment this way. She has made excellent progress.”

The diplomat smiled approvingly.

“You are doing an admirable job, Philippe. It is clear she is in very good hands.”

Mara kept her eyes fixed forward, her breathing steady and controlled. She swallowed again as another pulse of nutrient slid down her throat, forcing herself to concentrate on the rhythm and routine of it.

Much later that evening, after the dinner was over and the guests had gone, Mara finally lay in bed with her body encased in the rigid shell of the iGuardian. It was her first night experiencing the full extent of the device’s restrictions, and every sensation felt new and unsettling. Philippe had undressed her down to mask, gloves, stockings, and boots, while the corset, neck corset, and shoulder braces had been relaxed for the night.

He attached restraints to her legs, locking them apart by about a meter, and connected a restraint and charging cable to the attachment point between her shoulder blades.

“There,” he said quietly. “You should be able to rest comfortably now, but you will always remain aware of your boundaries.”

Mara could only lie still while Philippe finished his adjustments.

When he stepped back, satisfied with his work, he gave her a brief nod.

“Good night, Mara. Rest well.”

Good night, Sir, Mara signed, her hands moving slowly.

Left alone in the darkness, she explored the iGuardian with her gloved hands, trying to familiarize herself with its contours. Her fingers traced the hard lines of the breast covers and the smooth unyielding surface of the crotch cover. But the moment her touch lingered too near those areas, a searing pain shot through her from the electrodes embedded inside the device. The correction was sharp and immediate, a brutal reminder not to test the limits of her chastity.

Gasping silently, Mara jerked her hands away. The lesson was clear. Any attempt to touch herself, even unintentionally, would be met with consequences. Chastity was not merely expected. It was enforced.

She learned to keep her hands far from the restricted areas, every movement measured to avoid another correction.

The hours of the night stretched on, each one another lesson in stillness and restraint. The tension in her body never fully eased. The constant pressure of the iGuardian and the restraints kept her on edge even in sleep.

When morning came, the device automatically released Mara from its nighttime restraints. The back restraint unclipped with a soft click, and the ankle restraints retracted, allowing her to move again, though the iGuardian remained firmly in place.

Mara sat up carefully, a task made difficult by the rigid shell that prevented any easy bending or twisting. She had to shift her legs to the side and use her arms to push herself upright. At the edge of the bed she used both hands to ease the pressure from the crotch cover. Though the corset had been loosened for the night, getting out of bed still required her full attention.

The moment she stood, the corset, braces, and neck support automatically tightened into their daytime settings. The sudden adjustment almost threw her off balance. Dressing herself was even harder now in the iGuardian than it had been before, but Mara still tried to do it alone, clinging to the little independence it allowed.

She dressed quickly, putting on the Yoyah Sheengzoh and a Victorian-style dressing gown over her gloves, stockings, and boots. Once that part of the morning was done, she went to the kitchen to prepare Philippe’s tea. Every movement was cautious, because any mistake might trigger another correction. Balancing the tray, she walked carefully down the hallway, posture as perfect as the device demanded, until she reached Philippe’s study.

He was already seated at his desk, reading through a stack of documents. Mara paused, steadying herself before she moved forward. With both hands full of the tray, she could not sign, so she approached silently.

Philippe glanced up, a slight smile touching his mouth.

“Good morning, Mara. You may serve the tea.”

Mara positioned herself beside the table, moving with care. She already knew how crucial it was to maintain the proper posture at all times. The iGuardian was unforgiving in its expectations.

She bent at the knees while keeping her back upright and managed to set the cup down without triggering a correction. The relief was brief, but it brought a small measure of satisfaction.

Philippe observed her closely.

“You are improving,” he said with approval. “Who would have thought that all you needed was structure and a little discipline?”

Her hands finally free, Mara signed back, Thank you, Sir, and good morning to you too.

Inside, she felt the familiar mixture of frustration and resignation. Every movement took so much effort, so much attention, that even the simplest tasks left her tired. Still, she knew she had no choice but to continue, to adapt to these new restrictions until they became second nature.

As she stepped back and waited for Philippe’s next instruction, she reminded herself of what she had learned so far. The iGuardian was not just a device. It was her life now, dictating every aspect of her existence. If she meant to survive inside it, she would have to find some kind of peace in the stillness and in the careful deliberate movements it demanded.

And so Mara began to learn, each day another lesson in the restraint, submission, and formality her role required.




42 The Charity Gala commences

Philippe carefully supported Mara as she crossed the ballroom, her dress allowing only the smallest possible steps. He led her to a tether bar where two other women were already waiting for their guardians. Philippe clicked Mara into place, then stepped back to look for staff and for Tom Holland, wanting to follow up on that earlier incident. Zendaya’s rebellion, brief as it had been, might yet turn into one of the evening’s more useful stories.

The two women beside Mara were unmistakably Saudi, their faces hidden behind layers of gauze that left only their eyes visible. The inner veils were dark and mysterious, covered by outer veils made of gold coins that chimed softly whenever they moved. Their hair was hidden beneath embroidered niqabs, and each abaya was decorated with floral patterns. The older woman’s abaya was washed in red tones with desert roses and Arabian jasmine, while the younger’s was white and yellow with flowers like Arabian primrose and desert marigold. Chains clinked beneath the cloth when they shifted.

Mara, acutely aware of the restrictions of her own dress, began the formal introductions.

Philippe Beaumont’s Mara.

The older woman answered warmly.

Abdulaziz Al-Faraj’s Layla.

The younger followed.

Hassan Al-Saud’s Amina.

Once the formalities were done, the tone softened.

“Mara, your outfit is breathtaking,” Layla said. “It must be difficult to wear.”

Mara signed with amusement.

Thank you, Layla. It is literally breathtaking. Ballet and yoga help me manage.

Amina’s eyes sparkled.

“That is impressive, Mara. I cannot imagine wearing something so restrictive with such grace.”

Mara’s bark-covered arms signed thanks for the compliment before she went on.

Your outfits beautiful too. Heard sound of chains. Symbolic?

Layla nodded, the coins of her veil chiming softly.

“They are real, and they are symbolic as well. The chains show that our guardians are wealthy enough to afford women who never need to work. Since the Change, it has become a matter of pride and status.”

Amina added, “They are permanent, welded on as custom requires. We wear them with pride, showing our guardians’ care and our commitment to our roles.”

Mara listened with interest, recognizing the familiar blend of cultural difference and shared female discipline.

Fascinating. Must require great dedication.

Layla’s eyes crinkled with a smile.

“It does. But we are honored to wear them, and to have help. Being chained means having a maid for many of the practical needs of daily life.”

The conversation shifted toward physical discipline and fitness. Mara, keenly aware of the constraints imposed by her stiff tree-like dress, started it.

Found long-term chastity belt creates certain challenges, especially for flexibility and strength. I rely on yoga and ballet.

Layla brightened.

“Yoga and ballet sound wonderful, Mara. I have heard they are excellent for flexibility. How do you manage the exercises with the belt on?”

Mara smiled slightly.

Adapt many poses around belt. It is matter of finding balance and being gentle with body.

Amina nodded.

“That is impressive. For us, the chains bring their own challenges. We rely on exercises designed around the areas we can still move freely.”

Layla elaborated.

“We do many seated and standing exercises. Resistance bands are excellent for working the arms and legs within our limited range. We also practice a modified form of Tai Chi, which helps with balance and flexibility without wide movements.”

Mara’s interest sharpened.

Tai Chi sounds perfect. Might try some of those movements. Difficult stay motivated?

Amina laughed softly.

“Motivation can be difficult, but our guardians support us and provide the encouragement we need. We also have a maid who assists with the exercises and makes sure the routine remains safe.”

Philippe returned carrying a tray of snacks and drinks. He offered Mara water in a bag and made a joke light enough to draw soft laughter from both Layla and Amina.

“You probably need plenty of water, Mara. You know, photosynthesis and all.”

Mara’s eyes crinkled with amusement.

Thank you, Sir.

The cool water soothed her throat.

Meanwhile, the charity auction had begun in earnest. Zendaya, despite her increasingly restrictive outfit and gag, still moved with practiced elegance. Her elbow and knee joints were visibly locked now, adding another layer of restraint.

She presented the items donated by celebrities while the auctioneer, a charismatic man named Charles Dupont, described each one with enthusiasm, his voice carrying through the ballroom.

“Ladies and gentlemen, our next item is a one-of-a-kind necklace donated by Harry Styles,” Charles announced. “This stunning piece features rare emeralds set in platinum.”

Zendaya lifted the necklace with outstretched arms, the stage lights catching the deep green brilliance of the stones. The audience gasped appreciatively, and several wards visibly encouraged their guardians to bid.

“We will start at ten thousand euros. Do I hear ten?”

A hand rose at once.

“Ten thousand!”

“Fifteen!” another man countered almost immediately, his ward clapping excitedly at his side.

The numbers rose quickly.

“Twenty! Twenty-five!”

“Thirty thousand!” came a call from the back.

It was Lord Hargreaves, carrying the quiet authority that made rooms adjust around him. Caroline, his ward, stood beside him with her veiled head held high in visible pride.

“Thirty thousand from Lord Hargreaves! Do I hear thirty-five?” Charles pressed.

“Forty thousand!” came another bid from a distinguished man in a razor-cut suit. His ward, dressed in an ivy-trimmed gown, beamed up at him in delight.

The room buzzed with excitement. Philippe and Mara watched with interest.

“Fifty thousand! Fifty-five!”

“Sixty!” the man in the suit called again.

Charles paused dramatically.

“Going once, going twice… sold! To the gentleman in the sharp suit for sixty thousand euros. Congratulations!”

The room erupted in applause. Nearby guests offered congratulatory pats on the back, and the successful bidder’s ward looked up at him with obvious admiration.

“Next, we have an exclusive vacation package to a private island in the Maldives, donated by Leonardo DiCaprio,” Charles announced, shifting smoothly to the next lot.

Zendaya, moving carefully on rigid knees, presented it with a flourish while images of beaches and luxury villas glowed behind her.

“Bidding starts at twenty thousand euros.”

As the bids climbed again, Philippe leaned slightly toward Mara.

“The enthusiasm tonight is extraordinary. The money raised will do a great deal of good.”

Mara nodded, her eyes shining.

Yes, Sir. Wonderful see such generosity. This will make significant impact.

The auction continued, one item after another fetching impressive sums. Mara and Philippe watched with deep satisfaction, both of them knowing how much work had gone into making the evening succeed.




43 Two years earlier: Breaking Point

Mara knelt on her cushion on the polished marble floor of Philippe’s study, her back perfectly straight, her hips held upright, and her shoulders drawn back in the exact posture the iGuardian demanded. She had grown accustomed to the way the Yoyah Sheengzoh underskirt constrained her legs, but it was sitting that had become difficult enough that she now avoided it whenever she could. Kneeling, she had learned, was much easier. It avoided the painful pressure of the crotch belt that shifted the whole iGuardian upward whenever she sat too far back in a chair, and it also presented a more submissive posture that Philippe seemed to appreciate.

Philippe was in the middle of a conversation with a visiting diplomat, his voice steady and authoritative as he discussed trade agreements. Mara remained silent, hands folded neatly in her lap, eyes lowered. She was the picture of calm composure, even though her muscles ached from the strain of holding herself in that precise position for so long.

When the diplomat made a sharp remark, questioning one of Philippe’s decisions, Mara’s instinct was to answer, to defend Philippe, to correct the visitor’s tone. But she caught herself, knowing that an outburst would only earn her a painful correction from the iGuardian. Instead she focused on her breathing, keeping it steady, and when Philippe acknowledged her with a glance, she answered with a polite affirmative sign and nothing more.

When the meeting ended, Philippe dismissed the diplomat and turned to Mara.

“You may stand now,” he said, offering her a hand.

Mara rose slowly, careful to keep her posture perfect as she did. She moved with a dancer’s grace, each step measured, her weight precisely controlled. Over the past few weeks she had learned how to rise without disturbing the balance the iGuardian enforced.

Philippe studied her for a moment, then gestured toward a pair of boots on a nearby stool.

“Today we are going to try something different,” he said.

Mara looked down at them.

Ballet boots, with an impossibly high arch that forced the wearer onto her toes.

A flicker of apprehension ran through her, but she pushed it down at once. She had learned not to question Philippe’s decisions. Instead she waited silently as he retrieved the boots and motioned for her to sit.

Mara lowered herself carefully onto the edge of a nearby chair. Philippe knelt and changed her boots for the new ones. The moment she tried to stand, her balance shifted dramatically, her body forced into a position that felt all too familiar.

“Up on your toes now,” Philippe said, guiding her into place. “You will find this helps your posture.”

Mara stood, feeling the stretch pull through her calves as the boots forced her en pointe. The sensation was uncomfortable and strangely familiar, reminding her of her years as a ballet student. She adjusted her stance, concentrating on balance, and found that the boots did indeed make it easier to hold the posture Philippe expected. The arch forced her hips upright, while her chest was naturally pushed out as her body aligned itself with the iGuardian’s demands.

“Good,” Philippe said, stepping back to observe her. “You see? These boots will help you maintain the correct posture with less effort.”

Over the next few days, Mara grew used to the ballet boots. She found herself moving with even greater grace, the habits of ballet merging with the demands of the iGuardian to produce a new kind of fluidity. She knelt more often, preferring the ease of it to sitting, and her posture began to feel almost natural.

Then one day, as Mara stood before Philippe with perfect posture and her hands folded neatly in front of her, he looked her over with a pleased expression.

“I must say, Mara, I am impressed,” he said, calm and even. “Your behavior has improved significantly. You are a different woman now, thanks to the iGuardian. Who would have thought it could be so simple?”

Simple.

The word struck her like cold water.

Simple.

Did he truly think that was what he had done to her? The months of pressure. The shell. The feeding. The humiliation of being managed down to posture, appetite, sleep, and silence. Did he truly believe all of that had become simple because she had learned to hold still beautifully while it happened?

The anger rose too fast to contain. Her hands flew up before caution could catch them. The signing was vicious, stripped of elegance, full of the old Mara’s temper and vocabulary. She told him what he had reduced. What he had enclosed. How much of every day was spent enduring. How every graceful line he admired had been bought by force. The gestures turned coarse and ugly under the weight of it. She wanted him to see that whatever he thought he had achieved, he was not looking at peace. He was looking at strain made presentable.

Even as she signed, Mara knew she had made a terrible mistake.

The iGuardian detected her defiance almost at once and switched into discipline mode. Pain shot through her body, hard and searing, as the electrodes in her most sensitive areas came alive. The shocks were harsh, punishing her for the outburst. But despite the pain, Mara’s resolve did not collapse. She gritted her teeth, her body tensing, and forced herself through it the same way she had forced herself through pain all her life.

Philippe watched her closely, his expression changing as he observed her response. When the shocks finally stopped, Mara stood trembling, not from fear but from the sheer physical toll. Her anger still burned beneath the surface, now mixed with deep frustration. The pain had not taught her what Philippe had hoped it would.

Philippe saw it at once when the correction ended. She was shaking, but she was still looking at him with the same furious clarity. Held, not changed.

He did not say much. He only took out the control phone, glanced once at the screen, and made a different selection.

With a firm tap, he activated the program.

The iGuardian immediately changed what it was doing to her.

The sensation took Mara by surprise so completely that for a second she did not even understand it. Then her breath caught. Her legs weakened. The stimulation landed with a precision that left no room to dismiss it as anything but deliberate. It found her, held her, and kept holding her just short of anything she could complete.

Her body reacted before thought did. Her thighs tightened. Her breathing turned quick and shallow. One hand drifted downward on instinct and stopped halfway because the prohibition against touching herself was already too deeply learned to break cleanly. She did not know where to put her hands after that. They hovered, opened, closed, moved uselessly at the edges of her body while the device kept her in that bright impossible state.

Pain she could organize herself against. This was harder to oppose because it crowded her from the inside. The teasing pressure adapted each time she tried to settle around it. There was no clean peak, no clean failure, only mounting need and the humiliating fact that her body had become fully legible to whatever program Philippe had just chosen.

“Mara,” Philippe said quietly, watching her closely, “you will learn. You are already on your way.”

Mara did not answer. She was too overwhelmed by what the iGuardian had discovered how to do to her.

As the days passed, the iGuardian continued its conditioning. Mara learned quickly that defiance or carelessness led to the loss of the stimulation she had begun to crave. That absence alone was enough to drive her toward more compliant behavior. The desire to be a good girl and keep that constant tantalizing thread alive became a force in her daily life. If she still resisted, the device could always return to pain, but pain mattered less now than the risk of losing what her body had started wanting.

Her posture, once something she had to think about constantly, became automatic. Her voice and signing grew more polite, more careful, more deferential. She started looking for ways to please Philippe before she had fully admitted that was what she was doing.

Philippe noticed the change.

“You have come a long way, Mara,” he remarked one day, watching her kneel before him after a day of flawless behavior. “I hoped you would finally make progress, but you have exceeded my expectations.”

Mara’s hands moved smoothly and gracefully as she responded.

Thank you, Sir. With your guidance, I am trying be best I can be.

She knew she was being conditioned, trained into obedience, but there was no escape. Day by day the iGuardian stripped away her resistance, shaping her into the obedient, submissive woman society expected her to become.

Satisfied with her progress, Philippe decided to reward her. He leaned over, disabled edging mode, and set the device to deliver a full reward with release. Then he ordered her to come.

The sudden wave of pleasure left Mara breathless, her body trembling with the force of it. For a brief moment she hovered at the edge, then the release she had been denied for days crashed through her.

Philippe watched with clear satisfaction.

“Good girl, Mara,” he said warmly. “You have earned this.”

Still trying to catch her breath, Mara signed her gratitude.

Thank you, Sir.

The iGuardian remained in place, its control over her as unyielding as ever. Philippe had granted her a rare release, and it felt to Mara as though he had finally turned the relentless edging off.

At least, that was how it felt to her.

Unbeknownst to Mara, the mode continued to run in the background at a very low level, subtly shaping her behavior. The constant, barely noticeable stimulation remained, withdrawing whenever she drifted toward undesirable conduct. The conditioning continued beneath her conscious awareness, guiding her toward the submission she still needed to learn.




44 Kidnapped!

The Green Gala at the Ecoville Hotel was coming to an end. Guests, still excited from the evening, were making their way to their vehicles. Zendaya, enclosed in her metallic red fembot suit and covered with flowers and leaves, approached her hexacopter with Tom Holland’s help. By then the suit was almost completely locked, leaving her unable to move without assistance.

As Tom helped her into the aircraft, the sudden roar of engines tore through the night air. Two black motorbikes stopped nearby. Their riders, four figures in dark clothing wearing advanced breather masks, leapt off almost at once.

“Get away from her!” Tom shouted, stepping forward. One of the attackers shoved him to the ground.

“Get back, everybody!” another barked, waving a compact but very dangerous-looking weapon.

The crowd scattered in panic. The hexacopter’s engines spun up, blades accelerating. Zendaya, struggling in the suit, was strapped into her seat, her eyes wide with shock behind the fembot hood.

“Call the Grenadiers!” someone shouted.

Philippe, watching from a short distance away, pulled out his phone and called for help at once.

“We need immediate assistance at the Ecoville Hotel. There is a kidnapping in progress.”

As the hexacopter lifted off, the two remaining attackers revved their engines and tore away on their motorbikes, weaving between guests and racing down the grand driveway. Sirens answered almost immediately as the Grenadiers arrived in flashing light.

“Do not let them escape!” one officer shouted.

The chase spilled into Geneva’s narrow streets. The bikes darted through the web of side roads, cutting hard through corners. The Grenadiers followed close behind, using advanced tracking systems to keep pace.

One of the bikers, Eliza, looked back.

“They are gaining, Max! We need to split up!”

Max nodded.

“Take the left alley. I will pull them away.”

He veered right, drawing part of the pursuit after him. Eliza sped down a narrower street, her bike skidding as she forced it through the turn.

The Grenadiers split their teams. Some pursued Max, others followed Eliza. Max took one final corner and found Grenadiers in front of him while the others closed from behind. Cornered, he skidded to a stop, his bike crashing into a wall. He came up with the weapon still in hand as the officers closed around him.

“Drop it! You are surrounded!”

Max hesitated, then saw the truth of the situation and let the weapon fall. He raised his hands in surrender.

Eliza reached a dead end and tried to turn back, only to find the way blocked. She revved the bike once, measuring the distance, but the Grenadiers had already sealed her in.

“Stand down. There is nowhere to go,” an officer said as he stepped forward.

Eliza recognized him at once. Captain Duval, a man she had once respected before the Change. She let out a breath, knowing the fight was done, swung off the bike, and raised her hands.

Inside the hexacopter, Zendaya struggled in vain while a female captor held her down. The male captor at the controls flew low and unsteadily. Zendaya’s muffled attempts to speak went unheard. The female captor tightened her grip.

“Stay still. It will be easier for you.”

The hexacopter skimmed low over the dark waters of the lake before following the Rhône. It flew almost at treetop level, cutting through narrow valleys. The absence of pursuit confused the kidnappers, but they had no time to dwell on it. Eventually they veered into a side valley, followed the Lonza upstream, and headed toward the Aletsch Glacier. Then the pilot took the aircraft sharply down toward a tiny newly built hut beside a narrow landing pad.

The landing was rough in the high Alpine wind. The pilot exhaled in relief.

“Get her out. Quickly.”

The female captor dragged Zendaya across the pad and into the hut, then strapped her to a chair.

“We will be safe here for now,” she said, her voice muffled behind the breather.

Outside, the male captor folded the hexacopter and concealed it from view. Up there they were alone. Only the distant sound of running water broke the silence.

Inside, Zendaya’s eyes searched desperately for any way out. The gagged fembot hood restricted her vision, and she was bound thoroughly enough that movement was almost impossible. Her female captor kept glancing at the door.

“We have to move fast,” the man said as he came in and shut it behind him. “The Freeborn Alliance will send someone soon.”

He stepped toward Zendaya and removed the robotic headpiece with specialized tools. Zendaya gasped as the air hit her face.

“Help me, please,” she cried, tears already running down her cheeks. “It hurts.”

The man frowned in confusion.

“What hurts?”

“My belt,” she whimpered. “I am outside the geofence. It keeps shocking me.”

A stream of curses burst from him.

“Damn it. No wonder they did not follow us,” he muttered. “She is in an active chastity device. They all carry tracking beacons.”

He snapped his head toward his companion.

“Quick. Help me get it off her. We need to kill the beacon.”

They fumbled with the suit while Zendaya sobbed and twitched from the belt’s repeated shocks.

Then flashbangs detonated.

The hut exploded with white light and concussive sound. The kidnappers stumbled back, blinded and deafened, hands flying to their faces. The door burst inward, and a team from the Commandement des Forces Spéciales stormed the room in goggles and tactical gear, firing stun rounds as they moved.

“Clear!” one of them shouted once the room was under control.

Outside, helicopter blades thundered overhead. An Alpine rescue physician abseiled down, followed by more heavily armed special forces. The kidnappers were bound, dragged out of the hut, and hauled into the helicopter.

The emergency doctor moved straight to Zendaya. Using specialized equipment, he cut through the suit and then through the belt, finally freeing her. Zendaya cried out as the device came away.

“You are going to be all right,” the doctor said gently, administering a mild sedative and wrapping her in a warm blanket.

She was secured onto a rescue stretcher, lifted out of the hut, and winched into the helicopter.

As the aircraft climbed and turned back toward Geneva, Zendaya’s eyes fluttered shut. Exhaustion and the sedative pulled her under. The ordeal was over. She was safe.




45 After the Gala

Mara’s day ended in the early morning hours, her body exhausted by the night’s events and the restrictive clothing she had worn. Every step had been a struggle, every smile something carefully balanced against the demands of the dress. The evening had begun with a crisis when Zendaya arrived bare-faced, breaking one of the most visible social rules. Mara had helped manage that, only to watch relief vanish when Zendaya was kidnapped by unknown terrorists. Now, as she prepared for bed, uncertainty about Zendaya’s fate left her deeply unsettled.

Philippe guided her to their suite, steadying her as she took unsteady steps. The stiff ballet boots gave her additional support, and she was grateful for it. The events of the night still weighed heavily on both of them.

When they entered the suite, they found Liliane asleep in a chair, still in uniform. Philippe woke her gently, and together they began removing Mara’s outfit. The headdress came off first, bringing welcome relief from its weight.

Philippe’s phone buzzed with a message. His face softened as he read it.

“Mara,” he said quietly, “Zendaya has been rescued. All four kidnappers have been caught.”

The tension went out of Mara’s body.

Thank God, she signed. Know who they were, or what they wanted?

Philippe shook his head.

“Not yet. They were well-equipped but badly trained. It is still unclear who they were or what they wanted.”

Mara hand-danced her disappointment and unease.

Unsettling think such well-funded group is out there.

“I know,” Philippe said, squeezing her hand. “But for now Zendaya is safe, and the immediate danger is over. We will learn more in time.”

She tried to take comfort from that.

Hope so. This night much more than expected.

Philippe gave her a reassuring smile.

“We will handle it, Mara. Together.”

They continued the careful business of undressing her, removing the stiff layers that had encased her all evening. With each piece that came away, Mara felt both relief and a growing vulnerability. Philippe supported her while Liliane worked each part of the dress free.

Once the outer costume was gone, Philippe and Liliane finished undressing her until only the iGuardian remained. Then Philippe dismissed Liliane with the dismantled dress and wished her good night.

Without the elaborate outfit, the iGuardian left Mara feeling exposed. Philippe slipped a pair of high heels onto her feet. After years in ballet heels, flat shoes were out of the question. The height felt almost comfortable by comparison.

He led her into the bathroom for a quick wash. The iGuardian handled most of the process, but Philippe washed the exposed skin with his own hands, gentle and careful. The warmth of the water and the steadiness of his touch eased some of the tension from her body. He removed her mask so she could brush her teeth, then guided her to the bed.

As always, he had her kneel beside it so he could do her hair. He undid the bun, loosened the braids, and gave it only the care it truly needed, sensing how exhausted she was. His fingers moved through it with practiced skill, lulling Mara toward sleep. She was almost gone by the time he relaxed the collar, braces, and corset of the iGuardian, lifted her into bed, and cuffed her hands in front of her, making sure she was secure without being uncomfortable.

Mara barely noticed when Philippe settled against her from behind, his warm body a comfort against the hard titanium line of the iGuardian. His presence kept the nightmares of the kidnapping at bay. Instead she dreamed only of the evening’s successes, safe in the knowledge that Philippe would protect her.

She woke again before dawn, the room still dark. The only sound was Philippe’s quiet breathing behind her. She felt the firm embrace of the iGuardian, the elevation of her feet in heels, and the restriction of the cuffs. Even so, she felt vulnerable. Her legs were bare, her arms were ungloved, her mouth was empty, and her face was uncovered. That exposure unsettled her.

As she stirred, Philippe woke, sensing the discomfort in her body. He shifted closer in silent comfort. Mara took a breath and spoke softly.

“Sir, may I please have my mask?”

Her voice, almost unused over the last three years, came out hoarse. She hated speaking, preferring the elegance and precision of hand-dancing, but with her hands cuffed she had no other way to communicate.

“I feel insecure without it.”

Philippe understood immediately.

“Of course, Mara,” he said gently.

He reached to the nightstand, picked up her Jurenmuse, and turned back to her. He placed the gag into her mouth and locked the mask to her collar. The snug fit and enclosing pressure around her face made her feel safer at once.

“Thank you, Sir,” Mara tried to say, but only a pleased muffled sound escaped.

Philippe smiled and caressed her shoulder.

“You are welcome, Mara. Better now?”

Mara cuddled back against him as much as the stiff iGuardian allowed, deeply relieved. The warmth of his body and the security of the mask let her relax again.

She drifted back into sleep, her mind at ease. The protective iGuardian and Philippe’s presence let her surrender to the darkness feeling safe, loved, and cared for.

The next morning, Philippe guided her through the usual cleaning and dressing routine with patient care. He helped her into stockings and gloves, checking that every seam lay straight. After fastening a high-collared blouse and hobble skirt around her, he dressed her in another Victorian bustle gown.

“Ready, Mara?” Philippe asked softly, checking the fit one last time.

Yes, Sir, she signed.

Philippe activated her iGuardian’s guidance, and it sent her down to the breakfast room. She stood waiting at the entrance in line with other women waiting for their guardians. When Philippe arrived, he led her to his table and locked her into her chair.

A maid in hotel livery, her name plate reading Iris, responded to Philippe’s signal. She attached a feed bag to the port on Mara’s mask and began serving Philippe his breakfast. Mara felt the feed gag expand in her mouth, the nutrient liquid spurting down her throat in familiar measured pulses. Her swallowing was automatic by now, drilled into her by years of repetition.

A few minutes later, Sonia and Henry entered. Henry, elegant in a stylish suit, waved to Philippe, who motioned them over.

“Good morning, Philippe,” Henry said. “Good morning, Mara.”

“Good morning, Henry. Sonia,” Philippe replied.

Henry locked Sonia into the chair opposite Mara so the two women could see each other. Sonia’s dress was equally elaborate, though closer-fitting: a blouse buttoned in the back and a floor-length mermaid skirt. For breakfast she wore a niqab that allowed her to eat rather than a mask. As soon as she was secured, her eyes met Mara’s, and they began signing at once.

Heard about Zendaya? Sonia signed, concern clear in her face.

Mara nodded.

Yes. Philippe told me this morning. She was rescued, and all four kidnappers were caught.

Henry leaned toward Philippe.

“What do we know about them?”

Philippe shook his head.

“Very little so far. They were well-equipped but badly trained. We do not know their motives yet. It is unsettling.”

Sonia signed quickly, concern tightening her eyes.

Poor Zendaya. Know how she is?

“Safe, and apparently unharmed,” Philippe assured her. “She is being cared for and should return soon.”

Relief passed between the two women at once.

Thank goodness she is safe. Last night terrifying, Mara signed.

Henry nodded.

“We will need to stay vigilant. If one group was willing to go that far, there may be others.”

Philippe agreed.

“Absolutely. We must protect everyone and be prepared for future threats.”

Sonia, sensing how heavy the mood had become, shifted the conversation with a trace of a smile in her signing.

See Zendaya’s outfit last night? Despite everything, transformation fascinating. From scandalously bare-faced woman to increasingly robot-like figure, all while still incorporating nature. Quite spectacle.

Mara nodded.

Yes, intriguing. Outfit became increasingly strict and mechanical. Amazing how fashion can express those contrasts. Also reminded me how important flexibility and muscle strength remain when wearing something as restrictive as robot suit, or my iGuardian.

Sonia’s eyes lit up.

Exactly. Strictness of our dress demands different fitness. Reminded me of Julien Moreau’s Anna. Before Change she ran. Now she stays fit with pony training. Rigorous, but effective.

Mara’s interest sharpened.

Pony training? Heard of it, but never saw practice. How work for her?

Sonia signed with real enthusiasm.

Fascinating. Anna wears special suit that restricts her and has guide bit like pony. She is put before sulky, and Julien guides her through endurance course. Combination of physical training and discipline.

Mara nodded thoughtfully.

Sounds challenging and intriguing. Would like learn more. Maybe arrange visit?

Sonia’s hands moved eagerly.

Sure Anna happy show you. She adapted well and enjoys training now.

The conversation flowed easily, their hands saying what voices did not. Henry and Philippe watched them with quiet approval.

Philippe turned to Henry.

“It is good to see them connecting. They have much to share. Pony training sounds interesting. Mara could use more strength work. She focuses so much on mobility at the moment.”

Henry nodded warmly.

“It is demanding. It began as a discipline program for problematic women, meant to build obedience and submission and keep them physically exhausted. But many well-adjusted women do it now for fitness.”

Philippe and Henry agreed that they would look into the practice for their wards soon.




46 A Day at the Races

The opportunity came the following weekend when Philippe and Henry took their wards to the pony track. As they arrived, the place buzzed with excitement and order. The clinking of metal and leather being adjusted added to the strict atmosphere.

Anna was already on the track, dressed in her full pony outfit. Her catsuit was a striking shade of deep green, highlighting her toned body. The suit was seamless, with built-in gloves and feet, and her hair was pulled through a hole in her open-faced hood, cascading down her back. The suit left her derrière exposed, with only her chastity belt offering any modesty—a tempting target for the crop.

Over the catsuit, she wore a thick leather corset, dyed dark brown, cinching her waist tightly. It had attachment points at her hips for the sulky.

Her head was encased in an elaborate bridle, with cheekpieces, a noseband, and a throatlatch holding a bit in her mouth. The bit acted as a gag, preventing any speech. Originating from a discipline and obedience training program, it was made from rubber, but contained steel needles on the inside. It guided her, but if she resisted, the needles pressed into her mouth.

A wide, thick leather collar around her neck prevented any head movement, forcing Anna to follow the reins with her whole body. Blinkers attached to the cheekpieces restricted her vision, making her rely entirely on Julien’s guidance. An impressive plume matching her catsuit crowned her headstall.

Anna’s hands were locked to the sides of her corset with rigid leather arm sheaths, rendering them useless. Her feet were encased in knee-high pony boots, forcing her into an elevated foot position. The boots had heavy irons underneath.

Julien, her guardian and driver, adjusted the final straps and reins with care. He tested their tension with a gentle tug, ensuring they were responsive without immediately causing pain.

“Ready, Anna?” Julien asked, knowing she couldn’t respond verbally.

Anna’s gaze, narrowed by the blinkers, remained fixed ahead as she stood perfectly still, waiting for his command. Julien attached the sulky to her corset, securing it firmly and testing the connection. Satisfied, he took his place in the sulky, reins in hand.

“Walk on,” Julien commanded, touching Anna’s rear with the crop and letting the rein drop a bit.

Anna responded instantly, her body moving forward at the signal. She pulled the sulky towards the oval racetrack, her steps slow and cautious due to the weight of the cart and her restrictive outfit. Julien used the crop again, gently tapping her exposed rear, urging her to pick up the pace.

“Good girl, Anna. Keep going!” Julien encouraged.

Anna increased her pace, her legs working harder despite the strain of the pony boots and the weight of the irons. The blinkers limited her view, but she moved confidently, trusting Julien’s guidance. As they reached the track, Julien used the crop more frequently, tapping her rear to signal a faster pace.

“Go, go, go! Trot!” he ordered, his voice calm but firm.

Anna shifted to a trot. The irons under her boots clinked with each step, and her muscles strained under the effort. Julien maintained a gentle but firm grip on the reins, guiding her with precision. Any hint of disobedience was met with a sharper pull on the reins, a painful reminder to stay focused and compliant. Occasionally, he used the crop more sternly, delivering stinging corrections to her exposed rear.

Philippe and Henry watched with keen interest, noting Julien’s balanced approach of care and discipline with Anna. Philippe turned to Henry, clearly approving. “She’s well-trained. Julien has done an excellent job with her,” Philippe remarked.

Henry nodded, his eyes on Anna. “Indeed. She’s adapted well to the training. The discipline and control are impressive.”

Mara and Sonia, standing beside their guardians, observed silently. Mara was especially intrigued by the intensity of the training and the level of control Julien maintained. Sonia signed to Mara, her eyes wide with fascination.

That, someday, this one would like to try. Looks intense. Rewarding too.

Mara nodded, clearly interested, then signed back. Perhaps that can be arranged. It would be a good challenge.

As Julien guided Anna around the track, her pace steadily increased. The physical and mental demands of the training were clear in her every movement. Despite the harshness of the exercise, there was a sense of purpose in her stride.

“Let’s pick up the pace. Go, go, go,” Julien commanded, giving Anna free rein.

Anna responded, her steps becoming more rhythmic and powerful. Julien’s guidance remained steady, his commands clear. The sulky moved smoothly behind her, showing off her strength and training.

After completing a fast-paced lap, Julien pulled the reins in a bit, slowing Anna to a controlled trot. The session continued, with Julien alternating between encouraging touches and sharper corrections, keeping a balance between discipline and support. After half an hour, it was clear Anna had reached her limits.

Philippe and Henry exchanged glances, impressed by the display of control and endurance. They knew this kind of training required not just physical strength but also mental toughness—qualities they valued highly in their wards.

As the session ended, Julien slowed Anna to a walk, allowing her to cool down. He dismounted and began unbuckling the straps, removing the reins. Anna stood still, her body trembling with exhaustion but her posture disciplined.

“Good work, Anna,” Julien said gently. “You did well today. Good girl!” Anna’s eyes, visible through the blinkers, showed her relief. She closed them as the praise triggered her conditioned response. The training had been tough, but she had endured and performed admirably.

Philippe turned to Mara, his voice filled with anticipation. “Are you interested in trying this, Mara? I have the necessary attachments for your iGuardian. It will be challenging, but I believe you can do it.”

Mara nodded, her eyes reflecting her determination, and signed. Yes, Sir. This one is ready.

Sonia looked startled and signed her confusion. Why need that…? Ah. You are in a Pro Secure. This one did not realize. That is much more discipline than expected.

Philippe turned to her. “Yes, she is. But I have the pony training attachments available for it. We’ll see.”

Henry then turned to Sonia. “And you, would you like to try if we can find a fitting bridle in the stable?”

Sonia signed her answer. Gladly, Sir, but if it pleases you, not in someone else’s suit.

Henry interrupted, “I know. As it happens…” He reached into the leather bag he carried and pulled out a pony training catsuit he had brought for her. Sonia’s eyes widened as she realized she had been set up.

While Julien helped Anna clean up and get dressed again, Henry guided Sonia to the changing area. There, he dressed her in a setup similar to what Anna had worn earlier. Sonia’s mind raced as she realized just how intense this was going to be.

Mara’s setup was simpler. The iGuardian already provided all the restraint and control necessary. Philippe added a bright pink latex catsuit over the device, ensuring it clung tightly to her form, highlighting her curves.

He then attached sulky connectors to the slots at her hips, clicking them securely into place. Next, Philippe laced her feet into knee-high pony boots, their elevated heels bringing her feet into a position she was used to.

Mara remained still, her hands folded neatly behind her back, as Philippe removed her regular mask and replaced it with a horse mask, complete with a pink plume. The mask was made of thick leather, with a built-in gag that filled her mouth. It clicked into the collar of her neck corset, fixing it in place. Finally, Philippe cuffed her hands behind her back. The restraints were simple but effective, leaving Mara with no way to resist or adjust herself.

Philippe guided her outside slowly, towards the sulkies. Sonia was already there, harnessed and waiting. Mara’s heart pounded in her chest, but she was ready for what was to come.

Philippe carefully attached the sulky to the fasteners on Mara’s iGuardian, making sure everything was secure. He then settled into the seat, holding a small controller connected via Bluetooth to her “virtual reins.” These “reins” sent impulses directly to Mara’s iGuardian, controlling the electrodes buried deep in her body and over her breasts. The impulses would guide her, signaling which direction to turn, when to speed up, and when to slow down.

“Ready, Mara?” Philippe asked, his voice calm but with an edge of anticipation.

Mara pawed her hooves, though her nerves were taut. She had no idea how intense this control would be, but she was determined to master it.

Philippe took a deep breath and signaled her to move forward. A sharp jolt surged through Mara’s body, the gag choking her gasp. The signal in her anus was far stronger than she had expected, almost painful. She instinctively twisted in the wrong direction, trying to ease the discomfort, but it only made the impulse worse.

Philippe was quickly easing off the control. He hadn’t anticipated just how sensitive the system was.

Mara bit down on her gag, stoically waiting for commands. Philippe made another attempt, this time with a gentler touch. The impulse came again, this time more bearable, though still uncomfortable. It guided her forward and to the right, but she hesitated, unsure of how much to turn. Philippe adjusted the reins, and the signal became sharper, almost punishing. Mara winced, feeling the pain deep inside and on her right breast, as the breast cover activated too.

Philippe, sensing Mara’s distress, nodded, focusing on making his movements smaller. He moved the controller more carefully, and this time, the impulse was softer. Mara felt it guiding her, not forcing her. She turned to the right, moving the sulky along with her, feeling more in tune with the signal. But then Philippe tried to make her stop, and the sudden sharp impulse to her clit made her stumble, the pain almost bringing her to her knees.

Philippe pulled back completely. He took a moment to recalibrate the controls in his mind, trying to find the balance.

They tried again. Philippe sent a softer signal, and Mara moved as directed, turning smoothly this time. When he wanted her to stop, he carefully applied just a bit more pressure on the controller, and the signals from the iGuardian pulsed in a way that was firm but not painful. Mara slowed, coming to a controlled stop.

A look of relief crossed Philippe’s face as he saw they were finally in sync. Mara’s body relaxed slightly, the pain subsiding as she adjusted to the guidance. They both had a better understanding now—Philippe of the delicacy required, and Mara of how to read the signals.

“Got it,” Philippe murmured, more to himself than to her. He sent another command, and this time, Mara responded perfectly, moving the sulky forward with a steady pace. They were finally working together.

With the controls mastered, Philippe guided Mara to the track where Sonia, now in her own sulky with Henry as her driver, was waiting. Both women stood side by side, harnessed and ready, their eyes focused ahead. Mara was smaller and lighter than Sonia, but she felt the challenge in the air. Her competitive spirit flared, and she was determined to win this race.

Julien stood at the starting line, holding up a flag. He looked over at the two sulkies, his eyes scanning both women and their drivers. The tension in the air was thick as everyone prepared for the race.

Mara bit down again on her gag, determined to win and to prove herself, mastering this new challenge despite the pain and the control. She glanced at Sonia, who seemed just as determined, and then back at the track ahead.

Julien raised the flag, ready to start the race.

The race began with a burst of energy. Henry drove Sonia with sharp taps of the crop on her exposed rear, urging her forward with every strike. Philippe, on the other hand, guided Mara using the impulses from her iGuardian, sending pulses deep into her body to push her ahead. Both women started side by side, but it didn’t take long for the differences in their physical abilities to show.

Sonia, in her sleek black catsuit, surged ahead, her powerful legs propelling her forward with ease. Mara, in her bright pink suit, struggled to keep up. She pushed herself hard, trying to match Sonia’s pace, but the race quickly became a battle of raw power, something Mara lacked compared to Sonia’s larger frame.

Philippe sensed Mara’s determination, saw how badly she wanted to win, and he pushed her harder with the signals, trying to draw out every ounce of energy she had. Mara responded, digging deep, her body straining with the effort. Her strength was in her flexibility and endurance, skills honed through years of ballet and yoga, but this race demanded something else—pure, brute strength. Despite her best efforts, Sonia continued to pull ahead, her powerful strides eating up the distance between them.

Mara felt the gap widen, felt the looming sense of failure creeping in. Her competitive spirit clashed with the reality of her limitations, and no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t close the gap. Her legs burned, her lungs screamed for air, but it wasn’t enough. She watched helplessly as Sonia crossed the finish line well ahead of her.

By the time Mara stumbled across the line, she was exhausted and devastated. The victory had been so far out of reach, and now the weight of her failure settled on her heavily.

Philippe led her back to the changing rooms in silence. He could see the tears welling up in her eyes, the pain of her defeat written all over her face. Once inside, he gently began cleaning her, wiping away the sweat and grime, then helped her change back into her normal outfit and day-mask. The whole time, Mara fought back her tears, but when she was finally dressed, she couldn’t hold them back any longer. She broke down, crying quietly, the sting of failure cutting deep.

Mara signed with trembling hands, tears streaming behind her mask. I am sorry, Sir. This one failed you.

Philippe, kneeling and sitting her down on his knee in the stable, gently supporting her with one arm, watched her hands move with a sense of sorrow. He placed a hand gently around her narrow waist, his voice soft and reassuring. “Mara, you didn’t fail me. Please don’t think that.”

Mara hesitated, her fingers moving slowly, as if she was unsure whether to continue. It feels that way, Sir. This one could not keep up. Not strong enough. Not even close to what Sir expected.

Philippe shook his head, his tone firm but kind. “What I expected was for you to give your best, and you did that. Winning wasn’t the goal. You showed determination and spirit, and that’s what matters to me.”

Mara’s hands stilled for a moment, the weight of his words sinking in. But then, with a soft, almost hesitant gesture, she signed, This one wanted Sir proud. Did not want to disappoint Sir.

Philippe’s expression softened even more, and he took one of her gloved hands in his. “Mara, you didn’t disappoint me. Your dedication and willingness to push yourself are what make me proud. You have nothing to be ashamed of. Enough for now.”

Mara nodded, her fingers moving slowly in a final sign. Thank you, Sir, for your understanding.

Later, the three women sat together on the veranda of Philippe’s villa in Cologny, each secured to her chair. Mara, masked and silent, was fed nutrients from a feed bag. Sonia and Anna, dressed in niqabs, carefully lifted their veils to enjoy their coffee and small slices of tarte tatin, the rich aroma of caramelized apples mingling with the fresh air.

Sonia signed to Anna. Today’s training, how was it? Out there, you looked amazing. How keep that speed so long?

Anna paused, then signed back, her movements slow and deliberate. This was mild. Usually Julien pushes much harder. Lately, obedience and endurance. In the discipline and routine, comfort is there.

Mara, watching the exchange, couldn’t help but snort behind her mask at the mention of comfort. She shifted slightly, the iGuardian pressing against her in all the familiar places. But Anna’s hands moved again, explaining further, her expression thoughtful.

Yes, comfort. Strange perhaps, but discipline and routine give purpose. When pulling the sulky, everything else falls away. The noise in the head, the doubts, all gone. Only body and Julien’s guidance remain. This one knows her place and what is expected. Inside those boundaries there is peace. Hard to explain, but in those moments this one feels most herself.

Mara paused. She had not expected such a deep and serious answer. Thinking about her last two years in the iGuardian, she realized she understood more than she wanted to admit. The device had forced her into a similar kind of routine, where every movement was controlled, every action measured. There was no space for doubt or indecision; the device didn’t allow it. In a way, she had also found a strange peace within those boundaries, a place where the struggle to meet Philippe’s expectations became her sole focus. But unlike Anna, Mara wasn’t sure if she could ever call that peace comforting.

Sonia, always curious, tilted her head slightly as she signed to Mara. Never before has this one met a woman in an iGuardian Pro Secure. What is it like?

Mara paused, considering how to respond. The iGuardian was a part of her now, something she lived with every moment of every day. She wasn’t sure how to explain it, but she would try.

Her hands began to move slowly, with deliberate care. It is constant. Every part monitored. Controlled. The device adjusts posture, movement, even thought at times. It is there to guide, correct, keep this one focused and disciplined.

Sonia’s eyes widened slightly as she signed back. Painful?

Mara signed a clear no, her hands moving smoothly through the air. Not when this one behaves as she should. But if she strays, if she forgets her place, it can be harsh. The impulses are strong. They teach. They keep her in line.

Anna, watching the exchange, nodded slightly, her eyes showing understanding. She signed, Sounds difficult, but also calming. To know what is expected. To have guidance all the time.

Mara hesitated, then nodded, her fingers echoing her agreement. It is. There is peace in it. This one does not have to decide right or wrong. The iGuardian decides for her. In its way, freeing.

Sonia’s hands paused before she signed again, her movements slow and thoughtful. This one never imagined it that way. Always thought it must feel restrictive.

Mara’s hands moved quickly in response. Restrictive, yes. But comforting too. No room for doubt. No room for error. Everything decided for this one. That is easier.

Sonia’s curiosity finally got the better of her. She glanced at Mara, her hands moving with a mix of concern and curiosity. If this one may ask: why are you in an iGuardian Pro Secure? She thought it was for women who disturb social harmony.

Mara’s eyes flickered with a mix of emotions, but she quickly masked them. Her fingers moved with careful precision. Choices were made that brought this one here, Sonia. Philippe was right to use it. He has every right to expect the highest standards from his ward, and the iGuardian reinforces those standards.

Sonia wasn’t entirely satisfied with the answer. She pressed on, her hands carrying a hint of persistence. But the rewards? Surely it is more than discipline only?

Mara hesitated, then signed, A ward silently enjoys what her guardian offers. Her movements were controlled, almost too controlled, as if she were holding something back.

Sonia and Anna exchanged glances, a flicker of amusement passing between them. Their fingers moved quickly, sharing a private joke, their eyes glinting with slightly lewd humor.

Mara watched them for a moment, then signed with calm resolve. Whatever you have heard, probably it is true. Sometimes harsh, yes, but this one does not wish to be without it anymore. She paused, her hands slowing as the weight of the admission settled. This was not always so.

Sonia and Anna looked at her, sensing there was more she hadn’t said. Mara met their gaze, her fingers moving with almost ominous weight. The device also has an edging mode. If discipline mode does not bring a ward in line, that one will.

As the sun set, casting a golden light over the veranda, Philippe approached, signaling it was time to go.

Sonia and Anna began exchanging their veils for masks. Philippe unlocked Mara and helped her to her feet, guiding her. Henry and Julien released Sonia and Anna, preparing to leave.

Philippe, holding Mara by his side, nodded to Henry and Julien. “Thank you for coming. It was a pleasure.”

Henry smiled. “Likewise, Philippe. We look forward to the next time.”

With final curtsies, the group parted ways. Philippe led Mara inside, while Henry, Sonia, Julien, and Anna walked toward the tram stop.

As they waited, Sonia turned to Anna, her hands moving subtly. The iGuardian in edging mode must be hard to bear. This one wonders what Mara did to merit it.

Anna nodded and signed back. This one cannot imagine that strain. She would lose her mind.

Their conversation was cut short by Henry, who caught Sonia’s small signs nonetheless and reprimanded her. “Sonia, no gossiping. I won’t tolerate it. Whatever Mara did, she’s been corrected, and that’s the end of it. You know better.”

Sonia quickly signed, Yes, Sir. This one apologizes. She knew exactly what kind of correction Henry might have in mind if she gossiped about edging, and she definitely didn’t want that experience. She hated being denied.

The tram arrived, and they boarded, finding locking seats for the women at the back. After clicking Sonia into place, Henry rested his hand on her shoulder, a reminder of his authority. Julien guided Anna to a seat opposite Sonia and locked her in.

As the tram began its journey, Sonia and Anna exchanged a few more silent gestures. Despite the restrictions, they found comfort in each other’s company. The ride home was quiet, filled with unspoken thoughts and the hope of future gatherings. For now, they found solace in knowing they weren’t alone.




47 Two years ago: Decommissioning an Airport

Philippe stood by the large window of the villa, overlooking the garden where Mara was instructing the gardener. He watched her hands dance in the air, giving instructions, yet sticking to form in a way that came naturally to her now. The iGuardian had finally put to correct use, shaping her to the expectations of her role, but Philippe couldn’t help but reflect on how wrong he had been at the start.

He had thought pain would be enough to break her defiance, to mold her into the woman society expected her to be. But Mara wasn’t like the others. Pain had only made her more determined, more resistant. It was only when he discovered how to harness her desire, for release, but also for reward and for approval, that she began to change. Seeing her now, fully absorbed in her tasks, he realized how flawed his initial approach had been. He had underestimated her, not just in her resistance but in her potential.

As Mara continued her work, efficiently managing the household staff, Philippe allowed himself a moment of self-critique. He had kept her close, confined to the villa, thinking it was the best way to ensure she adjusted. He now recognized that decision for what it was—his own insecurity. He had been afraid to let her out, to risk her slipping back into her old ways. But Mara wasn’t meant to be contained; she needed something challenging, something that would engage her mind and give her a sense of purpose.

Philippe’s thoughts drifted to the city’s projects, the initiatives he had heard discussed in his network. Most weren’t suited to Mara, but then one idea came to him—the decommissioning of Geneva International Airport. The plan was to shrink it down to a heliport and find a new use for the vast space left behind. The soil was poisoned from years of pollution, and the task of rehabilitating it was daunting. But it was the kind of challenge that Mara could sink her teeth into, something that would demand the full extent of her abilities while keeping her within the bounds of what was socially acceptable for a Changed woman.

Philippe approached Mara as she finished her instructions to the gardener. He waited until she turned to him and began.

“Mara, I’ve been thinking about a project that might interest you,” Philippe began. “The decommissioning of Geneva International Airport. They’re reducing it to a heliport, but the land is heavily polluted. It needs a new purpose.”

Mara listened attentively. After thinking for a moment, she signed carefully. That sounds like a significant challenge, Sir. If it pleases you, perhaps the area might become a series of connected parks and community gardens. Modern biotechnology could help draw pollutants from the soil. In time, the concrete wasteland could become green space: edible plots, small parks, places that serve the community.

Philippe watched her, nodding slightly. “And how would you propose to manage this?”

Mara signed again, in precise and respectful movements. Sir, if it suits your plans, the project could also serve as a place of learning and rehabilitation for women like this one who are struggling to adjust. Such women could work in the garden and find purpose within a structured environment. It would give them clear goals and expectations, something to focus on. Of course, it would require careful planning and oversight.

She paused, then added, This one could draft a proposal. If it meets with Sir’s approval, Sir could present it to the city council. Funding might be secured through national sustainability programs. If Sir considers it appropriate, the project could align environmental and social needs.

Philippe considered her words, then smiled approvingly. “That sounds promising, Mara. If we move forward, I’ll need you to draft those proposals. I will check them over and use my contacts to present them. You’ll need to navigate the city’s bureaucracy, find the right funding sources, and ensure the project aligns with societal expectations. Maybe I will use you to convince a few key people. Are you prepared to handle that?”

Mara nodded and signed her agreement. Yes, Sir. This one would be honored to take on the task. She believes the project could truly benefit the community.

Philippe placed a hand on her shoulder. “Good girl. Start on the proposals. This is your project, but I’ll support you where needed. Make it count.”

Mara signed her thanks and curtsied. Thank you, Sir. This one will begin at once.

With that, Philippe turned and left her to her thoughts, confident that Mara’s brilliant mind would bring this project to life, and in doing so, help her and others find their place in this new world.

A few days later, as Philippe entered his study, he was surprised to find Mara kneeling next to his desk. She was secured to a fempad, her body locked in place by the post behind her. The locking mechanism attached not only to her corset but also to her neck corset, with her elbows and wrists pressed tightly into self-locking manacles. She couldn’t move, couldn’t do anything without his intervention. He had no way of knowing how long she’d been there.

Ignoring her for a moment, Philippe turned his attention to the stack of folders on his desk. Each was meticulously prepared: proposals for councilmen, social media campaigns, suggestions for the school and reformatory boards, grant applications for the national sustainability board. And then there was a purple folder—documents inside that should not exist and that he knew could be used to sway even the most stubborn council members or board officials. Philippe knew Mara was talented, even ruthless, but seeing this level of preparation for the community garden project was astonishing.

He took his time reviewing everything, letting her stay in her self-imposed confinement. She had gone to extraordinary lengths, even in how she restrained herself, ensuring complete immobilization without anyone’s help.

Finally, after carefully reading through all the documents, he leaned back in his chair, thoroughly impressed. He turned to Mara and began unlocking her wrists and arms, allowing her to move and sign again. Then he squatted down in front of her, looking her in the eye.

“Now, what is all this?” he asked.

Mara’s hands moved gracefully as she signed, her tone polite and hopeful. Sir, everything needed for the community garden project has been prepared. These folders contain proposals, strategies, and plans. If Sir approves, all of it may be used to move the project forward. This one wished to make everything ready for review.

Philippe nodded, watching her closely. “And locking yourself like this?”

Mara’s hands hesitated for just a moment before continuing. Sir, this one wanted to make sure she could take no action without Sir’s permission, so that she would keep proper form. This was the only way she could think of to ensure it absolutely.

Philippe considered her response, his gaze softening slightly. She had gone above and beyond, not just in her work but in her commitment to following his guidance.

“You’ve done an exceptional job, Mara,” he said, his voice steady. “This is impressive. You’ve thought of everything.”

Mara signed her thanks, her movements full of quiet hope. Thank you, Sir. This one only wants to help make the project a success.

Philippe smiled, finally releasing her other restraints. “You’ve certainly done your part. Let’s move forward with this. You’ve earned it.”

Mara rose, then curtsied, signing. Thank you, Sir. This one is ready to follow Sir’s lead.

The following weeks were a whirlwind of activity for Philippe. He sent out proposals, scheduled appointments, and made official presentations while also meeting key figures informally over dinner. Mara, meanwhile, executed the social media grassroots campaigns she had meticulously planned, carefully timing each release for maximum impact. Together, their efforts created a perfect storm of political pressure on the city council, which coincided with the arrival of several grants—most of them approved—offering a straightforward solution. The council, finding themselves cornered by public demand and the sudden availability of funding, had little choice but to greenlight the community garden project.

At a dinner at Councillor Laurent’s home, Philippe and the Councillor were seated outside on the veranda, each with a glass of wine in hand. The evening air was crisp, and the low hum of conversation drifted from inside the house. After some light small talk, the Councillor swirled his wine and shifted the conversation to business.

“So, Philippe,” Laurent began, “with the community garden project about to be approved by the city council tomorrow, we’ll need someone to lead it. Do you have anyone in mind?”

Philippe paused for a moment, glancing back inside the house. Through the large glass doors, he saw Mara and Councillor Laurent’s wife, Claire, signing animatedly to each other. Claire was dressed in a daring gown that pushed the boundaries of Changed society’s modesty standards. The vivid, blocking color patterns of her dress caught the eye, and the fabric barely covered enough to be considered compliant. Her half-mask was more of a decorative piece than an actual covering, and the tiny hat perched on her head seemed to mock the idea of modesty altogether.

Mara, in contrast, was dressed in a way that emphasized her submission and discipline. Her burgundy gown was rich and elegant, the deep color highlighting the strictness of her attire. The gown’s bodice was tightly corseted, cinching her waist severely and pushing her posture into perfect alignment. Matching gloves covered her arms up to her elbows, and a bonnet, tightly tied under her chin, framed her masked face. The mask itself was full, hiding every feature except for her expressive eyes, which flicked up occasionally to meet Philippe’s gaze before returning to Claire.

Philippe turned back to Laurent. “Mara would be my recommendation. Before the Change, she was a corporate contract lawyer, highly skilled. If you consider it appropriate to have a woman lead the project, she would be more than capable.”

Laurent took a sip of his wine, considering Philippe’s words. “That would be legally impossible under the new laws,” he said, his tone thoughtful. “But… there is a workaround. Philippe Beaumont, represented through his ward Mara, could be a viable solution. Under the reformed guardianship laws, you would bear full liability for her actions, but she could effectively lead the project.”

Philippe hesitated, weighing the implications. The responsibility would be immense, not only for the project but also for the legal and financial consequences of any missteps. Yet he knew Mara’s capabilities, her drive, and her attention to detail. She had already done the lion’s share of the work to bring the project to this point.

After a moment, Philippe nodded. “I agree,” he said firmly. “Mara will represent me in leading the project. I’ll take full responsibility.”

Laurent smiled, satisfied with the decision. “Then it’s settled. I’ll make the arrangements, and we’ll announce it after the council meeting tomorrow.”

As the men raised their glasses in a silent toast, Philippe glanced back at Mara once more. The flickering candlelight caught the gleam of her mask, and for a brief moment, he saw the determination in her eyes. He knew she was ready for this challenge, and he was prepared to stand behind her, no matter the cost.

The following day, the Community Garden Project was formally established at the City Council meeting and Philippe Beaumont, represented by his ward Mara, was appointed to lead it.




48 Plans involving Art and Fashion

After the spectacle of the opera, the Freeborn strike again, kidnapping Sonia and Mara. Stripped of her iGuardian, Mara is thrown into a world of raw exposure: forced to walk, eat, and speak like an Unchanged, every moment without her mask and corset feels like filth and collapse. Sonia, locked at her side, remembers her own corrections under Henry—how the chastity belt that once tormented her became her badge of service and her peace. Together, they endure captivity until a desperate escape and their rescue by grenadiers. But survival is only the beginning: Mara can no longer imagine life without her shell, and when Philippe fits her with a new iGuardian Pro Secure, its discipline and rewards restore her to herself. Sonia, meanwhile, chooses her own submission, giving Henry her devotion with clarity. In a Changed world of masks, corsets, and ritual obedience, both women discover that harmony comes not by resisting, but by finding where love and discipline meet.

While their wards relaxed on the veranda, Philippe and Henry sat in the living room, enjoying classical music. Dressed in tailored suits, they sipped their drinks and talked about their love for the opera.

“It’s been ages since I went to a performance,” Henry said, a bit wistfully. “Work’s been nonstop, but an evening at the opera would be perfect.”

Philippe nodded. “There’s something timeless about it. The music, the drama, the elegance.”

Henry’s eyes lit up. “Have you seen Il Seraglio? It’s coming to the Grand Théâtre soon.”

Philippe smiled. “Il Seraglio is a great choice. The themes of captivity and freedom are powerful, and the setting is so rich and exotic.”

Henry leaned forward, excited. “It’s also a chance to dress up and enjoy high fashion. How about we dress our wards to match the theme of the opera?”

Philippe chuckled. “High fashion with a harem theme? That sounds like a fascinating mix of art and discipline. Mara could wear something that captures the essence of Il Seraglio.”

Henry nodded, already imagining it. “I can see Sonia in an outfit inspired by the seraglio, with plenty of veils and elements that symbolize captivity, yet elegant enough for the opera.”

Philippe’s eyes sparkled. “For Mara, something rich, maybe silk and brocade, adorned with jewels to show her status.”

Henry added, “And for Sonia, a gown with layers of sheer fabric, representing the veils of the harem, yet structured to ensure discipline and posture.”

Philippe leaned back, picturing the scene. “It would be a spectacle to see our wards dressed like that, capturing the essence of the opera. It’s settled then. We’ll attend Il Seraglio together in my box at the Grand Théâtre. There’s room for four, so it’s perfect.”

Henry raised his glass. “To opera and high fashion. And to the exquisite blend of art, discipline, and elegance that awaits us.”

Philippe smiled and clinked his glass with Henry’s. “To an unforgettable evening at the opera.” As they discussed more details, their excitement grew, knowing this evening would perfectly blend their passions.

Sonia, dressed in her maid outfit, prepared breakfast for Henry. The white apron and gloves contrasted with her dark dress, and a corset tightly cinched her waist. Having served, she knelt down on her cushion beside Henry, assuming her usual pose—hands behind her back, chest forward, and bottom out. The corset and dress enforced her posture as she waited to be fed.

Henry sat down, smiling as he appreciated her submissive stance. “Good morning, Sonia,” he said, reaching for a piece of fruit. “I received an email from Philippe this morning. We’ll be attending the opera next Saturday, Il Seraglio.” He paused as Sonia accepted the bite.

Sonia’s eyes lit up with excitement. “That’s wonderful news, Sir,” she said, looking up at him. “May I ask if you have plans for my attire? The theme seems perfectly aligned with our shared interests.”

Henry nodded, feeding her another bite. “I do have some ideas, Sonia. You will indeed be dressed to match the theme.”

Sonia felt a thrill of anticipation. “Sir, if it pleases you, may I inquire about my role during the evening? Will I be more ornamental or active?” Her eyes were soft and pleading as she continued. “I’ve grown to love the opera, Sir, and would greatly enjoy wearing a dress that allows me to hear and see the performance. I hope this aligns with your plans.”

Henry looked down at her, thoughtful. “I assure you, Sonia, I’ve considered your enjoyment. You will be ornamental, but I’ve designed something that will let you appreciate the performance fully.”

Sonia’s eyes sparkled with gratitude. “Thank you, Sir. That means the world to me.”

Henry smiled, feeding her another bite. “You will look exquisite, Sonia. The dress will reflect the opulence and exoticism of Il Seraglio while ensuring you remain appropriately restrained and elegant.”

Sonia knew Henry’s plans for her attire would be both challenging and beautiful.

“Now,” Henry continued, selecting the next bite for Sonia, “let’s finish breakfast. We have much to prepare for the coming days.”

At Philippe’s home, Mara sat secured to her chair at the breakfast table. As usual, Philippe had connected her feed bag to her mask himself, gently delivering her meal. He then sat across from her, calm and composed as he began to speak.

“Mara,” Philippe said, breaking the silence. “I have news. We will be attending the opera next Saturday, in ten days. We’ll meet Henry and Sonia there.”

Mara’s eyes brightened with excitement, and she signed her answer. This one looks forward to that, Sir. It will be wonderful to see Sonia again.

Philippe nodded with a smile. “Indeed. The opera will be Il Seraglio.”

Mara’s excitement grew. Philippe continued, “I’m thinking of dressing you as Konstanze, Mara. You’ll be veiled and chained, as befits a captive woman in a seraglio.”

Mara’s heart sank slightly at the thought of being dressed in chains and without a mask. She wouldn’t be able to sign and would have to speak, which made her uneasy. She disliked using her voice. But she knew better than to directly express her discomfort.

Her fingers moved slowly, carefully signing. Sir, your wishes are understood, and of course this one will fulfill her assigned role. However, if it pleases you, she would feel more comfortable masked. Using her voice feels less modest. Hand-dancing is more expressive, and more feminine, she believes.

Philippe watched her closely, noticing the careful way she made her request. He considered her words, then nodded thoughtfully. “I understand, Mara. If it makes you more comfortable, I will reconsider. You will still be chained, but I’ll ensure you can sign, though within limits.”

Mara’s eyes softened with relief, and she signed her gratitude. Thank you, Sir, for your thoughtful consideration. This one is deeply grateful.

Philippe’s smile widened, pleased with her response. “Good. You will look stunning as my Konstanze, and I’m sure you will perform admirably. Now, let’s finish our breakfast.”

Mara folded her hands in her lap, feeling a deep sense of gratitude as she waited for the feed bag to empty while Philippe ate.

Saturday evening arrived with an air of anticipation and elegance. Philippe guided Mara out of the bathroom, where her iGuardian had just completed its cleaning cycle. The cleaning station released her from its locks, leaving her fresh and ready for the evening ahead. On the bed, the rich, dark red silk dress awaited her, each piece laid out, promising both opulence and confinement.

Philippe helped Mara sit on the edge of the bed. He started by gently removing her ballet boots, carefully unlocking the fasteners and sliding them off her feet. Next, he peeled off her stockings. Mara wasn’t used to the cool air on her bare skin, but before she could feel uneasy, Philippe began to dress her for the evening.

He retrieved a pair of silk stockings, their material shimmering. Philippe slowly rolled them up her legs, smoothing out any wrinkles and ensuring they fit snugly. Once the stockings were clipped to the garters of the iGuardian, he reached for the high-heeled knee boots, matching the deep red of her dress and adorned with small gold buckles. He laced them up carefully, making sure each tie was secure before locking the buckles in place.

He led Mara to her vanity, locking her in place so she could apply her makeup and fix her hair while he tended to his own attire. Mara powdered her hair lightly, arranging it into a high, elegant updo. She interspersed the powdered locks with delicate flowers and threads of gold, each piece placed to create a look of aristocratic elegance. Then she laid out her final touches: a pearl necklace and matching earrings, and waited for Philippe to return, unlock her, and finish dressing her.

Philippe, dressed in a distinguished midnight blue velvet tailcoat with gold-embroidered lapels and embossed gold buttons, completed his own preparations. Draped diagonally across his chest was a crimson silk sash adorned with miniature medals and honors. His crisp white silk shirt featured a high stiff collar and a deep crimson tie, perfectly complementing the ensemble. Slim-cut trousers with a subtle gold braid on the outer seam and polished black patent leather Oxfords completed the look. A golden brooch of the Royal Coat of Arms and a black opera cloak lined with crimson silk added the final touches of refined elegance.

He then turned his attention back to Mara. He slipped her hands into the red velvet opera gloves, embroidered with intricate gold designs. The gloves reached up to her shoulders, where he fastened them to the braces of the iGuardian, ensuring they stayed in place throughout the evening.

Unlocking her, Philippe then helped Mara to her feet to guide her into her numerous skirts. The lowest layer was her smooth and narrow Yoyah Sheengzoh, tightly encasing her legs and restricting her step. He layered several petticoats over it, adding volume and structure to her silhouette. The richly decorated and heavy skirt followed, its weight settling around her hips as he adjusted the fabric.

Next, Philippe picked up the stiff embroidered bodice. He carefully positioned it on Mara, making sure it aligned perfectly with the skirt before buttoning it up the back. The final button was locked into place, securing the bodice to the skirt and ensuring there would be no shifting or loosening as the evening progressed.

With the main parts of her dress in place, Philippe then reached for the mask. The mask was a work of art, intricately painted with swirling patterns of gold and crimson, designed to match her dress. It featured a demanding gag, crafted to fit her mouth precisely. Philippe carefully positioned it over Mara’s face, then began the process of working the gag into her mouth. He had to shift it back and forth slightly, ensuring it settled correctly, until Mara could bite down on it. Once it was secure, Philippe clicked the mask to her collar, fixing her head in place. A thin chiffon veil was attached to the mask, insubstantial and semi-transparent, more of an elegant afterthought that allowed the beauty of the mask beneath to show through.

Finally, Philippe took a set of heavy manacles and clasped them around Mara’s wrists. The chains between them were long enough to allow her to sign, though they restricted her movements, preventing her from lifting her hands above elbow level. He fastened the chain to a hardpoint on the iGuardian through a small front opening in her dress, ensuring it was secure while still giving her some freedom to communicate.

Mara stood before Philippe, transformed into Konstanze, a vision of restrained elegance and beauty, ready for the opera.




49 A Night at the Opera

Philippe had arranged for a limousine with a driver for the evening. He helped Mara down the stairs, and the driver adjusted the fempad in the back to accommodate her voluminous dress. Despite the cumbersome outfit, Mara knelt and locked into the seat’s holding arms with ease, the security cushions positioned carefully to avoid ruining her attire. Philippe sat opposite her, and they headed to the Grand Théâtre. The twenty-minute drive from Cologny passed quickly.

Upon arrival, Philippe unlocked Mara and helped her out of the car and into the grand theater. The foyer was grand, with chandeliers casting a warm glow over marble floors and intricate woodwork. A sweeping staircase with rich red carpeting invited guests to the upper levels.

The atmosphere at the opera was one of refined elegance, wrapped in formality and ritual. Women in elaborate, restrictive dresses moved gracefully through the foyer, their faces hidden behind veils or ornate masks. The majority of them wore face masks and had their hands free so they could hand-dance, while those in veils were often manacled, their hands bound behind or in front of them. They would have to use voice to articulate their needs. The soft murmur of male voices was the only real sound, aside from the occasional clink of jewelry, chains, or the rustle of fabric.

By the bar, men stood beside high-top marble tables with cast-iron feet. The tables had steel rings in the center, where many guardians had leashed their wards. It was a common sight—women standing still, tethered by their wrists or collars, waiting patiently while their guardians mingled or visited the washroom. A line of tether bars stretched along one wall, with women held in place, their feet locked into heel restraints and hands secured behind them to manacle bars, while their guardians were occupied.

Mara watched quietly as a small commotion caught her attention. A young woman, her face hidden behind a delicate veil, used her voice—shrill and loud. This was unusual—most women tried to avoid using voice entirely, and when they needed to speak, they certainly wouldn’t be loud or use any of the words or phrases that Mara had overheard. Her guardian, calm but firm, motioned for her to stop, but she didn’t. He finally led her to a quiet corner, where she stood facing the wall, clearly expected to calm down before she could address him appropriately.

As her gaze drifted further through the foyer, she saw a family approach. A father led his wife and two daughters in a typical chain-train. He held a leash attached to his wife’s collar, and she, in turn, held the leash of their eldest daughter, who led her younger sister by another leash. All three women were dressed fashionably: sparkling dresses and highly decorated masks, their tight dresses making it seem as if they glided effortlessly toward their booth.

Philippe scanned the crowd and soon spotted Henry with Sonia. Henry’s classic style never seemed to go out of fashion. He wore a formal evening jacket with satin lapels and a red fez, adding a touch of whimsy. The bright color was striking against the monochrome palette of his outfit.

Sonia’s harem dress was crafted from delicate white chiffon veils. Each layer was sheer by itself, but together they provided just enough coverage, with a teasing hint of what lay beneath. The bodice featured a sweetheart neckline adorned with silver embroidery. Instead of leaving the midriff bare like a traditional harem-girl outfit, a sleek, silvery corset cinched her waist, offering both modesty and a sculpted silhouette. The corset was seamlessly integrated into the design, its polished surface reflecting the light and creating a striking contrast with the soft chiffon veils cascading over her figure.

The skirt, made of additional chiffon veils, flowed gracefully, hinting at the shape of her legs without fully revealing them. High heels and ankle manacles restricted her steps to small, elegant movements. Long, flowing sleeves ended in steel cuffs that connected her wrists to her waist at the back. A heavy steel collar encircled her neck, attached to a chain held by Henry. Her head was crowned with a white and silver fez that matched Henry’s, serving as the anchor for the many layers of veils. Though the veils were thin, together they almost—but not quite—obscured her face.

“Good evening, Henry,” Philippe greeted warmly. “Sonia, you look stunning.”

Sonia responded with a deep curtsy.

“Good evening, Philippe. Mara, it’s wonderful to see you,” Henry replied, smiling with pride at Sonia’s appearance. Mara curtsied deeply.

Mara couldn’t help admiring Sonia’s dress. The contrast between the soft floating veils and the cold steel chains was captivating. She signed formally to Henry. Good evening, Sir. Then she turned to Sonia. Sonia, you look like a vision.

Sonia turned toward Mara. “Thank you, Mara. Your dress is magnificent,” Sonia replied. “You look like a real Spanish Condesa in those robes. It’s truly breathtaking.”

Philippe observed the two women with satisfaction. “Henry, your ward’s attire is both elegant and appropriately restrictive. You have outdone yourself.”

Henry nodded, pleased. “Thank you, Philippe. My gözde embodies the essence of an odalisque tonight. And Mara’s dress—what a masterpiece of opulence and restraint.”

Mara curtsied to Henry, then turned to Philippe. “Thank you, Sir. I am honored to wear such a beautiful dress.”

Philippe smiled warmly. “You wear it well, Mara. Tonight, you are my Konstanze, a true vision of beauty and grace.”

As the group was still exchanging pleasantries, the first bell rang, signaling the opening of the auditorium doors. Philippe guided them to their box, where they found two seats and two kneeling pads with locking connectors for the women. The men secured the women to their pads, making sure they were settled for the performance. They exchanged a few words until the overture began.

The opera started with a burst of vibrant colors and music. Konstanze appeared in a lavish emerald green dress, richly embroidered with gold and pearls. Her bodice was tightly laced, and her arms were encased in long sleeves that ended in cuffs. Her skirt was heavy and layered, clearly restricting her movement. Blondchen, her maid, wore a similarly confining blue outfit with silver adornments. Both costumes highlighted the women’s lack of freedom.

The men on stage were dressed in luxurious fabrics that symbolized power. Bassa Selim, the Pasha, wore deep red robes trimmed with gold, his turban adorned with a ruby. His commanding presence stood in stark contrast to the women’s bondage. Tension built as Konstanze and Blondchen struggled with their captivity, their restricted movements contrasting with the soaring defiance in their voices. The music swelled with emotion, and the first act ended with Konstanze’s powerful aria, “Ach, ich liebte, war so glücklich,” leaving the audience in awe.

During intermission, Philippe and Henry unlocked their wards and helped them to their feet. They led the women into the grand foyer, where Philippe considered getting snacks and wine for the group, and perhaps a feed bag for Mara. They found a free table by a bar, and Henry quickly locked Sonia to the ring at the center, using the chain from her collar. This left her standing at attention with her hands manacled behind her back. Philippe, on the other hand, just used his cellphone to configure Mara’s iGuardian to keep her in place.

Just as the men were about to leave, Henry noticed a woman moving awkwardly through the crowd. Something about her stood out, and as he looked closer, he realized why. She was clearly without corset, her heels were barely six centimeters high, and her face, half visible under an undecorated Jinshuwan, was shockingly bare of makeup. Her lack of proper attire made Henry instantly suspicious.

The woman was trailing behind her guardian, struggling to keep up. Her guardian was in a simple business suit instead of a proper dinner suit, and his shoes scuffed—clearly out of place among the polished evening wear of the other guardians. Even more troubling, the man didn’t offer her an arm or hand for support, despite her obvious struggle. A proper guardian would never be so neglectful; they always kept a watchful eye on their wards, assisting as needed.

The scene sent a wave of unease through Henry. He remembered the recent attack at the Green Gala by the Freeborn. The exact origin of that group was unknown, but they were seen as dangerous terrorists, radicals known for their use of breather masks to avoid infection with LASS-VASH-2024, who claimed that virus was brainwashing people, and who aimed to restore the chaotic pre-Change world. His eyes narrowed, and he pointed the couple out to Philippe.

“Something’s off with them,” Henry murmured. “Look at her—no corset, no makeup. And him… that suit? It doesn’t fit this setting. He’s not even paying attention to her.”

Philippe’s gaze followed Henry’s direction. His expression tightened as he quickly took action. “You’re right. This doesn’t look right at all.”

Philippe seemed to come to the same conclusion as Henry. He unlocked Mara’s iGuardian and turned to Henry. “Free Sonia. I’ll take the women back to our booth. You alert security.”

Henry swiftly unlocked Sonia’s restraints, and Philippe led her and Mara away. With Sonia cared for, Henry pulled out his cellphone, dialing for help as he began to follow the suspicious pair at a safe distance.

Henry reported location and cause, keeping his voice low, kept updating the other side while he casually strolled after the pair. “A man and a woman, both underdressed for the event. I think they’re Freeborn.” As he trailed them, he noticed more people scattered throughout the crowd, similarly out of place. He reported his observations to the security team on the other end of the line.

Then, chaos erupted. Several of the Freeborn suddenly moved with purpose, grabbing women from the crowd, trying to pull them to the exits. Two of the Freeborn pulled handguns, brandishing them at the terrified guests. Screams broke out as the crowd recoiled, fear spreading through the foyer.

But just as quickly as it began, it ended. A Grenadier SWAT team, alerted by Henry, stormed in from the front and sides. The heavily armed troops team wasted no time. Each of the two gunmen was immediately swarmed by four grenadiers in full riot gear, and within seconds, the attackers were disarmed and pinned to the ground. The other would-be kidnappers were similarly overwhelmed by the fast-acting security forces, subdued before they could cause any real harm.

Henry stepped back, watching as the chaos was swiftly brought under control. The grenadiers moved efficiently, ensuring no harm came to the guests. Guardians rushed to the sides of their freed wards, helping them adjust their dresses and restraints, or guiding them toward the washrooms to freshen their makeup and calm their nerves.

No one was hurt, save for the two gunmen, who would likely be nursing broken ribs from the rough takedown. Theater Director Perroux soon appeared, calling the crowd to order. His calm voice echoed through the room, soothing the remaining unease.

“Ladies and gentlemen, please remain calm,” he said confidently. “The situation is under control. No one has been injured. The show will go on.”

Meanwhile, Philippe led Mara and Sonia into the opera box as quickly as their restraints allowed. Once inside, he closed and locked the door, then stood by, cellphone in hand, waiting for a message from Henry.

Sonia felt a twinge of worry, unsure what to do. She glanced at Mara, who stood beside her kneeling pad, poised and calm. Her curiosity got the better of her. She signed. Mara, how do you stay so composed? You never seem to falter.

Mara responded with calm, precise hand-dancing. Discipline is not a choice for this one, Sonia. It is perfection or correction, exactly as the iGuardian says.

Sonia, thankful for the distraction, signed back. Perfection or correction? What does that mean?

Mara’s expression softened as she explained. Philippe chose the iGuardian because this one used to push boundaries, always testing limits. She would try to twist situations to her own advantage. The iGuardian keeps her focused and makes sure she remains within her role and duties.

Sonia nodded thoughtfully, reflecting on her own experience. “When I became Henry’s ward, he took a similar approach. He put me in a chastity belt.” She paused, lost in thought. “To be honest, I asked for it at first because I felt insecure. But then I struggled with the loss of control. It felt too much, too harsh. But Henry was patient. Over time, I learned, and now I understand why he did it.”

Mara, noticing Sonia’s need for distraction, continued signing. It is not so different from what this one went through. Philippe knew this one needed something firm, something that would not bend to her will. The iGuardian reminds her of her responsibilities. It guides her, and corrects her when she steps out of line.

Sonia met Mara’s gaze, and a quiet understanding passed between them. “Henry was the same with me. His corrections felt harsh at first, but now I see they were acts of care. He shaped me into someone better. I’ve grown because of it.”

Mara agreed, signing carefully. Love is shown through the discipline that shapes us into our true selves, whether it comes from a guardian’s guidance or from something like the iGuardian.




50 Sonia remembers

Sonia smiled softly as memories of her early days with Henry came back to her. She recalled the corrections, the intense training, and how her behavior gradually changed. Henry had guided her carefully, with each correction aimed at helping her improve. As she embraced submission, she realized it didn’t take away from who she was. This was striking, considering her progressive upbringing, where female submission was seen as betraying her “sisters.”

Growing up, Sonia had been taught to value autonomy and equality above everything else. Submission was viewed as weakness, something her family could never accept. But her time in Shanghai showed her a different side of herself. Working and training as a maid allowed her to let go of her ego, quiet her sense of self, and find joy in serving others. At first, she felt guilty and confused, worried that she was betraying the values she’d grown up with.

But with Henry, Sonia learned that submission didn’t make her less of a person. Instead, it was freeing to give herself fully to someone she trusted, someone who saw her submission as a gift, not a flaw. Henry’s guidance helped her understand that choosing to submit wasn’t a denial of her worth but a way of affirming it. Her submission didn’t diminish her—it enhanced who she was.

At GAIA, Sonia maintained a professional image. But at home, she became Henry’s maid, with no personal identity. She stopped referring to herself in the first person, even in her thoughts. She was just “this humble maid.” Her entire focus shifted to Henry—his needs, his desires. She found peace in shedding her individual identity and becoming fully absorbed in her role.

Balancing her public and private lives had been hard at first. After long days at GAIA, she would come home, change into her maid uniform, and try to leave “Sonia” behind. But with Henry’s firm guidance, she learned to make the transition smoother. “Your value is in your service. Be precise and disciplined; be the perfect maid. That’s what defines you,” he told her. His words resonated deeply, bringing her back to her time in Shanghai. Under his direction, she fell into those familiar habits with ease.

Sonia repeated Henry’s words like a mantra. Her service was her gift to him, and she gave herself completely. In doing so, she found her true self—a self hidden beneath her upbringing and education.

Henry accepted her gift gracefully, correcting her when needed and offering rewards sparingly. He used her fully but always stopped just short, the unyielding metal of her chastity belt remained a constant reminder of her unfulfilled desire, a silent echo of her commitment. Sometimes she regretted agreeing to wear it, but she knew she was bound by her promise, both by the belt and by her unfulfilled desire. It kept her from touching herself, and kept Henry out. Though the longing remained, she eventually understood that her own desires were unimportant. She was a maid, meant to serve, to fulfill the desires of her betters, and to bring them joy. It took months for her to fully grasp this lesson.

At night, Sonia repeated her mantras, just as she had in Shanghai—a thousand repetitions to make one truth. Her thoughts focused on Henry—his touch, his voice, his commands. She remembered the look in his eyes when she presented herself perfectly, and the rare smile of approval that made her heart swell with pride.

The chastity belt, once a source of discomfort, became a symbol of her commitment. Her gloved fingers traced its edges, feeling the cool, unbreakable metal that both protected and confined her. Its pressure against her skin provided a constant reminder of her devotion. The knowledge that she couldn’t touch herself, even if she wanted to, gave her a new sense of restraint, making her feel both safe and vulnerable.

As the weeks turned into months, Sonia found comfort in her routine. Her world narrowed to Henry, the villa, and her duties. Her work at GAIA became secondary, an interruption of her time as a maid, where she could fully lose herself in service. She found satisfaction in the simplicity of her tasks, in the structure of her role. The chastity belt became a badge of honor, symbolizing her dedication.

She learned to treasure moments of approval, rare rewards, and the sense of belonging she felt. Her own desires faded, replaced by the desire to serve Henry and make his life better. Her submission didn’t take away from her—it completed her. It made her Henry’s. In that, she found true fulfillment.

Sonia still had the vial Anna had made for her, the so-called “cure” for her incomplete infection. Anna had handed it to her with a simple message: “If you’re ready to accept the peace of the Changed, this will ‘fix’ you. Swallow it, and in two hours, you’ll be healed.”

Sonia kept the vial as a reminder of the path she could have chosen. But now, in her modest maid’s chamber next to Henry’s room, she realized she had found her own peace. She no longer needed the vial. She had found harmony within herself, discovering fulfillment and purpose in her submission to Henry.

The next day, Sonia met Anna at the Lakeside Café. Anna was dressed simply but stylishly—a flowing skirt, a tailored blouse, and a hijab covering her hair. They sat with their backs to the room, removed their masks, and donned veils that allowed them to share a coffee together. Anna’s eyes sparkled with curiosity.

Anna signed warmly. Sonia, it is so good to see you again.

Sonia signed back as she pulled out the small vial and placed it on the table. It is wonderful to see you too, Anna. Anna’s eyes widened.

Anna signed, clearly surprised. You still have it.

Sonia nodded. “I kept it, just in case. But I don’t need it anymore. The serum is probably too old to work, but even if it wasn’t, I don’t need it.”

Anna looked at her with understanding. “What changed?”

Sonia took a deep breath. “When you gave me the vial, I was lost. I didn’t know how to navigate this new world. But then Henry came into my life, and everything changed.”

Anna listened closely.

“Henry taught me to understand myself and embrace my nature. I thought submission made me weak, but he showed me it was the greatest gift I could offer. He guided me, corrected me, and helped me find my place in this world.”

Sonia’s signs became more confident. Eventually this one realized she had fixed herself. She found harmony within.

Anna took Sonia’s hand and squeezed it gently. “I’m so proud of you, Sonia. You’ve found your path, your peace.”

Tears welled up in Sonia’s eyes. “Thank you, Anna. You’ve always been there for me. I don’t need the vial anymore because I’ve found what I was looking for.”

Anna smiled, her eyes moist as well. “We’ve both found our places in this world. That’s something to celebrate.”

Sonia nodded, feeling deep gratitude and love for her friend. “Yes, we have. And I’m grateful for every step of the journey that brought us here.”

Sonia knew she had found her place, her purpose, and her peace. A deep sense of contentment settled within her.




51 Intermission

When Mara said, “Love is shown through the discipline that shapes us into our true selves,” Sonia’s thoughts drifted back to her early days with Henry. She remembered how his guidance had helped her become the person she wanted to be. She had given herself to him completely, and he had fully embraced her in return. Sonia smiled under her veil, recalling how the chastity belt no longer stayed locked once they fully embraced their unequal relationship. As Mara had once said, “A ward silently enjoys what her guardian offers.”

As the chaos subsided, Philippe checked outside. When it seemed safe, they cautiously returned to the foyer where they met with Henry. As quickly as her chained legs allowed, Sonia glided over to him and leaned into his embrace. The only evidence of the disturbance was broken glass, as Directeur Perroux addressed the guests, assuring them that everything was under control and the show would go on.

Mara processed the events, realizing how quickly Philippe and Henry had prioritized their wards’ safety. She felt a deep sense of gratitude and admiration for Philippe’s protective instincts. Glancing at Sonia, who seemed equally affected, their eyes met, sharing a mutual sense of relief and thankfulness for their guardians’ quick actions.

“Are you alright, Sonia?” Henry asked gently.

Sonia curtsied and answered, “Yes, Sir. Thank you for protecting us.”

Philippe reassured Mara, and they all returned to their seats. As the second act began, Mara leaned closer to Philippe, feeling an even deeper connection. She was his ward, and he was her guardian—her anchor in a world of uncertainty.

Meanwhile, on stage, Blondchen began to reject Osmin’s rude advances in her aria “Durch Zärtlichkeit und Schmeicheln.” Mara smiled behind her mask, thinking, “If Blondchen only knew…”

After the finale, Philippe secured a private VIP box at the Carré d’Or. He ordered red wine and Turkish delight for Henry, Sonia, and himself, while the women, securely locked to their seats, were unchained. As they were being served, Sonia noticed something unusual. The waitress, named-tagged as Janice on her uniform, wore a discreet “S” pin pinned to her dress. Sonia knew what that meant—Janice was really a man, an abusive guardian serving a year and a day–a Shadow year, hence the S–as a ward to learn proper restraint and gain a new perspective.

Sonia discreetly signed to Mara. Did Mara notice the pin? Before Mara could respond, Henry caught sight of Sonia’s gossiping. His expression hardened. This was the second time he caught Sonia signing about other wards corrections behind his back. He did not know why she was obsessed with that, but he could certainly oblige once they were back at home.

“Sonia,” Henry said firmly, in a low but clear voice, “stop that. I thought I had made myself clear. Gossiping about corrections is unacceptable. Corrections are private matters, meant to guide and help you grow. Once they’re done, they are not spoken of again, especially not in public. For all practical purposes, Janice is a ward, and she is subject to exactly the same expectations and standards as any other ward.”

Sonia immediately lowered her gaze and signed with full formality. This one apologizes, Sir. Thank you for keeping her aligned.

Henry nodded, his expression softening slightly. “See that you remember this, Sonia. We will discuss it further at home.” Sonia turned her attention to the Turkish delight and the wine, wondering what, exactly, that “discussion” at home would involve. Meanwhile, Janice returned with a feed bag for Mara, which Philippe attached to her feed port himself.

The conversation between the men turned to the Freeborn attack, leaving the women to themselves.

“It seems too convenient that this attack happened just as the new Swiss banking transparency laws are coming into effect,” Philippe remarked. “These laws will expose many hidden fortunes in previously anonymous Swiss accounts and vaults, subjecting them to proper wealth taxes. The timing is suspicious.”

Henry nodded but offered a different perspective. “I see your point, Philippe, but we must consider all possibilities. It’s possible that Chinese-sponsored terror groups could be fueling these masked attacks. They have their own reasons for destabilizing the region, especially with their increasing influence in global affairs.”

Sonia wisely remained silent. She was cautious, understanding the delicate balance of their roles, and refrained from interrupting her already upset guardian. Besides, her knowledge of the true origin of the LASS-VASH-2024 was secret and maybe not even relevant in their men’s discussion.

The men debated various motivations behind the attack, and eventually, it was time to leave. The men re-secured their wards and led them to the waiting limousine.

At home, Mara thanked Philippe for the wonderful evening and the opera. She signed with genuine gratitude. Thank you, Sir. It was a wonderful experience.

Philippe smiled, pleased, and helped her prepare for the night, locking her to the bed in her usual attire. Mara felt a sense of peace and safety as Philippe ensured every detail was just right. As she lay down, feeling the familiar constraints of her night setup, she felt happy and protected. With a contented sigh, she closed her eyes and drifted into a deep, restful sleep.




52 The Conference

The next morning, the group gathered for brunch at Henry’s place. Anna wore a 1950s flower-print dress with large petticoats, a cinched waist, and long sleeves. She had on short blue leather gloves and a matching headscarf, with a mask concealing her face, completing the vintage look. Sonia was dressed in a floor-length gray pencil skirt and a white blouse buttoned at the back. Her elbow-length leather gloves tucked under the cuffs, and she wore a straw hat pinned to her bun. She was masked as well. Mara, in her usual attire, had on a bonnet and a mask fixed to the collar of her iGuardian, keeping her head still. She wore a white blouse locked in the back, an Edwardian walking skirt in deep navy blue, and her usual ballet knee-boots under the Yoyah Sheengzoh.

The women, locked to their chairs, signed to each other while the men talked outside on the terrace, their conversation taking on a more serious tone.

Anna glanced around before signing to Mara. The leather of her tight gloves creaked softly. This one heard there was an attack during intermission. What happened?

Mara’s fingers moved gracefully. Yes. A group of Freeborn tried to free us. It was chaotic, but the Grenadiers stopped them quickly.

Sonia added, Apparently one woman noticed them beforehand. The women in the group were obviously underdressed and uncorseted, and the men behaved rudely. They tried to blend in, but badly. Because of the attack on Zendaya, she grew suspicious and called the police helpline. The Grenadiers were already on the way when it began.

Anna’s eyes widened with interest. That is fascinating. How did the Freeborn stay uninfected by something as contagious as LASS-VASH-2024? Why form a terrorist group only now, three years after the Change? And where did they get money for their equipment?

Mara’s fingers paused before she signed. This one will use her contacts. More information is needed. That group cannot be allowed to cause serious harm.

The women exchanged nods, understanding the seriousness of the situation. Mara’s vague response suggested she had ways of gathering information, and they would discuss it more once she had news.

The conversation then shifted to other topics.

Mara mentioned that she had received the agenda for the upcoming conference on viruses and pandemic control.

Sonia signed with curiosity. What is the conference focused on?

Mara signed. The conference will cover the medical and legal aspects of pandemic control. It is a major event for all of us. There will be sessions on antiviral development, vaccine distribution strategy, and the legal side of pandemic response.

Anna nodded. It sounds very informative. Who is speaking?

Mara’s hands showed a hint of amusement. One of the keynote speakers is Dr. Cheng, CEO of CBI. She turned to Anna. And did Anna know he is also CEO of Maylee Shufoo? This one found that out for Sonia a long time ago. He will speak on neuroactive viral disease and future pandemic preparedness. There are several other well-known experts from medicine and law as well.

Sonia’s hands froze mid-sign. She signed quickly, anxiously. Dr. Cheng? Are you sure?

Mara nodded, noticing Sonia’s reaction. Yes. Why? Is something wrong?

Sonia’s hands shook slightly as she signed. When this one met him in Shanghai three years ago… the situation was not favorable. From her signs, it was clear there was more to the story. Anna knew the details, but Mara did not, and Sonia wasn’t ready to share. It has been three years, but this one worries he might recognize her.

Anna reached over, gently touching Sonia’s arm to calm her. Sonia, that was a long time ago. Now you are masked or veiled, and even if he sees your bare face, he probably will not recognize you. You have changed, and so has the world.

Sonia took a deep breath, trying to steady her hands. This one knows. Still, the thought makes her nervous. He was involved… Her hands paused, then she started again. What if somehow he realizes who she is?

Mara’s eyes softened with understanding. Sonia has come a long way since then. Dr. Cheng may not remember her at all. Besides, we are going to the conference to learn and to make a difference. If she feels uncomfortable, she need not attend his session.

Sonia nodded, her fingers moving more slowly. Thank you, Mara. This one appreciates that. She will try to focus on the positive side of the conference.

Anna signed. Feeling nervous is normal, but we are in this together. We will support one another.

Later that week, the conference at the International Conference Center began with a quiet sense of anticipation. The venue, designed to accommodate thousands, had most of its space unused, except for a small section set up for the 200 attendees. The main auditorium had been thoughtfully divided: one half was arranged with locking fempads for unattended women, while the other half was set up for men and their wards. The seating was cleverly designed, allowing the chairs to convert easily from standard seats to secure women’s seats with locking arms and modified beds.

Anna, Sonia, and Mara arrived without their guardians. Philippe had programmed Mara’s iGuardian to guide her to the center and had set a geofence to keep her within the conference area. Dressed formally, Mara wore a sleek, dark navy suit with a high-collared blouse that locked at the back. The blouse, made from smooth, matte silk, had delicate lace detailing at the cuffs. Her long skirt fell just above her ballet boots, with a traditional Yoyah Sheengzoh underneath. She also wore matching leather gloves, and a tight bonnet held her mask securely in place, fixed to the collar of her iGuardian.

Sonia chose a more balanced look. She wore a fitted gray pencil skirt with a lavender blouse featuring puffed sleeves and a ruffled collar. Her light gray gloves matched her stylish mask, which had subtle embroidered patterns complementing her outfit. A matching headscarf kept her hair neatly tucked away.

Anna, opting for a more casual style, wore a pale blue dress with a flared skirt and short sleeves that covered her elbow-length gloves. The dress had a playful polka-dot pattern, giving it a relaxed “casual Friday” vibe. Her mask was simple and plain white, without any embellishments, and she wore a light summer hat pinned to her bun.

The three women made their way to the women’s section and locked themselves into the fempads. They felt the firm grip of the restraints as they settled into place, a reassuring pressure that anchored them in the midst of the growing crowd. The atmosphere was thick with anticipation, though the room was eerily silent, save for the soft clicking of heels and the rustling of fabric as other women took their places. The subdued murmur of male voices drifted from the other side of the room, adding to the quiet tension.

As the lights dimmed, Dr. Cheng stepped onto the stage, ready to deliver his keynote on neuroactive diseases. Sonia, already anxious, felt her heart race as she realized she was now locked into a fempad for a talk given by the very man she had been avoiding. The mask she wore, along with her complete coverage in Changed attire, meant there was little chance of being recognized, yet the anxiety gnawed at her. She had to consciously breathe deeply, forcing herself to stay calm, knowing there was no real danger, though the memories of Shanghai made it hard to relax.

Dr. Cheng began his lecture, titled “Neuroactive Parasites and Viruses: Common Pathways from Toxoplasma Gondii to Emerging Human Influences,” speaking with the calm authority of someone deeply knowledgeable in his field. Sonia and Anna, both familiar with the LASS-VASH-2024 virus, quickly noticed that Dr. Cheng was only scratching the surface of the virus’s true nature. For them, his presentation was interesting but lacked the depth they knew was possible. However, for most of the audience, his revelations were groundbreaking. He spoke about how a hypothetical virus could influence behavior, and the audience hung on every word.

As the lecture ended, the women were automatically released from their fempads, and they filed out in an orderly manner. The silence was only broken by the sound of their heels and the soft swish of their skirts. The stillness of the event was almost unnerving, with only the occasional murmur of male voices breaking through the quiet.

In the main hall, the space was divided again. The unattended women had their own section, where they could switch from masks to veils modestly for refreshments. Or, in Mara’s case, she had the option to be locked into a women’s chair with a feed bag if she wished to take a break. The wards accompanied by their guardians mingled in the other half, quietly discussing the topics of the day.

Sonia and Mara walked over to the refreshment bar, eyeing the options laid out on the table. Anna, unimpressed by the usual conference fare, stayed back, making a quiet joke about the poor quality of the coffee. Mara picked up a feed bag, reading the label with mild interest.

Suddenly, the kitchen door beside them burst open with a loud crash. A group of armed intruders, their strange breathing masks identifying them as Freeborn, stormed into the room: The door slammed into Mara with brutal force, hitting her body and face. The titanium shell of her iGuardian and her fixed mask absorbed most of the blow and protected her from harm, but the impact still knocked her off her feet. She lost her balance, and fell hard onto her back, her narrow skirt preventing her from getting up. She tried to turn her head to find Sonia, but her locked-on mask held her head rigid. She lay there, trapped and helpless, like an overturned bug unable to right itself.

Around her, muffled cries filled the air—panicked sounds from gagged women who couldn’t scream. The clicking of heels echoed as others tried to flee, their movements frantic and chaotic. Then, a gunshot rang out, loud and terrifying, freezing everyone in place. Mara felt a rough hand grab her, flipping her onto her stomach. She felt the cold edge of a knife scrape against the back of her iGuardian, followed by the harsh buzz of a taser.

A powerful shock jolted through her body, sent from her fried iGuardian through all electrodes at once. The pain was overwhelming, blurring her vision as she slipped into unconsciousness.

The intruders worked quickly, rounding up several Changed women, including Sonia and Mara. Within moments, they retreated, leaving behind a scene of chaos and fear. Sonia and Mara, along with the others, were gone, taken by the Freeborn, their fate uncertain.




53 Out of the Shell

Mara slowly opened her eyes, squinting against the harsh artificial light flooding the room. The brightness stung, piercing her eyes, which were unaccustomed to such intensity after so long in controlled environments. She instinctively closed them again as a wave of disorientation and pain washed over her.

Everything hurt.

Panic rose inside her as she realized how vulnerable she was. Her protective shell, the iGuardian that had encased her for years, was gone. Her mouth felt strangely empty, her face bare and exposed, with nothing to shield her from the world. Her hands, once always gloved, were now uncovered, as were her feet. With a jolt, she realized she was completely naked, covered only by a rough blanket that did little to protect her from the cold or the shame of her exposed state. She felt dirty, as if something essential had been stripped away.

A rough, cracking sound escaped her throat as she tried to speak, but her vocal cords, unused for years, failed her. The sound was more a groan than a word, raw and primal. Whoever had done this had removed her iGuardian and everything else that had defined her existence, leaving her in a strange, cold bed. Her body betrayed her further, leaking uncontrollably now that the inserts that had regulated her were gone. The muscles that had once held her in perfect posture now screamed in agony, unable to perform even the simplest tasks without the support they had grown used to.

Through the haze of pain and fear, she heard a voice—Sonia’s voice, soft and close.

“Mara, are you awake?” Sonia’s voice was barely above a whisper, sending a shiver through Mara. Sonia, too, must have been unmasked, vulnerable like Mara.

Mara managed a low, guttural moan in response, the sound rough and barely intelligible. She couldn’t move much, every attempt to do so sending sharp pains through her body. But she was used to pain; it had been a constant companion in her life, and now it served as a motivator. She began to systematically test her body, trying to regain some control. Fingers twitched, arms moved slightly, and her legs responded sluggishly. Every motion was a struggle, but she pushed through it, forcing her body to obey her will.

Slowly, with immense effort, Mara tried to lift her upper body, using her weakened arms to prop herself up. The world around her swam in and out of focus, but she was determined to see where she was. She looked around, taking in her surroundings: a shiny, new army cot beneath her, stark and cold. The room was a featureless concrete box, with no windows, just a single metal door, and two harsh fluorescent lights buzzing above.

Sonia knelt beside her, her presence both comforting and unsettling. Sonia was dressed in a bathrobe, her face bare and vulnerable, her hands and feet exposed as well. Her hair was pulled back into a makeshift braid, a far cry from the elegant styles she usually wore. In her hands, Sonia held another bathrobe, clearly meant for Mara.

“We’ve been kidnapped,” Sonia said quietly, her voice steady but laced with fear. There was no need for further explanation; the stark reality was all too clear.

With painstaking care, Mara tried to sit up, her body trembling from the effort. Every muscle protested, but she fought through the pain, her determination stronger than the agony she felt. She needed to understand what had happened, where they were, and how they could possibly escape this nightmare. The rough texture of the army cot pressed into her skin as she pushed herself upright, her body shaking with the exertion.

Sonia moved closer, ready to help if needed, but also aware of Mara’s fierce independence. Mara managed to sit, her breath coming in shallow gasps. The pain was overwhelming, but she refused to give in to it. Her head drooped, her neck muscles too weak to hold it upright. Her back ached with every breath, the absence of her supportive shell making every movement a struggle. Sonia moved quickly to help, guiding Mara with gentle hands toward the metal toilet mounted against the side of their cell. Mara could barely walk, her feet refusing to flatten after years spent in an en-pointe position, her body refusing to cooperate with even the simplest actions.

When they reached the toilet, Mara collapsed onto it, all pretense of dignity gone. She felt utterly exposed and helpless, her body betraying her as she fought to regain control over her leaking bowels. The effort was agonizing, each movement sending fresh waves of pain through her already weakened muscles. Sitting there, she tried to clean herself as best she could, the rough washcloths and cold water a poor substitute for the cleanliness she was used to. But she couldn’t stand, so she did everything from where she sat, her mind reeling from the indignity of it all.

Sonia, also struggling with her own weakened body, handed Mara a bathrobe. Mara accepted it gratefully, covering her bare, vulnerable body with the soft fabric. It was the first bit of comfort she’d felt since waking up in this nightmare, and she couldn’t stop the tears that began to fall silently down her cheeks. She had been stripped of everything that made her feel safe, and now she was left with nothing but pain and despair.

A small flap in the metal door opened with a harsh clang, and a steel tray was pushed into the room. On it was a simple meal and a bottle of water for each of them. The sight of solid food filled Mara with dread. She had lived on liquid nourishment for so long that the idea of chewing and swallowing real food was almost alien to her. The smells, the textures—everything was overwhelming, and she felt a wave of nausea rise up as she forced herself to take a bite. She gagged, barely able to keep the food down, and stayed close to the toilet in case she lost the battle.

Along with the meal, there were fresh linens for the cots. Sonia, moving with the same cautious steps as Mara, managed to change the bedding. The task took longer than it should have, both women struggling with their weakened bodies. But eventually, Sonia succeeded, making the beds as comfortable as possible in the cold, sterile room.

Mara’s stomach revolted against the unfamiliar food, and she spent what felt like hours on the toilet, her body purging itself violently. Sonia stayed by her side, offering comfort where she could, even as Mara managed to whisper a few strained words that were a poor imitation of speech. Her hair hung in greasy strands down to her waist, but she was too weak to care for it, too weak to even leave the toilet. Sonia moved Mara’s cot closer so she could rest within reach of the toilet in case of another emergency.

That night was unbearable. Exhaustion weighed heavily on Mara, but sleep was out of reach. Pain pulsed through every inch of her body, and each movement reminded her of her weakness. Despite it all, she forced herself to keep going, to push through the agony. She did simple exercises, flexing her fingers, toes, and limbs, trying to regain some strength. She took small bites of food, determined to keep something down, to give her body the energy it desperately needed.

The days blurred together in a fog of pain, sleep, and boredom. Time lost meaning as Mara struggled to adjust to her new, terrifying reality. At some point, Sonia made a ruckus, shouting at their unseen captors through the door, demanding assistance, clothing, and shoes. Her voice echoed in the small, featureless cell, filled with frustration and desperation. She explained that they couldn’t walk properly without some kind of heel, emphasizing their physical limitations. For days, they had been left with little more than the bare essentials for survival, and their situation was becoming unbearable.

To their surprise, food continued to arrive regularly, pushed through the flap in the door. After one particularly loud outburst from Sonia, something else was delivered. The next tray included two bright orange ballet leotards and a pair of medium-heeled pumps for each of them. The shoes weren’t a perfect fit, but they were better than going barefoot. Despite the pain, Mara’s memory of her ballet training pushed her forward. She put on the leotard and shoes, feeling the unfamiliar fabric against her skin, and forced herself to move. The pain was intense, every step a reminder of how weak she had become. Her shortened tendons protested, and the weight of her body on unfamiliar points in her feet was excruciating. But she pressed on, determined to regain some control over her body.

The food, though still unappealing, became easier to tolerate. Mara forced herself to eat her share and keep it down, knowing she needed the strength. Each day, she pushed herself a little harder, trying to rebuild the endurance she had once taken for granted.

Mara trained her voice, which she had not used for several years. She pushed herself to move from a whisper to modulated, if quiet, speech, even though she hated every second of it. She supplemented her speech with hand-dancing the way little girls do before receiving their first mask, using the familiar motions to convey the nuances and emotions that her voice couldn’t carry. Sonia supported her through it all, sensing how close Mara was to breaking under the weight of her trauma. She knew that Mara needed to feel some semblance of control, and speaking was one way to reclaim that.

While exploring the cell early on, Sonia and Mara found a pile of objects in the corner, covered by a rough blanket. Beneath it, they discovered the broken remains of Mara’s iGuardian, Sonia’s chastity belt, and the shredded remains of the clothing they had worn to the conference. Mara did not understand why their unseen captors left the pieces here with them. In a hoarse, barely understandable voice, and at the same time with clumsy, half-remembered hand-dancing, she asked Sonia, “Are they trying to mock us with that? It’s depressing, seeing my iGuardian destroyed. I feel so exposed and helpless.” The device had been her shield, her prison, and now it lay in ruins before her.

As they sifted through the debris of their past lives, Sonia found some salvageable electronics and batteries among the wreckage of Mara’s iGuardian. With quiet determination, she began to wire something together, working with whatever scraps she could find. Mara watched her with disbelief, clinging to the idea that Sonia might be able to get them out of this nightmare.

At night, when the harsh fluorescent lights finally dimmed, Sonia put her plan into action. Using the makeshift tools she had fashioned from the remnants of their gear, she tampered with the electronic lock on their cell door. The process was slow and nerve-wracking, every small sound amplified in the stillness of the night. The final piece, a shard of titanium from Mara’s vaginal shield, proved to be the key. With a quiet click, the door’s lock disengaged.

Dressed in their tattered white bathrobes, bright orange leotards, and ill-fitting heels, the two women slipped out of their cell and into the concrete hallway beyond. The corridor was silent, cold, and unforgiving, but it was a form of freedom.

Sonia hadn’t really expected them to make it out. Her main goal was to get as close to the open sky as possible, just in case they could send out a signal. Tucked away in the pocket of her bathrobe was the GPS transmitter from Mara’s iGuardian, now wired to some salvaged batteries. The small device was put together in a makeshift way, and its “GPS lock” LED blinked with a slow red pulse, indicating it had no idea where it was, while the “net” LED flashed similarly, unable to connect to any base station to update its location.

With their hard heels clicking on the concrete, the women moved as quietly as they could through the maze of corridors, passing several numbered metal doors identical to their own cell. The dim lighting made the space feel even more oppressive, and every sound seemed to echo in the silence.

At the end of the corridor, a metal-barred door blocked their way to a set of concrete stairs leading upwards. Sonia crouched down and started working on the lock with her improvised titanium tool, her breath slow and steady as she concentrated. Mara, meanwhile, explored the small area around them, her eyes scanning for anything that might help.

In a nearby guard room, she found a desk and a cot. Her hands felt along the underside of the desk, searching the drawers and crevices for anything hidden. When she reached up to the underside of the second-lowest drawer, her fingers brushed against something sticky—tape. She carefully peeled it back and found a key attached. With a small, silent gasp of excitement, she slipped it free and hurried back to Sonia, holding it out to her with a hopeful look.

Sonia took the key with a silent nod and inserted it into the lock. The metal door swung open with a quiet creak, and the two women slowly ascended the stairs, each step taking them closer to the unknown.

At the top of the stairs, they found a final door, unlocked. When they pushed it open, they were met with the cold, crisp air of the high Alps. The night sky stretched above them, the stars glimmering like scattered diamonds. They were standing in the inner yard of a lone mountain farmstead, far from any sign of civilization. The chill wind bit at their skin, and they huddled closer together, their thin bathrobes and leotards offering little protection from the cold.

Mara asked with her hands in the cold air, What now? We cannot stay here.

Sonia didn’t answer right away. She focused on the LEDs on the GPS device, hoping they would turn green. One by one, the red blinking lights shifted to a steady green, signaling that the device had finally locked onto their position and connected to a network.

Sonia pointed at the LEDs with a small smile, and Mara’s face lit up with relief. She clapped her hands softly, her excitement muted but genuine. They had done it. The signal was out.

But Sonia knew they couldn’t stay. The bitter cold was seeping into their bones, and their thin clothes offered no protection against the alpine night. “Let’s go back,” she whispered. “If we’re lucky, they haven’t noticed we’ve been out. It’s time for our guardians and the grenadiers to take care of us.”

Mara nodded, understanding that they weren’t meant to be the heroes in this story, but literally the damsels in distress. Slowly, they retraced their steps, locking the doors behind them. Mara carefully taped the key back to its hiding place, ensuring nothing was out of place.

Finally, they slipped back into their cell, the concrete walls feeling even more suffocating after their brief taste of freedom. They crept into their hard cots, the cold metal pressing against their skin, and waited in the dark, hoping help would arrive soon.

The rescue was swift and chaotic. Down in their concrete cell, Mara and Sonia listened to the sounds above: the thrum of helicopters, the sharp crack of gunshots, the shouts of men, and the deep, resonating boom of an explosion. The very walls that had imprisoned them now served as a bunker, shielding them from the battle raging above.

Heavy footsteps echoed through the corridor, followed by the shouts of soldiers. “Secured!” “Two here!” “One injured!” The clanging of doors, the sound of crying—it was a chaotic symphony of liberation. Finally, their cell door swung open, and heavily armored grenadiers stormed in. “Secured!” one shouted, and another took stock of the room, “Two more! Uninjured!”

After the grenadiers, medics entered, carrying supplies. Their faces were focused as they moved to care for Sonia and Mara. Mara, too exhausted and overwhelmed to fully process what was happening, was secured to a stretcher and injected with a sedative that quickly dulled her senses.

Her next memory was soft and familiar—lying in her bed at home. The warmth of the blanket, the gentle comfort of the bed—it all felt almost unreal. She was unbound, still naked under the blanket, but there was no cold, no harshness. As her eyes adjusted to the dim light of the room, she saw Philippe sitting beside her, looking exhausted and worn.

Before she could fully wake up, Philippe was at her side, cradling her in his arms. His embrace was firm and desperate, as though he feared letting go might cause her to vanish. Mara felt the trembling in his body, the raw emotion he had been holding back.

They both began to cry, overwhelmed by sadness, relief, fear, and trauma. Mara felt the tightness in her chest loosen just a bit, knowing she was safe, that Philippe was there. The physical pain of the past few days melted away, leaving only the rawness of her emotions.

“I’m here, Mara,” Philippe whispered through his tears. “You’re safe now. You’re home.”

Mara clung to him, her voice still weak but filled with the same depth of emotion. “Philippe, I was so scared. I—”

“Shh,” he soothed, holding her close. “You’re safe. Sonia is safe. Anna wasn’t kidnapped, she escaped with a few scratches. I’m here. I’ll stay with you. We’ll get through this together.”

Mara cuddled into Philippe’s arms, her body still trembling from the overwhelming emotions. She knew she needed to tell him everything, but the words felt foreign on her tongue after so long. “The attack… it happened so fast,” she began, her voice hoarse and barely above a whisper. “One moment I was looking at the feed bag, the next… the door just slammed into me. It was… violent. But the iGuardian, the mask… they protected me from the worst of it.”

She paused, her hands moving with a different rhythm, one that spoke of fear and vulnerability. “But then… when I woke up… I was without my shell, Philippe. I was completely vulnerable. I could feel… everything. My skin, the air, the rough blanket against me. It was too much. I felt… exposed, like I was nothing.”

Philippe’s grip tightened around her, offering silent support as she continued.

“I felt filthy,” she said, her voice cracking as she forced the words out. “The belt… it always kept me clean. I never had to worry about anything like that. But there, without it… I was leaking, I couldn’t control my body… it was disgusting.”

Her hands danced, mirroring the depth of her shame and helplessness. “I felt so dirty, so… lost. I couldn’t even stand properly. My neck, my back… they hurt so much without the support. I couldn’t even hold my head up. I felt… broken.”

She took a shaky breath, trying to steady herself as she moved on to the next part. “And the food… I couldn’t stand it. The feed bags are so smooth, so easy. But this… this was raw, intense. The tastes were overwhelming. I almost couldn’t keep it down. It was like… like I was being forced to go back to something primitive, something… uncivilized.”

Her hands stilled, and she looked up at Philippe, her eyes pleading. “I need the belt, Philippe. I can’t… I don’t want to be without it. I need that shell, that protection. I want to be… civilized again. Please.”

Philippe gently stroked her hair, his voice soft but firm. “We’ll get you back into an iGuardian, Mara. I promise. You won’t have to go through that again. You’re safe now, and I’ll make sure you’re cared for.”

Mara nodded, her hands expressing her relief. “Thank you, Philippe. I just… I want to feel whole again.”

Philippe kissed her forehead, holding her close as they both began to calm.




54 Whole again

Philippe took Mara to the fitting room. Unlike her first fitting three years ago, when she had felt dread, this time she was filled with anticipation. The old passive belt she wore on the way there felt like a relic, a temporary substitute for the real thing. She was dressed in proper clothing again—a soft blouse, a skirt. Underneath, her corset, a Yoyah Sheengzoh and her ballet boots shaped and held her. She was masked and felt comforted by the gag that filled her mouth, but it was the thought of what awaited her that gave her a sense of relief.

The technician began the fitting with practiced skill, guiding Mara through a new 3D scan to update her measurements. The new iGuardian Pro Secure model was sleek, a significant upgrade from the one Mara had worn for years. The hip belt was secured first, circling her waist with a snugness that reassured her. As the inserts settled into place and the crotch strap was fastened, she felt a familiar sense of control returning. When the corset was tightened around her torso, its cups holding her firmly, the tension in her back began to ease. The pull of the shoulder braces and the neck corset corrected her posture, forcing her into the disciplined stance she had known for so long. It was a comfort, a return to something she could rely on.

As the belt activated, tightening to its daytime setting, Mara felt its embrace fully. The structure and discipline that had shaped her life for the last few years were back. The sensors and electrodes began their test patterns, and the belt came alive against her skin. She welcomed the subtle impulses, the ones she hadn’t even realized she missed until they were gone. The barely noticeable pulse in her neck corset that always pointed north—she was no longer feeling lost. The rhythmic signal from the hip belt that told her the direction and distance of Philippe’s cellphone—she was no longer feeling lonely.

The test patterns from the scheduler and guidance mode ran through the belt and her system, each one a reminder of the order that had been missing from her life. Even the sharp pain from the calibration impulses of discipline mode was welcome to her. As the subtle, almost subconscious, reward impulses between her legs activated, the dread and depression that had weighed on her since her kidnapping began to lift. The iGuardian had used these subtle rewards and their withdrawal to guide her behavior, creating a system of discipline that kept her in line long before any overt correction was necessary. Being without it had left her in a state of constant anxiety and slight depression, making her feel as if she was doing something wrong. But now she could finally feel joy again, knowing she was back where she belonged.

Philippe moved closer, fitting her new mask with the care of someone who knew how much this meant to her. The mask, custom-made from the fresh 3D scan, fit perfectly. The earplugs blocked out ambient noise, replacing it with a curated version of her surroundings. Real-time translation, Philippe’s voice-over, and simple orders from the system were all fed directly into her ears, making her feel connected to him in a way that went beyond the physical. Nose plugs with air filters threaded deeply into her nose, controlling and securing her air intake. The mask’s integrated Vision Pro displayed navigation over her path, callouts over recognized people, and could even provide a simulated drone-view of her surroundings synthesized from the belt’s many sensors. It added layers of information to her perception. It could edit what she saw, filter her environment, and ensure that she only focused on what Philippe deemed necessary.

Her new gloves, fitted with position sensors, allowed her to communicate through hand-dancing, which the iGuardian recognized and responded to. The system could synthesize a voice for her, one chosen by Philippe.

As she experimented with the functionality, feeling the electrodes gently pulse across her skin, Mara began to feel whole again. The numbness that had plagued her was fading, replaced by a growing sense of connection and control. She wasn’t just wearing the iGuardian; she was becoming a part of it once more. The pain and fear of the last few days started to recede, making room for her to begin healing, slowly but surely.

For the first time since her ordeal, Mara felt like herself again—disciplined, secure, and, most importantly, safe in Philippe’s care. As she stood there, encased in the familiar and advanced embrace of her new iGuardian Pro Secure, she knew she could start to heal, with Philippe by her side, guiding her every step of the way.

Turning to Philippe, her mouth finally filled again by a proper and civilized feed gag, Mara signed her happiness. Thank you, Sir. Philippe smiled and touched his phone. His synthesized voice came through her mask’s earplugs, commanding, “Follow me.” A green ring appeared around him, showing the area she had to stay within, with a wider yellow ring indicating where correction would begin if she didn’t follow. Philippe held out his arm, and Mara quickly tiptoed to him in her ballet boots, then hooked her arm into his.

Hanging onto his arm, her posture regal and perfect, with rapidly clicking heels, she glided beside him out of the store.
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