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​Chapter One
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“Breathe,” a low voice said gently. “Breathe. Take your time and when you’re ready, open your eyes.”

Ornette took in the deep breath the voice recommended and then said saucily, “What? No kiss?”

“No kiss,” the man’s voice confirmed.

With her eyes still closed, Ornette had no idea who she was talking to. When she was put to sleep in cryostasis, she had specified what kind of contract she was looking for. She wanted to be sold to a man for no more than two years; the sum of money was non-negotiable, and she had to be sold for her expertise in fashion. She had refused to be sent out toward Mars and Jupiter, which meant that her contract had to be on Earth, the Earth’s moon (Luna), or Venus. With that, she had been put in cryostasis.

Her worry when she wasn’t kissed was that she had been left on the shelf at Sleeping Beauty Inc. for too long, and she hadn’t received a contract at all. That would have been very unfortunate for Ornette. She had sold herself repeatedly, but she didn’t have a penny to her name. No kiss could mean that she hadn’t been sold.

Preparing herself for the worst, she opened her eyes.

The man standing over her cryochamber was unfamiliar. He wasn’t the pilot who usually transferred her between Earth and Luna. The first thing she noticed about him was the way he was dressed, which she found encouraging because his clothes did not have a Sleeping Beauty Inc. logo on them.

He looked tall from where she lay in the cryochamber, but she knew that angle was deceiving. He had white hair that did not look artificial, not dyed, and not a wig. It looked naturally white. He had gone grey completely at a young age. He gave her a crooked smile that marked him as neither young nor old by how many creases appeared in his skin when he moved.

Ornette looked at him with wide eyes.

Even though he didn’t look like a Sleeping Beauty Inc. employee, he also didn’t look like a buyer. He was wearing a white T-shirt that gently hugged his form and white trousers that didn’t have a touch of dirt on them.

The cleanliness was normal. One glance at the room around them, and Ornette knew exactly where she was. She was in the bedroom of a Cannonball III solarship.

“What’s going on?” she asked, keeping her voice low to match his.

He had three matching silver bracelets on one wrist that projected a tiny hologram of a to-do list and a fourth bracelet on his other wrist. The three on one wrist were fascinating. They did not touch each other but stayed an equal distance from each other without clanging together.

“If you’re awake, we can get started. My name is Desmond, and I’m here to give you a touch-up,” he said smoothly.

Ornette put her perfectly manicured fingers to her cheeks. “Why do I need a touch-up? When they put me to sleep, I was perfect.”

“Your cryochamber wasn’t tampered with, if that’s what you’re wondering,” Desmond said as he offered her a hand up.

She took it and let him lift her up to a sitting position and then onto the floor.

“No. The problem is that your hair and makeup were not done to a high enough standard,” he said, leading her toward the vanity mirror and dressing table.

Ornette looked at herself in the mirror. She looked exactly the same as she had when she had been approved by the head stylist at Sleeping Beauty Inc. Headquarters, North America Division. She looked polished and professional, but better than usual. It was what she usually looked like when she was sold.

She raised an eyebrow at Desmond and drew an invisible circle around her face. “This isn’t good enough?”

He took her left hand in his and showed it to her.

Under her Sleeping Beauty Inc. bracelet, there were burn marks that weren’t quite covered by the makeup the head stylist had applied to her skin.

“I’ve seen tattoos covered better,” he said without emotion before pushing her bracelet as far down as it would go toward her knuckles. Then he popped open a bottle of cleansing solution and started cleaning the area. “If you don’t mind me asking, why were you not on holiday until the burn marks had vanished?”

Ornette directed her gaze toward the ceiling like she was a dumb girl who was searching her limited mind for an answer... Or perhaps she looked away in the same way a person looks away when they are getting blood drawn and they don’t want to see the needle.

“Uh...” she finally said. “My skin doesn’t turn flesh-colored on that wrist anymore. Most of the time, I cover it as best I can with makeup. The stylist who was working on me used the same makeup palette I’ve always been sent to cover it. Has Sleeping Beauty Inc. developed a new kind of makeup that will cover it better?” she asked, feeling the tremor in her left hand acting up.

Girls who were sold for temporary contracts were sometimes administered electrical shocks through their bracelets if they disobeyed their masters. The dark skin under Ornette’s bracelet was proof that Ornette had been shocked many times.

“No,” Desmond answered. “But that doesn’t mean that other technologies haven’t been developed elsewhere. He took Ornette’s right wrist in his hand and, with a handheld scanner, he scanned the skin of her unblemished wrist. “This will tell me the right color mixture for the inside of your wrist and the outside of your wrist. I’ll mix the colors and apply them. Then, I’ll give you enough makeup to keep it covered for as long as your current contract lasts. Try not to get a tan.”

“Do you know who bought me?” she asked, her left wrist trembling again. She hid it in the folds of her dress. It didn’t seem like Desmond noticed. He was busy comparing the different colors of her skin.

“I can’t tell you,” he answered absently. “It’s imperative that it remains a surprise.”

“It’s working in fashion, though, right?” she asked him eagerly, hoping desperately that the lines of her desired contract hadn’t been blurred by her seller.

He looked at her blankly, like he was the kind of locked box that never cracked.

“Come on,” she pleaded in a voice of panic. “You can tell me that much, can’t you? Will I be working in fashion, or not?”

His head bobbed a fraction.

Ornette let out a relieved sigh and took a few deep breaths to stabilize herself.

“Is it that big of a deal? That you’ll be working in fashion?” he asked gently as he transferred the reading from the scanner.

Ornette nearly screamed, but she stifled it. “Yes,” she said tightly. “It’s very important. If I’m going to work in fashion after this, I have to have enough experience to start a career.”

“So, you get work experience as a model as well as the bucks to fund it?” he said without emotion as he fiddled with a machine on the floor that Ornette realized was the foundation mixer.

“Who gets the bucks?” she said with a sudden giggle. “Not me, but it sure would be nice if it worked that way.”

“So, where does the money you earn go if you don’t get it?” Desmond asked, peering at her with his navy eyes.

For a second, Ornette was transfixed by the dark blue of his eyes. They had tiny lines of white light in them like white thread on the fabric of the night sky.

He waited for her to answer, and she realized she was staring.

Ornette had been working with Sleeping Beauty Inc. too long to stick her nose up at the therapy sessions offered by hair stylists and makeup artists. She took every scrap of advice and sympathy they had to offer.

“Sorry,” she fumbled. “Debt. I’ve had debt. Most of it is paid off, so I should get about half of my fee this time around.”

“And then you’re out?” he asked, while the makeup was being poured.

“If I’m lucky, I’ll be out. Half of my fee this time should have me squared off. The other half should pay the damage deposit on a flat. If I can’t get a job doing something better than this, I’ll be back. If I can’t make rent, I’ll be back. If I have to run away from someone, I’ll be back.”

“Who would you have to run away from?” Desmond asked curiously.

That was the moment when Ornette realized that she was not talking to a typical stylist. A typical stylist would know dozens of people a woman like Ornette should run from.

Ornette glanced at herself in the mirror. Her blonde hair was unreal in its color. It was naturally blonde, but not that naturally blonde. It had been almost white when she was a child, but had become increasingly dark as she matured. Her last hair treatment had been unusually well done. The stylist felt sorry for her blackened wrist and gave her special care. Otherwise, Ornette had a very pretty nose that did all kinds of heavy lifting with buyers. The nose was natural, so it was much prettier than the girls who’d had their noses fixed. Otherwise, she had blue/green eyes and held her own well when compared to other blondes. She was a Cinderella model, but if she had been two inches shorter, she would have been a Thumbelina. Ornette had a slight skeleton. She always thought that was the biggest reason she had been abused by her owners in the past. When hit, she really flew across a room. When she thudded against a wall, she barely made a sound.

All of a sudden, she needed an explanation. “Who are you? What’s your job at Sleeping Beauty Inc.?”

He dropped his gaze. “I don’t work for Sleeping Beauty Inc.”

Ornette’s jaw tightened. “Then why are you here, aboard a Cannonball III? Why are you putting makeup on me? Why are you able to touch me without shocking me?”

“I...” He stumbled for the correct word and then landed on it like a champ. “I represent your buyer. I’m acting as his proxy, getting you ready for the moment when he opens your cryochamber.”

“Who is he?”

“I can’t tell you. It’s a surprise.”

“Where are we?”

“Outer space.”

“Are we going to the moon or Venus?”

“It’s all part of the surprise,” he said evasively.

At that moment, the makeup mixer finished the first color. Desmond opened the slot and removed the finished product. It was the paler shade that was supposed to go on the inner part of her forearm. He transferred the information for the darker shade to the mixer and started applying her makeup.

When he touched her, she started trembling again.

“Do you shake like that because of all the past shocks?” he asked gently.

“Uh... Maybe,” she said, trying hard to stay still and failing at it.

It wasn’t that she was bad at controlling her tremor. It was that he was touching her. She always trembled when men touched her. She watched him sponge the makeup down. He wasn’t doing it with his bare fingers, but his other hand was holding hers. His thumb was over her bracelet to keep it out of the way, and his grip was meant to keep her still. It wasn’t working, but it didn’t matter that much. It wasn’t like the makeup on her arm needed to be as precise as the makeup on her face.

“Ornette,” he said.

The use of her name brought her eyes up to meet his. His gaze was very steady, and the look on his face was nothing like the way her buyers looked at her right before everything went wrong. Looking into his eyes, she matched his breathing and felt the knots in her shoulders unwind.

“Good,” he said as he finished the first application. “Listen, I’m going to do something special for you.”

“You can do something special for me?” she asked incredulously as he let go of her hand.

“Yeah,” he said, putting his set of three bracelets close to hers. “Right now, for all intents and purposes, I’m your owner, so I have the authority to do this. I’m going to lower the voltage on your bracelet.” He put his index finger to his lips. “You can’t tell anyone about this. The longer you and I can keep this secret, the better it will be for you. I’m going to lower it to a level where you will still feel it if you’re shocked, but it won’t hurt you. I’m sure you know how to act if you’re shocked, so that you can convince anyone that it is still working.”

“You’re kind.” Ornette smiled, a little condescendingly. “Try it.”

“Why?” he asked, his interest piqued.

“I’m worried you’ll set the voltage too low and I won’t be able to feel it at all,” she explained.

“I can’t do a sample shock. Your bracelet would send a special notification to your new owner. At what voltage would you recommend I set it?”

She gave him a number.

He set it.

Then he applied the dark makeup on the outer portion of her wrist. When he was finished, Ornette had to admit that her left wrist looked exactly like her unblemished right wrist. Desmond put the finished makeup tubes in her overnight bag. 

“Is that all we have to do before you put me back to sleep?” she asked, taking a moment to stretch her arms as much as her gown would allow her.

“Uh... The makeup on your face isn’t very good,” he admitted hesitantly.

“You want to redo it?”

He nodded.

“I’m worried I’ll shake,” she admitted.

“I am, too, but I’m also worried that you won’t look very good when your cryochamber is opened. It would be a shame if you didn’t look your best.”

Ornette glanced at herself in the mirror. “I thought this was my best.”

“You’re very pretty,” he said in a tone that was reserved entirely for softening a blow. “But if your cryochamber is opened with you looking like that, it won’t be good enough. Nowhere near enough. I can leave your hair the way it is, but your makeup must be ripped back and redone.”

“Are you a makeup artist, then?” she probed.

“Uh... No. I sent your picture to someone I know who is a makeup artist, and they told me what they would do for you instead of what your makeup artist has done. Here.” He brought up a hologram of her face.

It was a picture she knew well because it was the one that was used on her profile page when Sleeping Beauty Inc. sold her. She was wearing the same makeup at that very moment because Sleeping Beauty Inc. wanted her to look exactly like her picture. They didn’t want to sell a product that looked different when it was delivered.

“This is what you’ll look like with my friend’s suggestions.” He scrolled the picture out of view and brought up a new hologram.

She raised her eyebrows.

That was what led to Ornette lying all the way back like she was in a dentist’s chair. Desmond didn’t know how to do makeup the way his friend did, and it was easier for both of them if she lay all the way down and he leaned over her. She didn’t shake as much, and for some reason, the whole thing was a thousand times more comfortable for her. She felt like she was in his lap, next to his heart, and the object of all his attention at the same time.

It was very comforting. She didn’t shake.

And when he messed up and had to try again over and over, she was very understanding.

“What do you really do?” she pried.

“I do everything,” he answered quickly. “I do everything so much that I find it completely fascinating that I’m so bad at this.”

“Have you ever done makeup before?”

“Lots of times,” he admitted, “because I do everything, but it has never been this important. Your makeup has to be perfect.”

When he raised her up in the chair and she saw herself in the mirror, she saw how completely he’d nailed it.

Ornette was impressed. “Well, your friend should be gratified that you know how to follow instructions.”

Desmond smiled.

“I wish you were my owner,” she said dreamily as she looked at the bluish sparkles like mermaid scales on the sides of her cheeks.

His face hardened, giving him the look of a stranger instead of a friend.

She didn’t know him after all. She thought she did because she’d heard his heartbeat next to her ear. Also, she didn’t normally get that kind of attention from the men who bought her. They bought her to be the woman on their arm and a workhorse on the design floor. 

“Do you want to put me back to sleep now?” she offered.

He nodded.

“Do you want to kiss me before I go to sleep? Some owners like to do that at the end of our contract. I imagine that when I wake up, I’ll have a different owner.”

Desmond led her to the cryochamber and helped her inside.

Once she was lying down, he leaned in and said, “It’s probably better if you don’t tell anyone about our little meeting.”

Ornette smirked. “If that’s what you want, Master.”

He didn’t get the joke.

He didn’t get what was funny about his request.

However, he did kiss her. He kissed the back of her right hand before he closed the lid. That way, he didn’t spoil her makeup.

Ornette did not even bother to keep her eyes open as the chamber filled with gas. She had been put into cryostasis so many times that she knew there was no point in hanging onto what could not and, most of the time, should not be kept.

He didn’t get it. Every single master she’d ever had wanted her to keep ten thousand secrets. Even if Desmond had only been her master for a few hours, he couldn’t escape asking her to keep just one more secret.

The best way to keep a secret was to forget completely that there was a secret to keep.

Therefore, Desmond was out of Ornette’s mind like he had never been there before she took her last breath.
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​Chapter Two
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Ornette fully expected to be woken by a kiss when she fluttered her eyelashes open after finishing her cryosleep, but she was awoken by a green flashing screen. It was flashing the word ‘Congratulations!’ over and over.

Under the flashing word were the words, ‘You are being filmed. From now on, you will be filmed at all times except for safe zones. The only guaranteed safe zone is the bathroom. Take care to remember that everything you say and do will be filmed for the next thirteen weeks.’

That was not the sort of thing Ornette wanted to read on the underside of her cryochamber lid.

However, she breathed a few times and allowed the sleep to fall off her. When she refocused her eyes and could see through the other side of the glass portion of the cryochamber, she saw a camera lens trained on her. It was a huge camera on an electronic arm. She didn’t see a person, just a lens like a metal eye. There was someone on the other side of the camera watching her, but she couldn’t see them. The most important question was, who was filming her and why?

She opened the lid to her cryochamber and saw that she was in a wide hall with rows of other cryochambers opening their lids.

She wasn’t the only Sleeping Beauty Inc. model they’d purchased. She was part of a shipment. Had they all been bought by the same person?

The camera trained on her followed her line of sight as she peered into the unopened cryochamber of the girl next to her. Ornette looked inside. She knew her!

It was Clandestine. Her screen was flashing the word ‘Congratulations’ at her, but Clandestine hadn’t moved.

Ornette circled around the chamber and found the controls. Something was wrong. The cryochamber was malfunctioning. From the readings on the outside of the glass, it was spewing sleeping gas in Clandestine’s face when it was supposed to be filling her chamber with fresh air.

Ornette closed her mouth, pinched her nose, and pressed the emergency button that instantly opened the chamber. The lid opened, and the sleeping gas escaped in a white cloud that dissipated into the air of the high-ceilinged room. The fans above carried the gas away, and Ornette let go of her nose. Then she reached into the cryochamber and put her fingers to Clandestine’s throat to feel her pulse slowly return to normal. The girl in the chamber took her first breath in, and Ornette breathed her own sigh of relief.

It would have been awful if something had happened to Clandestine. They were not close friends because it was hard for Sleeping Beauty Inc. models to be friends. They were always in competition with each other for contracts. As a general rule, Ornette got slightly better contracts than Clandestine, but that was because she was blonde and the other girl insisted on having red hair. Neither of their hair colors was real, but according to company statistics, blondes were paid more than redheads. Ornette had often wondered if she ought to point out the trend, but in the end, she always decided to stay silent. She didn’t think Clandestine was the type to take advice.

Once the redhead’s eyes were open, Ornette tapped the screen on the lid of the cryochamber with her finger but didn’t say a word until Clandestine was awake and had read the rules regarding the recordings.

“What happened?” the dizzy woman asked. “Were we bought by the same buyer?”

“I think so,” Ornette confirmed, letting her hand span the room so Clandestine could see the other models wake up from their sleep.

Clandestine bit her lips together. “I think I know what’s happening here. We’ve been sold to someone intending to make a reality TV show.”

“Really? That could be okay,” Ornette said slowly.

Clandestine kept her eyes on the other women waking up around the room as she got out of her cryochamber. “Maybe. I suppose the biggest question is what kind of show they’re planning to make.”

“A fashion show?” Ornette suggested.

The other girl smirked. “If they hired us all to be models who do actual modeling, that would be amazing. Let’s walk around and see if there’s anyone we know.”

Even though they weren’t close, they linked arms and started to walk down the aisle between the open cryochambers.

“Say something if you recognize anyone,” Clandestine advised.

Ornette agreed, and they started their evaluation. There was everything. There were twelve women, but there was every kind of woman there. The only thing all of them had in common was that they were all skinny as rails.

“This can’t be for a fashion show,” Ornette said, a little disappointed. “If they were trying to turn us into walking hangers, we’d all look alike so that we didn’t come off as more interesting than the clothes.”

Clandestine let go of Ornette and approached the next girl they saw. “Hey,” she said, getting up in the face of a living porcelain doll. “I’m in the Diva category. So is she,” she pointed her thumb back at Ornette. “I’m a Rapunzel Diva. She’s a Cinderella Diva. Are you a Diva too?”

The black-haired woman nodded. “I’m a Snow White Diva.”

The woman standing by the next cryochamber was a woman with brown skin and flowing peach-colored hair that reached her knees, and she came over immediately. “I’m a Diva too.” She did not need to explain that she was a Rapunzel.

Clandestine’s directness caused a circle to appear around her.

“I’m a Diva too,” the next woman declared.

Soon, it was obvious that every single woman who was in the hall was a Diva. They all had the Sleeping Beauty Inc. label that proclaimed they were into fashion. The other categories, like Rapunzel, Thumbelina, or Snow White, described how they looked, not their specialty.

The women started saying which fairytale they were named after when a chiming sound came from the speaker above them.

Ding! Ding! Ding!

“Sleeping Beauty Inc. models, welcome to Venus!” It was a man’s voice, dripping with enthusiasm like a game show host.

Ornette clenched her teeth. She’d been on Venus before. It wasn’t great. It was better than Mars, but everything was better than Mars.

“If you’ll all please head back to your cryochamber, there’s a gift for all of you waiting in the hatch of your cryochamber.”

Clandestine linked arms with Ornette as they headed back to their side-by-side chambers.

If anything, Clandestine was more tense than Ornette. She didn’t blame her. If her cryochamber had malfunctioned, she’d be stressed too.

As it was, they parted as they popped the trunks of their cryochambers. Inside was a fancy box with a pink ribbon around it. Ornette knew what it was without having to open it. She’d seen many of those boxes in her day. It was a dress.

More specifically, it was a black dress. There was a pair of black flip-flops under it. Ornette pulled at the fabric. It was a knit cotton, single strap on one shoulder with some extra fabric falling in loops over her upper arm.

No wonder Desmond hadn’t been interested in changing her dress. It didn’t matter what she wore because they were going to take it off her immediately.

The voice came back on the speaker. “There are privacy chambers for each of you to change your dresses in. When the buzzer rings, please get changed. Please note that there will not be any points added for making any alterations to the garments you’ve been provided. At this time, the organizers ask that you all dress identically. Thank you.”

The buzzer rang, and Ornette went into the changing room she had been assigned. It looked like it had been designed for the beach, which was odd. There were no beaches on Venus. She pushed aside the curtain. There were several hooks on the wall, a full-length mirror with an empty shelf under it, and a stool in the corner. All in all, it was pretty luxurious compared to other places she had been asked to change clothes.

She undid the zipper on the side of her blue Cinderella dress and dropped it at her feet. She was usually sold wearing that dress. It was her inclination to kick it out the curtained door and let it lie discarded at the foot of her cryochamber, but the dress was hers and not the property of Sleeping Beauty Inc. That was why she was sold in it. She owned it. Her new owner didn’t have to buy it. The guys who bought her liked that. Why they were so concerned about counting their pennies baffled her, but the fact that she owned the dress made them feel like they got a discount on her because they didn’t have to buy her anything new. If she were truly confident that this would be her last sale, she would have kicked it, but she wasn’t. She thought her last two sales would be the last. They weren’t. The value of money had changed. Other expenses arose. Stupidity abounded... Maybe hers especially.

She hung the dress on the hook and wondered if there was a camera watching her change.

The truth was that the idea that she was being snooped on did not bother her in the least. Working in fashion, modesty was the least of her worries. Modesty was a luxury.

After adjusting her bra so that both straps went over the same shoulder, she decided that the changing rooms had to offer the privacy they promised. The announcer could have told them all to strip out in the open. They were all wearing bracelets, so they would have had to do it if they were so ordered. She doubted even one of the women would have been shocked. They would have all been instantly obedient. The idea that their new owner was offering that kind of luxury gave Ornette a burst of hope that whatever the gig was, it wouldn’t be that bad. They were even wearing flip-flops instead of punishing heels.

When she came out, the women were lining up at the door following the orders of a male organizer wearing a black baseball cap with the words ‘Goldilocks Zone’ embroidered in gold thread.

She breathed like Desmond was whispering in her ear, telling her to stay calm.

Why she thought of him, she couldn’t say. She always did her best not to think about her old owners.
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When all the models were changed into their identical black dresses, they were lined up and led into a domed outdoor theater.

There was nothing unusual about being under a dome on Venus. Every colony on the planet was built on a floating island. From space, Venus was a mottled orange and yellow with black streaks across it. The floating cities looked like scraps of bubble wrap with uneven bubbles covering the skyscrapers. However, those buildings were mostly for show. The majority of the people lived with the domes high over their heads.

Ornette had had two previous contracts on Venus. One was working on styling a millionaire who had a serious problem controlling his temper. The second had been designing clothes for a man who fancied himself a clothing designer. What that meant was that he owned four Sleeping Beauty Inc. models who designed clothes for his collection. He chose his favorites and claimed the credit for designing them. All in all, he had been one of the best owners she had ever had—definitely in the top three. She didn’t care if she got credit. She was getting her fee, and she had the freedom to try all kinds of bonkers designs. He often took her work and paraded it around in high Venusian society, where he received top marks for it. He mostly kept his hands to himself because his clothing designs got him down the pants of women much fancier than her... Most of the time.

It was a shame Ornette couldn’t remember his name as she stood under the dark yellow sky, where she could see the clouds whipping overhead with the speed of the wind. The air on Venus wasn’t breathable, and the wind made everything unstable. The humming of the wind stirring the heavy metal under her feet never stopped on the yellow planet.

Again, it was a shame she couldn’t remember that designer’s name because of the fifty men staring at her; he was in the forefront.

It was okay. She had time to think it over. He couldn’t come up to her immediately. She was part of a show, and he was part of the audience.

In front of the women, lined up all twelve in a row, there were three thrones—seats of honor. Her old boss was not included among the three head organizers. There were two wings of men flanking the thrones. There was more than one row. She did the math quickly and saw that there were twenty-five men on either side. The show wasn’t just for them, though. There were still cameras floating and sticking out everywhere. It was being filmed for a later broadcast.

Ornette did everything she could to keep her chin up and to keep her expression neutral with a slight tick toward the positive. Looking scared wouldn’t win her any points here. Now, if only she could remember the name of that designer.

Once everyone was in place, the man on the center throne had an assistant in a black baseball cap adjust his microphone before he stepped forward.

“Welcome!” he said again (he was clearly the owner of the voice that spoke to them over the speaker system when they first awoke). “Welcome, My Beauties from Sleeping Beauty Inc. Welcome to the first episode of the new reality show, Goldilocks Zone. I’m your Papa Bear, Varner Hutchings.”

The man calling himself Papa Bear looked like a retired Ultimate Fighter champion. He had muscles bulging everywhere. The man was even wearing a suit, and he was causing the lapels of his suit to widen and open to accommodate his pecs. He had been waxed and tanned to perfection, his brown eyes shining under his dark eyebrows and his weirdly exact hairline. He was precisely the kind of man who scared Ornette most because she was built like a bird. If a man built like that decided to take a swing at her, he’d break open her braincase.

Her left hand started shaking. Her dress had enough folds for her to hide the telltale sign.

Varner drew the two men on either side to join him. “This here is Rolf. He’ll be your Uncle Bear. And this is Tommy. He’ll be your Brother Bear.”

Rolf bore enough of a similarity to Varner that Ornette immediately categorized him as another Ultimate Fighter.

Tommy was blond and round. He wasn’t really round, but when he stood next to Varner, he looked pudgy, round, and short. He stopped looking that way once he took a step away. A few paces more, and he looked cute in a non-threatening way. The freckles across his nose made him look harmless, but Ornette had been fooled by that look before. As she was now, she’d bet her braincase he was more dangerous than he looked.

Varner had the look that made him appear the most dangerous.

“In this Goldilocks competition, we aren’t looking for the woman who is ‘just right’. We’re looking for the one who is too hot.”

Screens lit up on either side of the models with the words, ‘Too Hot!’

Ornette struggled not to roll her eyes. She bet she knew what this competition was about. She hoped they offered good rewards because otherwise, it was going to get boring fast.

“As some of you have already guessed, all of you are Diva models. This is going to be a fashion competition with rewards and penalties. On this side of me is a collection of clothing designers who will be participating in challenges with you and judging your efforts.”

That was the side Ornette’s mystery designer was sitting on.

“On the other side, we have prominent businessmen who will provide opportunities for collaborations and judge you with their votes at the end of the episodes.”

Ornette didn’t know what any of that meant. She was focusing on the men and trying to spot anyone else she knew besides the designer in the first row.

She found one. Desmond was sitting among the businessmen. He was in the back, but he stood out enough to be noticed with his shock of white hair. His legs were crossed in a careless way, and he looked painfully bored. His eyes were directed away from the ladies on the floor.

Varner was still explaining. “We’ll spend the first two episodes getting to know you and helping you to get to know our panel of designers and businessmen. This week is merely a meet and greet. Next week, you’ll be assigned a designer who will present you with one of his creations. You’ll participate in a fashion show and then attend a wine and cheese reception with all the designers, businessmen, and us, the three bears. Depending on how well you perform, you could end up with a public contract as an understudy to a famous designer, or you could be the face of a lucrative company, or you could end up as the woman on the arm of one of us bears! That would be the best of all three worlds, a career in fashion, fame, and enough money so that you’ll never have to sell yourself again!”

All that sounded too good to be true to Ornette. There had to be a catch.

For starters, Ornette did not care for the theme of the show. Being a Cinderella model was bad enough, but being cast as Goldilocks was terrible. What kind of awful challenges had they thought up? Eating something too hot or too cold? Sitting on some man’s lap like it was a chair and letting him decide whether her ass was too hard or too soft? Or getting into someone’s bed and someone judging her on whether or not she was too hard or too soft in the sack?

Not only that, but considering who was there, what they were offering, and how things normally went when poor people came into a sudden flush of cash, Ornette had a hard time believing that any of the possibilities Varner offered were even possible. If her contract came into the ownership of her past designer (whose name she still couldn’t remember), she knew exactly what would happen. She’d make designs for him that he would take credit for until her contract was up.

That wouldn’t be that bad.

If her contract ended up being the property of one of the businessmen, that would be worse than getting a greedy designer. She knew how that would go, too. She’d become a model exclusively; she’d never get to design clothes, and modeling all the time meant starvation to a woman her age. Not to mention how handsy drunk businessmen got.

As for getting one of the three bears to choose her, Ornette did not think there was even the vaguest possibility that would happen. The competition would be insane and dangerous. Ornette decided to do everything she could to help the other models know that she was not trying to get the attention of the three bears. She would point to her old designer owner and claim that she only wanted to get a contract with him until she was blue in the face. Anything to avoid unnecessary conflict. If only she could remember what his name was.

For the rest of Varner’s speech, Ornette focused on keeping her left hand steady and not rubbing away the lines of frustration that were peaking between her eyebrows.

“There will be elimination rounds most weeks, and there will be ways to get immunity. I actually have a surprise for you all. I wasn’t going to award immunity to any of the models for the very first elimination round, but I was told there was an unusual act of bravery performed by one of the models.”

Ornette felt choked. What was Papa Bear saying? Papa Bear couldn’t be saying what she thought he was saying.

“Ornette Cleft...”

He was saying her name. He shouldn’t be saying her name!

“Ornette noticed that her neighbor’s cryochamber was malfunctioning, and before an assistant could come in and fix it, she had already finished the rescue.” At this point, Varner started walking around casually. “One of the things I was told when I pitched that I wanted to do this show was that Sleeping Beauty Inc. models would tear each other to ribbons if they were in competition with each other, but more specifically that Divas, Sleeping Beauty Inc.’s fashion category, would kill each other for the contracts we’re offering. Ornette didn’t know what we had planned. She didn’t know this was going to be a reality show. Now, ladies, you know and I know that we want drama for this show. We want excitement, but we don’t just want to see fierce competition. We also want to see the kind of thing Ornette displayed. It warmed our hearts, and it has won her immunity from the first round of elimination.”

Ornette’s thoughts raced in all directions. None of the other models, other than Clandestine, knew who she was. The last thing in the world she needed was for Varner to make a big deal out of her and make it look like she was way ahead of the other models in their competition.

Her eyes met his. The broad grin on his face was daring and threatening all at once.

Ornette dropped a shoulder and smiled at him.

He was a pile of poo.

He was a huge pile of poo. What he was saying was not what he meant. He was trying to draw attention to her, trying to make the other girls envy her, trying to cause drama right at the get-go. His words were painting a target on her face.

A waiter arrived at Varner’s elbow with a tray of champagne flutes. Papa Bear himself took one from the tray and strode up to Ornette deliberately. Handing her the glass of bubbling liquid, he said indulgently, “Welcome to Goldilocks Zone.”
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The cameras dispersed. The businessmen stood up, the designers stood up, and waiters with appetizers and drinks circulated between the models and the men who outnumbered them.

Ornette expected Varner to leave her side, go talk to someone more important, move away from her, and give her some space. He did no such thing. Instead, he took a second goblet from the tray and leaned in to talk to Ornette more privately.

“Actually, three of the cryochambers were set to malfunction,” he confided in her. “But you were the only model who noticed and did something about it.”

He was quite a bit taller, so she had to tilt her head up to speak to him. “Should you be telling me that? There are cameras everywhere.”

“Yes, but I’m in charge of the show, so anything I want deleted is deleted,” he said with a throaty chuckle.

She nodded and smiled like his power somehow benefited her. Then she took a fake drink from her goblet. She never drank. Either she kept her lips closed when she put her mouth to the cup, or she let the liquid enter her mouth only for her to allow it to swish out again. This time she did the swish. It looked less suspicious when someone intelligent was close by.

“I think you’re going to win this competition,” he continued, taking her by the elbow and leading her away from the thickest part of the group.

Ornette didn’t think he believed that. He was trying to get her riled up, to ignite her fighting spirit. He didn’t know that much about her if he thought it would work. Did he know anything about her?

“Why do you think I’ll win? Do I have more experience in fashion design than the other models?” she asked sweetly.

He blinked twice. “It’s because your designs are so much better.”

“You’re too kind,” she said, putting up a figurative barrier between them that was as thick as a bomb shelter.

He was lying.

She didn’t have a collection. Every design she had ever done had been stolen or fallen by the wayside. He couldn’t know what she was capable of designing unless What’s His Name told him. What was that guy’s name anyway? She couldn’t ask. It was so frustrating.

“So what’s your favorite kind of buyer?” Varner asked, placing her hand with its birdlike bones against the thick meat of his forearm.

“The male ones,” she said evasively. Saying that meant nothing. That was one of the only qualifications she needed in her Sleeping Beauty Inc. contract.

At that exact moment, a model with hair like blue cotton candy and skin like pulled taffy approached and started gushing about how much she wanted to meet Varner. Ornette took the hint and let her steal him from her.

Once Ornette was alone, she searched the room for Clandestine. She spotted her, but she couldn’t get anywhere near her. There were fifty-three men to twelve women. Every single woman was surrounded by a knot of men. She was mobbed as soon as she stepped away from Varner, who was effective at clearing knots. He was the alpha male at the party, whether he normally had more power than other men or not.

The two other people Ornette wanted to see were the designer who used to own her and Desmond. She spotted him. He was by the door talking to a set assistant in a black baseball cap.

Ornette couldn’t speak to him. If she pushed aside the men who were thronging her and sought his attention, she would have two faux pas to deal with that night. It was already bad enough that Varner had marked her as the person to beat. Involuntarily, she gave Desmond a side glance. Once. Twice. Actually, she couldn’t stop looking at him.

No matter who she talked to or what they said, she couldn’t stop directing her eyes toward the man in the white suit with the white hair. Granted, he didn’t look very white in the hazy orange light of Venus’ twilight, but his look held her attention so completely that she didn’t notice it when her old designer owner joined the group of men talking to her.

“Ornette, it has been ages,” he crooned.

She took his hand, leaned in, and gave him the customary air kisses he gave everyone. She couldn’t remember his name, but she could remember that he gave everyone air kisses? Incredible. His logo was a C with a cross through it. That was it. His name was Croix, which meant cross.

“How have you been keeping your pulse throbbing?” he said with unnecessary emphasis.

She ran her finger down his chin saucily. “It’s been just terrible without you,” she pouted.

He gave her a double-take and his eyes lit up, warming his face until he smiled.

Yes, she was acting weird, but she had to. For starters, Croix was pansexual, and he made the hugest fuss over everyone, whether he thought they were a hag or diva. At least he was pleased. That was good for her.

Even though he had taken advantage of her, he had taken much less advantage of her than her other owners. She had been sad without him. There was no exaggeration there. If she ended up with him at the end of the show, she’d be patting herself on the back for years.

So she made nice with him by chatting him up, complimenting him, and drawing him into an exclusive little world that she made in the middle of the crowd until her knot of men dispersed. The party wasn’t supposed to be long anyway. It was just supposed to be an appetizer, not a full-course meal, so once the men had had a nice, long look at the models, the party ended. Ornette said goodnight to Croix and then glanced at the door for another sneaky look at Desmond before she was carted off to her room.

Taking the time to look for him was surprisingly worth it. He was alone, leaning against a wall. He was looking at her, and his expression read that he was frustrated. He hadn’t been wearing a tie, but his shirt had been done up to the second-highest button. Ornette had glanced at him just in time to see his eyes connect with hers. He let out an aggravated huff before he unbuttoned that number two button and gave his throat a little extra room to breathe.

The models were lined up and escorted out.

That was when they met The Coordinator.

Ornette didn’t usually refer to anyone in that way. The Coordinator was a person who required capital letters. It was a man in his late twenties who had made a career out of being uptight. Even his teeth looked like they had been set too straight and too close together.

He started out by briefing them. “You’ve all been assigned numbers from one to twelve, and you’ve all been assigned individual suites in case any of you were afraid you’d have to share. Your suites include a bedroom, a bathroom, and a walk-in closet. Meals will be served in the cafeteria on most nights, but tonight you may order room service as our way of welcoming you. You should order as soon as you get to your room. The kitchens will close in an hour.”

Ornette was starving, undoubtedly because she had been woken mid-cryosleep for a makeup session that took hours.

“Number one,” The Coordinator called, “Claudia Clements.”

She was a platinum blonde, and Ornette knew for a fact that she cost a lot more than Ornette did. Actually, seeing her there scared the crap out of Ornette. She wondered why she hadn’t noticed her before. She usually commanded the attention of the entire room.

The Coordinator called out the next model. “Number two! Silvania Taiki.”

That was not that girl’s real name. She was Asian and cute as a row of buttons.

“Number three: Orpah Tenor.”

She was black and managed to look exactly like a deer. That was how graceful she was when she moved. She was made for the catwalk. If she were a designer to boot, none of the other women had a chance.

“Number four: Clandestine Frost.”

Red-haired Clandestine was next. That made Ornette wonder if she would be after her. After all, their cryochambers had been right next to each other.

“Number five: Mikayla Harvardson.”

Mikayla was dark-haired, dark-eyed, and white-skinned, but she was not Asian.

“Number Six: Ivanka Channels.”

She was an Amazon. She was the only woman there of the correct size to get together with Varner. If he pushed her around, she’d laugh and push him right back. She had blonde hair, done in Viking braids. She was the last person you’d want to tick off.

“Number seven: Starling Jenns.”

She was a member of the Church of Voynich, so she had black skin, blue eyes, and forest-green hair. On paper, it was a terrible combination. In person, she caught the eye in a way no other woman there did. She looked fierce and indomitable.

“Number eight: Summer Evans.”

That was the woman with the peach hair and the creamy brown skin. She was very sweet. Ornette hoped she stayed sweet.

“Number nine! Tania Martins.”

She had blue eyes and blue hair and looked like a mermaid who had just gotten her land legs.

“Number ten: Jane Eiderdown.”

She was another blonde.

“Number eleven: Yilin Sweet.”

She was the porcelain doll from before, another Asian, though not as impressive as Silvania.

That was when Ornette made an unpleasant realization. They had been called out in the order that had been decided upon by the organizers. They started with the most impressive models (Claudia and Silvania) and ended up with her. Why had Clandestine been ahead of her? Something had happened since Ornette had last surfaced from cryostasis that had made Clandestine more valuable than her.

Ornette was the least valuable woman there.

They had organized them by purchase price, and she was at the bottom of the stack.

She was called out as number twelve, and when she entered her room, she found that a lot of time had passed in the hallway, as The Coordinator had given everyone their rooms. Not everyone had been in the same wing, and there had been quite a lot of walking around between rooms. The suites weren’t small, and that made for long hallways. The Coordinator had taken too long, and the hour he mentioned, as a window where the contestants could order food from the kitchen, had passed. It was too late for Ornette to order anything.
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“You’ve been sent a gift,” The Coordinator said when Ornette answered the door to her suite half an hour later.

“What kind of gift?” she asked suspiciously.

“It’s a sandwich.”

“That’s fantastic,” she said, not changing her tone from suspicious. “Who sent it?”

“Desmond Falstead.”

“Oh? Then I would be delighted to take it,” she said, still sounding suspicious. If anything, she sounded more suspicious.

The Coordinator looked at her oddly and held the sandwich back. “You know who that is?”

“Yeah, but I also know a few other people who were in attendance tonight. What’s the big deal?” That was what she said, and she said it casually, effortlessly, carelessly. She did not say that she didn’t know what he did for a living, what his role was on the show, or who he worked for. She topped it off with a sudden question. “Has there been some news about him while I’ve been in cryostasis?”

The Coordinator swallowed. “I just didn’t want you to get too excited. He has a vested interest in the show, and he sent sandwiches to every model that didn’t arrive back at her room in time to order dinner.” He held out the cylindrical meal.

Ornette thanked him, accepted the wrap, and closed the door.

The sandwich was nothing fancy. It was the kind of thing that was sold in a vending machine, so Ornette didn’t think there was anything significant about it. More than likely, he was making sure all the girls got something to eat because he wasn’t a heartless dickwad.

As Ornette took her first bite, she decided that even if he sat with the other businessmen, he wasn’t in the pool of people who would be allowed to take home a model. He just had an interest in the show. Doubtless, it was a financial interest. That made it likely that he was an investor who was appearing on the show to bulk out the numbers.

She chewed.

It was going to be interesting for her to see how Varner would warp the men by their desires using the models as bait. That was it, wasn’t it? It wasn’t just about making good TV, making good clothes, or hooking up the right buyer with the right model. There was more at stake, more in the background, more to win, and more to lose than what Varner had said. There were too many men and not enough models.

Everyone was going to be twisted around.

Some people would lose.

Ornette wandered through the suite. It was nicer than the places she usually stayed when she worked.

She ate the rest of her sandwich, got a water bottle from the mini fridge, and wandered into the bathroom.

There were a lot of supplies in there. Bubble bath, waxing strips, razors (both electric and manual), and chemical hair removal kits.

Ornette laughed when she saw them. Like a model
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