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Finger Food

(A twisted Gingerbread Man retelling)

Perfect measurements. Flawless symmetry. Ideal proportions. 
Seventeen-year-old Jen Marsh has spent her life pursuing physical perfection through the pageant circuit, her entire identity built around calculated measurements and precise aesthetic standards. When her longtime rival appears with a transformed body courtesy of the mysterious "Bite" program, Jen's desperation for an edge leads her to sign up without reading the fine print. The specialized "nutrition" products work better than she could have imagined—targeted modifications reshaping exactly the areas she wants improved. But as her body transforms, so does her understanding of what's really happening: The program isn't enhancing beauty. It's preparing ingredients. Bite's true purpose emerges in fragments—specialized modifications creating the perfect taste profile, integration monitors tracking harvest readiness, a Chef with too many joints in her fingers evaluating specimens with culinary precision. Behind it all waits The Entity, an ancient consciousness that has cultivated humanity as a specialized food source for centuries. As Jen's body betrays her—neural modifications suppressing resistance, compliance systems rewriting her horror into acceptance—she must find a way to preserve evidence of the system consuming her before she's processed completely. In a world where recruiter and recruited, consumer and consumed blur together in a perfect cycle of cannibalistic efficiency, Jen's only hope lies in a message that might survive her own consumption. After all, every recipe needs someone to taste it first.
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CHAPTER 1: THE PERFECT BITE


[image: ]


Jen Marsh's fingers hovered over her phone screen, index finger paused mid-scroll as she examined the latest post from fitness influencer @PerfectlyPortioned. The girl—probably nineteen, maybe twenty—stood in golden hour light, showcasing abs so defined you could count each muscle beneath her skin.

"Achieved my goal shape just in time for Cabo!" read the caption. "Hard work and dedication is ALL it takes, besties! No shortcuts!!!"

Jen double-tapped to like the post, then continued scrolling: thigh gaps and collar bones, smoothie bowls and workout routines, all perfectly lit and filtered. Her feed was a carefully curated collection of fitness influencers, pageant champions, and wellness gurus—daily reminders of what she was working toward. What she should be.

Her own reflection stared back from the darkened phone screen during a momentary pause in scrolling. Even in that dim, distorted image, Jen could catalog her flaws. Cheeks too full. Jawline too soft. She tilted the phone, trying to find a more flattering angle, but the flaws remained.

Jen's hand drifted to her own stomach, pinching the flesh there with practiced precision. Her mother's voice echoed in her head: 

Three more pounds by regionals, Jennifer. The camera adds ten, remember? 

She could almost feel the scratch of the sequined pageant dress against her skin, the itch of the swimsuit adhesive keeping everything in place.

Memory flashed: standing under harsh lights at fourteen, the pageant director circling her like a predator. 

Your shoulders are your problem area, sweetie. Keep them back but try not to look broad. 

The girl who'd won that day had been shaped like a mannequin—all delicate limbs and hollow spaces between them.

Another memory: Last year's state competition, overhearing her name in the judges' room while retrieving her forgotten lip gloss. 

Marsh has the talent and the face, but she's just a bit too... substantial.

Jen remembered how she'd locked herself in a bathroom stall afterward, measuring the circumference of her wrists with trembling fingers, wondering how bone and tissue could be considered "substantial."

She closed Instagram and opened her tracking app instead, the familiar blue interface greeting her with yesterday's data still incomplete. She'd forgotten to log her evening rice cake. Unacceptable. Her streak of perfect tracking would be broken—742 consecutive days, gone because of one rice cake.

Her finger hovered over the "add food" button. She could backdate the entry. No one would know. But she would know, and the pageant world had taught her that cheating left traces, invisible to others but corrosive to confidence. Better to start a new streak than compromise integrity.

With mechanical efficiency, Jen slid out of bed and went through her morning ritual. Her bare feet curled against the cold bathroom tile as she approached the scale. She closed her eyes, inhaled deeply, and stepped on.

Eyes still shut, she let herself adjust to the pressure points of her body weight, already estimating what the number would be based on yesterday's dehydration levels and her bathroom timing. Then she looked down.

Digital scale: 126.4 pounds. Down 0.2 from yesterday.

A minor victory, but not enough. Regionals were three weeks away. She needed to be at 124 by then—still higher than her competitive weight last year, but the best she could hope for with her current plateau. She recorded the number in her tracking app, adding a small note: "Morning weight, pre-hydration, 6:42 AM."

Next came the fabric measuring tape, a pink relic from her mother's sewing kit that had become Jen's most treasured possession—and soon to be replaced by something far more invasive. She wrapped it around each designated body part with practiced precision, her fingers finding the exact same placement points she used every day. The ritual had a nearly religious quality to it, measurements recorded in her leather-bound journal with the careful devotion of a monk transcribing sacred texts. 

Each number was noted with the date and time, creating a meticulous record of her body's smallest fluctuations. The journal pages were filled with annotations—small stars beside "good" days, frustrated circles around "problem" measurements, arrows indicating trends. This systematic self-quantification had become more than habit; it was her primary relationship with her own body. Not how it felt or what it could do, but how it measured against an ideal she could approach but never quite reach. 

Little did she know that this self-imposed monitoring would soon be replaced by something far more precise and controlling—her private ritual evolving into a system of surveillance and compliance that would record not just the dimensions of her flesh, but the very essence of her being.

Waist: 26.5 inches. No change. Hips: 36 inches. No change. Thighs: 21.75 inches. Up a quarter inch from last week.

Jen stared at the last number, panic fluttering in her chest. A quarter inch. How was that possible? She'd been perfect with her macros, had added an extra fifteen minutes to her morning cardio. Had the stress from finals caused water retention? Was she gaining muscle instead of losing fat?

She wrapped the measuring tape around her thigh again, pulling it tighter until the edge bit into her skin, leaving an angry red indentation. 21.5 inches. Better. She recorded the new measurement, ignoring the voice in her head pointing out that the only difference was how much she'd restricted her circulation with the tape.

She stood before the full-length mirror mounted on her bedroom door, analyzing her reflection with the detached precision of a scientist—or perhaps a butcher assessing cuts of meat. Her eyes cataloged each perceived flaw with a clinical detachment that would later be mirrored by the Chef's evaluations: the slight roundness of her cheeks, the way her calves curved too dramatically, the softness at her waistline despite months of core training. In the pageant world, these were catastrophic imperfections. 

Her fingers pressed against her skin, testing its resilience, imagining how it might be reshaped, redistributed, optimized. The thought gave her a strange comfort—the fantasy that her body was clay to be molded rather than flesh to be lived in. Sometimes she imagined having the power to simply carve away the excess, to sculpt herself into perfection with the precision of a master artist. 

"If only it were that easy," she whispered to her reflection, unaware that in just weeks, such impossible transformations would become her reality—and her nightmare. The irony was that her self-scrutiny, her meticulous measurements, her obsession with optimization—all of it was preparing her perfectly for what was to come. She was already primed for consumption, already viewing her body as something to be modified rather than accepted. The Bite program wouldn't need to install this mindset; it was already there, cultivated by years of pageant training and societal pressure.

"Jen! You're going to be late!" Her mother's voice carried up the stairs.

"Coming!" she called back, quickly photographing herself in the mirror—front, side, back—before getting dressed in the outfit she'd planned last night: high-waisted jeans that concealed her stomach, oversized sweater to hide her arms, chunky boots that made her legs look thinner by comparison. Each garment carefully chosen to minimize, to hide, to create the illusion of the physical ideals that all her work had yet to achieve.

When she came downstairs, her parents were already at the kitchen table. Her father nursing a cup of coffee, dark circles under his eyes betraying another late night at his second job. The mortgage company had called again yesterday—she'd heard the tense conversation through her bedroom floor, her father's voice tight with controlled panic, her mother's softer tones trying to negotiate more time. Her mother was dressed for work at the department store, makeup carefully applied—a habit from her own pageant days that had never quite faded, even twenty years after her last competition. There was a delicate blue ribbon pinned inside her collar—her lucky charm from when she'd placed second at State, now a daily talisman against the growing tide of bills.

"You're looking a bit tired, honey," her mother said, eyes softening with the kind of genuine concern that would be programmed out of her in just a few weeks' time. "Are you sure you're not pushing yourself too hard with all this pageant prep?" 

Her father looked up, the worry lines around his eyes deepening. Unlike her mother, he'd never fully embraced the pageant world, but he'd thrown himself into supporting Jen's dreams with the same determined work ethic he applied to everything. "Your health comes first, Jen-bear. All the trophies in the world won't matter if you're making yourself sick." 

The nickname—her childhood endearment—felt like a relic from another time, from before measurements and competitions had come to define her worth.

Their small kitchen showed signs of their financial strain. The refrigerator hummed loudly, well past its replacement date. The linoleum floor had a crack running from the sink to the pantry door. But the walls were covered with Jen's pageant photos—crowning moments, talent performances, all showcasing her journey from Little Miss Sunshine at age seven to the regional teen competitions she competed in now.

"Breakfast?" her mom asked, sliding a bowl of Greek yogurt with precisely five blueberries across the table. Her mother handled Jen's meals with the precision of a nutritionist, a role she'd assumed when they could no longer afford the pageant dietician they'd worked with in Jen's early teens.

"Thanks." Jen took her place, noting with relief that her mother had already measured out the portion. The uncertainty of serving herself always made her anxious. One time, she'd estimated wrong and had 230 calories of oatmeal instead of 180. She'd cried in the school bathroom later that day, convinced the extra calories would manifest as visible failure on her body.

Her father looked up from his phone, the screen opened to their banking app. "I got the invoice from Coach Simone yesterday."

Jen stiffened. "The regional competition pays out five thousand for first place."

"I know, sweetie," he said, his smile not quite reaching his eyes. His gaze flickered to the corner of the kitchen where a stack of envelopes sat—mostly bills, Jen knew. "It's just that we're still paying off last season's coaching fees, and the new headshots, and—"

"I'll win this time," Jen said quickly. She had to. The Marsh family finances had been reorganized around her pageant career for a decade. Her father's second job as a night security guard. The refinanced mortgage. Her mother's abandoned nursing degree. All sacrifices for her chance at the crown, the scholarships, the opportunities that came with pageant success. "I'm so close. My measurements are almost perfect."

Her mother reached across the table and squeezed her husband's hand. They exchanged a look—that specific look they'd been sharing more frequently lately. The "we're worried but don't know what to do" look. A silent conversation passing between them that Jen wasn't invited to join.

"You're already perfect, Jen," her mother said, the platitude sounding hollow after years of helping Jen trim and shape and modify herself for the judges' approval. After all, it was her mother who had first taught her to stand on the scale, who had purchased her first food journal when she was twelve, who had demonstrated how to apply moleskin to blistered feet so the pain wouldn't show on stage.

Jen focused on her yogurt, taking small, even spoonfuls. Perfect girls chewed each bite twenty times. Perfect girls kept their spines straight while eating. Perfect girls didn't burden their parents with anxiety or shame or hunger. Perfect girls won competitions and scholarships and secured futures that made their parents' sacrifices worthwhile.

"We should leave in five minutes," her mother said, breaking Jen's concentration. "I can drop you at school on my way to work."

As her mother cleared the dishes, Jen noticed the slight tremor in her hands—the early signs of the rheumatoid arthritis that should have been treated years ago, before the medical fund was redirected to competition fees and coaching.

The drive to Westlake High was mercifully short. Jen spent it reviewing her Physics notes for the test later that day, though the formulas kept blurring together. She'd been up until 2 AM, alternating between studying and refreshing her social media feeds. Her mind felt foggy from lack of sleep, but that was normal now—another sacrifice on the altar of perfection.

"Text me after your coaching session," her mother said as they pulled up to the school. "Dad will pick you up."

Jen nodded, knowing her father would come straight from his day job to get her, then head directly to his night shift. Another day in the carefully choreographed struggle to keep their lives afloat while maintaining Jen's chance at... at what, exactly? She pushed the question away. Too dangerous to examine too closely.

The morning passed in a blur of classes and calorie calculations. During AP English, Jen's stomach growled audibly as Mrs. Peterson discussed symbolism in The Bell Jar. The girl next to her—Kelsey, a cheerleader who seemed to exist on coffee and goodwill—slid a packet of almonds onto Jen's desk. Jen pushed them back with a tight smile. Unplanned snacks weren't in today's allocation.

By lunch, Jen was lightheaded, the familiar floating sensation that meant she was doing well, staying on track. She sat alone at her usual table, methodically unpacking her meal: carrot sticks (12 calories each, she'd counted them at home), two ounces of grilled chicken breast (approximately 60 calories), and half a cup of plain quinoa (111 calories). She arranged them on her plate in separate sections, nothing touching.

Her focus was so intent on her food that she didn't immediately notice the murmurs spreading across the cafeteria, the subtle shift in attention as students turned toward the entrance. When Jen finally looked up, it was because the ambient noise had dipped suddenly, like someone had turned down the volume knob on her surroundings.

Macy Chen stood in the cafeteria doorway, and Jen blinked twice, uncertain if she was seeing correctly. Something about Macy was... different.

Fundamentally different.

Macy had always been pretty—striking even, with her half-Chinese features and confident stride—but now she was radiant. Her cheekbones caught the light differently, her waist curved in more dramatically beneath her fitted top, and her legs seemed longer somehow, despite her being the same height.

None of it looked surgical or artificial. She looked... optimized. As if someone had taken everything that made Macy beautiful and refined it to its essence, while removing anything extraneous. The transformation was subtle enough that most people probably couldn't pinpoint what had changed, only that she somehow looked better.

But Jen knew bodies. She studied them professionally, categorized their components, understood their proportions. And Macy's body had changed in ways that defied normal explanation. Not dramatic enough to be surgery, too perfect to be diet and exercise alone.

Macy moved through the cafeteria with newfound confidence, stopping to chat with friends, laughing at something Tyler Rodriguez said. She'd always been popular, but now there was a gravitational pull to her presence—people actually shifted to make space in her orbit.

"Macy?" Jen called out before she could stop herself as the girl passed near her table.

Macy turned, her newly sculpted face breaking into a smile that seemed both familiar and strange on her transformed features. "Jen! Hey!"

"You look... amazing," Jen said, the compliment doubling as a question. She'd known Macy since elementary school, had competed against her in junior pageants before Macy quit to focus on debate team. They weren't close friends, but they shared the unique understanding of girls who'd grown up being evaluated on their appearances.

Something flickered in Macy's eyes—caution, perhaps. A flash of recognition that Jen, unlike most people, could see the precise nature of the changes in her body. "Thanks. I've been trying this new wellness program."

"What program? I didn't know you were on anything." Jen studied her, looking for telltale signs of procedures or extreme dieting. Nothing seemed off—no swelling, no gauntness. Just perfection. Each proportion adjusted as if by an expert sculptor who knew exactly which millimeters to shave away.

"It's called Bite," Macy said, lowering her voice slightly. "Personalized nutrition solutions. It's kind of exclusive."

"Like those meal kit deliveries?"

"Sort of. Except it actually works." Macy glanced around, then reached into her designer bag and extracted a small black business card. "Here. If you're interested."

Jen took the card. It was matte black with just the word "BITE" embossed in glossy letters and a QR code beneath it. No contact information, no address. The card felt weighty, expensive—not the flimsy promotional material of typical diet programs.

As she held it, Jen noticed something odd about Macy's hands. Her fingers seemed slightly shorter than Jen remembered, the knuckles more delicate. Had her hands always been so perfectly proportioned to her wrists?

"How much does it cost?" Jen asked, mental calculations of her saved pageant money already running. Three hundred in her emergency fund. Maybe she could sell some of her early pageant crowns—the smaller regional ones her mother kept in a display case.

"That depends on your... goals," Macy said, her gaze drifting meaningfully over Jen's body in a way that made her want to both shrink away and stand taller. "But it's worth it." She glanced at her Apple Watch. "I've got to meet Tyler before lunch ends. Let me know if you sign up."

As Jen held the black card, weighing both it and the opportunity it presented, she caught Madison Taylor watching her from across the cafeteria. Madison's gaze had the calculating intensity of someone perpetually evaluating competitors. They'd faced off at regionals three years running, with Madison taking first twice to Jen's once. Madison's eyes narrowed slightly, tracking the interaction with Macy, clearly noting the black card in Jen's hand. Even from this distance, Jen could read the question in Madison's perfect posture and tilted head: What advantage are you getting that I don't have? That was Madison's approach to everything—life as a zero-sum competition where someone else's gain was automatically her loss. She'd once switched Jen's music CD before a talent performance, a sabotage that had cost Jen points on timing. When confronted, Madison had simply shrugged and said, "If you can't adapt under pressure, you don't deserve to win."

Little did either of them know that their pageant rivalry would soon transform into something far more disturbing.

As Macy walked away, Jen couldn't help noticing how her jeans hugged curves that hadn't existed a month ago. Even her walk had changed—more fluid, as if friction itself had been engineered out of her movements. She'd changed so precisely, as if someone had gone in with digital editing software and made just the right adjustments.

Jen slipped the black card into her pocket, her own lunch forgotten. Three weeks until regionals. Would that be enough time for whatever Bite offered to work its magic on her body too?

Coach Simone's private studio occupied the converted garage of her colonial-style home in the wealthy part of town. The space smelled of disinfectant and the faint vanilla perfume she always wore—an exclusive blend Simone had commissioned after winning Miss California decades ago. Mirrors lined every wall, ensuring there wasn't a single angle from which Jen couldn't examine her flaws.

Jen's after-school coaching sessions were the most expensive part of her pageant regimen. Three hours, twice weekly, at a rate that made her father wince when the invoices arrived. But Simone's girls won. Eight state champions in the last decade. Two national runners-up. One Miss Teen USA.

"Posture sequence," Simone instructed, clapping her hands twice.

Jen moved through the familiar positions—poised walk, quarter turn, full presentation pose with one foot pointed, shoulders angled to minimize their width. Her muscles remembered each position from thousands of repetitions. Her body existed in two states now: pageant posture and collapse. There was no natural way of being anymore.

The studio was empty today except for them. Usually, Jen shared her sessions with two other girls—Addie Mason and Zoey Franklin, both preparing for the same regionals. Their absence felt conspicuous.

"Hold," Simone said, circling her. The coach was in her fifties, still beautiful in that polished pageant way, her own body maintained with the same discipline she demanded from her students. Rumor had it she'd had subtle work done—a thread lift, perhaps, or careful Botox—but nothing obvious enough to betray the pageant world's fixation on "natural beauty."

She stopped behind Jen, adjusting her shoulder angle slightly with cold, clinical fingers. "Your weights are off," she said. "You're favoring your right side again."

"I've been working on it," Jen said, maintaining her smile as pageant rules dictated. Never stop smiling, even through criticism. Never let them see you hurt. Pain is private; beauty is public.

Simone's reflection studied Jen's in the mirror, eyes narrowing as they traced the lines of her body. There was something different in her gaze today—not the usual critical assessment, but something more evaluative. Final.

"The evening gown sequence," Simone instructed.

Jen shifted to the appropriate stance—spine elongated, neck extended, one foot slightly forward to create the illusion of a longer leg line. She'd practiced this pose for hours in her bedroom, training her muscles to hold the unnatural position until it felt more normal than standing regularly.

"Now the pivot."

Jen executed the move, turning with practiced grace, arms positioned to showcase her waistline while minimizing her shoulders.

Simone sighed, stepping around to face her. "Jennifer, we need to talk."

The formal use of her name made Jen's heart skip. Coach Simone only did that when something was seriously wrong. She dropped her pose. "What is it? Is it my measurements? I know my thighs are still—"

"It's not your measurements," Simone interrupted. "It's... this." She gestured vaguely at Jen's entire body. "You're so focused on numbers that you've lost the spark."

"I don't understand." But she did. Somewhere deep down, buried beneath calorie calculations and measurement anxieties, Jen knew exactly what Simone meant. She could see it in the videos of her recent performances—the mechanical quality to her movements, the smile that never quite reached her eyes.

"Jennifer, I've trained pageant girls for thirty years. I know the signs. You're developing an unhealthy fixation."

"I'm developing discipline," Jen corrected, her voice rising slightly. "Isn't that what you've always taught us? 'Beauty requires sacrifice'? 'Perfection is precision'? Your own words, Coach."

Something flickered across Simone's face—discomfort, perhaps. Or recognition. "There's discipline, and then there's obsession." Her expression softened. "The judges don't just want physical perfection. They want confidence, joie de vivre. Right now, all I'm seeing is anxiety."

Jen thought of the prescription bottle hidden in her sock drawer. Lorazepam for competition nerves. Dr. Weber had been reluctant to prescribe it to a seventeen-year-old, but her mother had insisted it was necessary for pageant success.

"I can work on my expression—"

"I think you should consider taking a break after regionals."

The words hit Jen like a physical blow. Her vision actually blurred at the edges, darkness threatening to close in. "A break? But nationals are in six months, and if I qualify at regionals—"

"Jen," Simone said, and the return to her nickname somehow made it worse, more personal. "I'm concerned. Your parents are concerned. When was the last time you did anything just for fun? When was the last time you ate something without logging it?"

The question made Jen's mind go blank. Fun? What did that even mean anymore? Her former hobbies—painting, hiking with her father—had all been abandoned to make time for pageant preparations. Even her few remaining friendships existed primarily through text messages, squeezed between training sessions and gym time.

"That's not fair. I'm dedicated."

"You're seventeen. You should be living, not just measuring."

Jen felt her carefully maintained composure cracking. Her hands clenched into fists, nails digging into palms. "So you're giving up on me?"

"Never," Simone said firmly. "But I need you to think about why you're doing this. Is it still because you love it? Or is it because you're afraid of who you'd be without it?"

The question hung in the air, unanswerable. Who was Jen Marsh without pageants? Without measurements and rankings and scores? A girl with no identity beyond the pursuit of physical ideals that kept moving further out of reach.

The truth was terrifying: she had no idea who she'd be without this structure. No idea who she was beneath the sculpted exterior she'd spent a decade creating.

"Let's finish the session," Simone said finally. "We'll work on your talent portion."

Jen went through the motions of her baton routine, but her mind was elsewhere. A break. After all these years of training, all the money her parents had invested, all the sacrifices. Did Simone think she was hopeless? Had her body become so unfixable?

And beneath that thought, a darker one: What if she never achieved the physical perfection she'd been chasing? What if all the measuring and weighing and restricting ended with nothing but a broken body and a family in debt?

The baton slipped from her fingers mid-toss, clattering to the hardwood floor. A rookie mistake she hadn't made in years.

"That's enough for today," Simone said quietly. "We'll pick up again on Thursday."

As Jen gathered her things, she caught a glimpse of herself in the wall of mirrors—pale, tired, eyes too large in her narrowed face. For a jarring moment, she couldn't recognize the girl staring back at her.

She tore her gaze away, quickly stuffing her baton into her training bag. "See you Thursday," she mumbled to Coach Simone before hurrying out to the waiting area where her father sat scrolling through his phone, already dressed in his security guard uniform for his night shift.

"How was coaching?" he asked as they drove home in their aging Honda.

"Good," Jen lied. "Coach Simone thinks my baton routine is nearly competition-ready."

Her father smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling with genuine pride despite his exhaustion. "That's my girl."

The guilt was a physical weight pressing against her chest. Her father believed in her so completely. What would happen if she failed? If all his sacrifices—the missed sleep, the financial strain, the stress that had etched permanent lines into his face—amounted to nothing?

During the drive home, she stared out the window at the neighborhoods they passed. First the affluent area where Coach Simone lived, houses set back from the street behind manicured lawns. Then the middle-class subdivisions with their basketball hoops and mailboxes. Finally, their own neighborhood—still respectable but showing signs of wear. Lawns a little too long, paint a little too faded.

"I'm sorry I can't stay for dinner," her father said as they pulled into their driveway. "There's leftover lasagna in the fridge. Your mom should be home around eight."

"It's okay, Dad." Jen leaned over to kiss his cheek. "I have a physics test to study for anyway."

He squeezed her shoulder. "You're working so hard, Jen-bear. I'm proud of you."

The childhood nickname made her throat tight. When was the last time she'd felt like that carefree little girl? Before pageants, before measurements, before her body became a project to be perfected rather than a self to inhabit.

"Thanks, Dad," she managed, then hurried inside before he could see the shine of tears in her eyes.

The house was empty, her mother still at work. Jen went straight to her bedroom, ignoring the hunger pangs that had become her constant companion. She'd need to adjust her calorie tracking from the morning—she'd planned to have exactly 347 calories at dinner, but now Coach Simone's words swirled in her mind, making her question everything.

She sat on the edge of her bed, staring at the pageant trophies lined up on her bookshelf. The smallest ones from her early competitions, followed by increasingly elaborate crowns and sashes as she'd advanced. Ten years of her life, condensed into glass and metal and satin.

Her gaze drifted to the framed photo on her nightstand—her eleven-year-old self with her parents at her first major win. Their faces split with genuine joy, Jen's smile still natural before she'd learned to calibrate it for maximum effect. Back when winning had been fun rather than necessary.

Had she ever really loved pageants? Or had she just loved the way her success made her parents beam with pride?

With trembling fingers, Jen pulled out the black business card Macy had given her. Whatever Macy had done, it had worked. She looked perfect—exactly the kind of transformation that might impress Coach Simone, might save her pageant career.

More importantly, it might justify everything—the sacrifices, the expenses, the missed family vacations and second mortgages and her father's perpetual exhaustion. If she could win, really win, maybe it would all be worth it.

She ran her thumb over the embossed "BITE" logo. The card felt expensive, substantial between her fingers. Not like the flimsy pamphlets for juice cleanses and diet programs she'd tried before.

Jen scanned the QR code with her phone. It led to a minimalist website, black background with elegant typography:

BITE: Reshape Your Relationship with Food

Below that was a prompt for a recommendation code.

Jen hesitated, then opened her messaging app and typed a text to Macy.

Hey, checking out that Bite program. It needs a recommendation code?

She stared at her phone, waiting. After a few minutes that felt much longer, three dots appeared as Macy typed her response.

You sure about this? It's not like regular diets.

The warning made Jen pause. Macy Chen wasn't one for dramatics. If she was cautioning about the program, maybe there was reason for concern. But then Jen caught her reflection in her vanity mirror—the slight fullness in her cheeks, the softness at her jawline. Three weeks until regionals. No time for hesitation.

I'm sure. Whatever you did, it worked amazing for you.

There was a long pause before Macy's next message appeared.

MChen2209. Just... follow the instructions exactly, okay? It works, but it's... intense.

There was something in those ellipses that made Jen's stomach tighten. Not with hunger this time, but with an unfamiliar anticipation. Something between excitement and fear.

What do you mean by intense? she typed.

The three dots appeared, disappeared, then reappeared as Macy composed her response. Finally:

Just take it seriously. And maybe don't tell anyone you're doing it. Not everyone... gets it.

Before Jen could ask for clarification, Macy sent another message:

G2G. Let me know how it goes. Or I'll see the results myself, I guess. Followed by a smiling emoji that somehow felt ominous rather than friendly.

Jen entered the code, and the screen transformed into a detailed questionnaire. The usual questions came first—height, weight, age, activity level—but then grew increasingly specific and strange.

Are you currently menstruating? She wasn't. Her period had become irregular over the past year—a side effect of her training regimen and controlled diet that no one talked about.

Do you consider yourself a picky eater? She selected "No." Pageant girls couldn't afford to be picky. You ate what the plan dictated, regardless of taste or preference.

On a scale of 1-10, how emotionally attached are you to each of the following body parts?

The list included everything from earlobes to ankles, knuckles to the nape of the neck. Jen paused, confronted for the first time with the idea of emotional attachment to body parts. She'd never thought of her body in those terms before. Her relationship with her physical self was purely functional—a project to be worked on, a problem to be solved.

She rated her face highest—an 8. It was the one part of her she genuinely liked, with her mother's heart-shaped features and her father's expressive eyes. Her thighs received the lowest score—a 2. The perpetual focus of her dissatisfaction, forever refusing to slim down to the measurements she coveted.

As she continued through the questionnaire, the questions became increasingly invasive, almost philosophical in their probing:

Which areas of your body would you not miss if they were reduced?

Reduced. Not changed or improved, but reduced. As if parts of her might be subtracted entirely. The wording unsettled her, but she pushed ahead, selecting her thighs, upper arms, stomach, and the soft area beneath her chin.

If you could redistribute volume from one part of your body to another, which pairings would you choose?

She imagined her body as a zero-sum game, a closed system where flesh could be moved but not eliminated. Thighs to cheekbones. Abdomen to chest. Upper arms to jawline.

Rate your willingness to experience temporary discomfort for permanent results.

Jen almost laughed at this one. Wasn't that the pageant girl's entire existence? Temporary discomfort for future rewards? Blisters from high heels, hunger pangs during cut periods, the bite of the measuring tape, all endured for those brief moments of validation on stage.

She slid the bar to its maximum value.

How far are you willing to go to achieve your ideal form?

The slider went from "Minimal Changes" to "Whatever It Takes."

After a moment's hesitation, Jen pushed the slider all the way to the end.

A new screen appeared, with a warning box:

BITE is not a conventional nutrition program. Results are permanent and cannot be reversed. Physical changes will occur during sleep cycles and may be accompanied by unusual sensations.

Beneath this was a section labeled "Consent Acknowledgment":

Do you consent to letting Bite reshape you through proprietary methods that may permanently alter your physical form?

Beneath this was a paragraph of dense legal text about assuming personal responsibility. Jen skimmed it, catching phrases like "irreversible process" and "customized consumption patterns" and "waiver of liability." Part of her knew she should read it carefully, but years of agreeing to terms and conditions without reading them had trained her to skip past such warnings.

The rational voice in her head—the one that sounded suspiciously like her physics teacher—told her to close the browser, to research this mysterious program before committing to anything. But louder was the voice of desperation, the one that had been driving her pursuit of physical perfection for a decade.

Jen thought of Coach Simone's face. Of her parents' worried glances. Of years of measuring and weighing and still never being enough. Of Macy's transformed body and the obvious respect it commanded.

Every other program had failed her. Every diet, every exercise regimen, every supplement and tincture and accountability method. Why not try something truly different? Something intense, as Macy had put it.

Jen checked the consent box.

The screen changed immediately to a simple message:

Thank you for choosing Bite, Jennifer Marsh. Your personalized solution has been approved and will arrive tomorrow. Please follow all enclosed instructions precisely.

Remember: You are what you eat—and what eats you.

Jen stared at the last line, a chill running through her despite the warmth of her bedroom. Something about the phrasing felt... wrong. Unsettling. As if she'd just agreed to more than a simple meal delivery service.

Then she closed the browser and pulled up her tracking app, inputting the day's final measurements before bed. Whatever Bite was, it couldn't be more demanding than the regimen she already followed. She'd built her life around pursuit of physical perfection—what was one more program in that endless quest?

As she prepared for bed, Jen caught herself studying her reflection differently. For the first time, she wasn't just cataloging flaws, but assessing what could be... reduced. Which parts of herself she would willingly sacrifice, if given the chance.

The thought should have disturbed her. Instead, it felt like possibility.

Tomorrow, she would begin her transformation.
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CHAPTER 2: FIRST BITE
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The package arrived at precisely 10:17 AM. Jen knew the exact time because she'd been checking her phone every three minutes since waking, refreshing the tracking information that had appeared in her inbox overnight. The delivery notification chimed during her AP Calculus class, causing her to jolt upright in her seat. Mr. Peterson had given her a pointed look over his glasses, but she'd pretended to be taking notes with renewed vigor.

A more pressing concern had surfaced with the confirmation email: Payment processed: $899.00. The figure had made her stomach lurch. Eight hundred and ninety-nine dollars. Almost her entire savings from last summer's hostess job at Olive Garden. Money she'd been squirreling away for college application fees, for the professional headshots Simone insisted she needed, for emergency pageant expenses.

But it was too late now. The payment had processed automatically through the credit card information she'd entered during registration. She hadn't even seen a price listed on the website—an oversight that should have been a red flag, but in her desperation, she'd clicked through without question.

Now, sitting in fourth period, Jen couldn't focus on Ms. Carmichael's lecture about World War I treaties. All she could think about was the white cardboard box waiting at her doorstep and the significant dent in her savings account. The tracking photo showed it nestled against the front door—a pristine square no bigger than a hardcover book. It looked expensive. It needed to be, for what she'd paid.

"Jen? Earth to Jen?"

She blinked, suddenly aware that Ms. Carmichael was staring at her, along with twenty-seven other students. "I'm sorry?"

"I asked you to identify the key provisions of the Treaty of Versailles." Ms. Carmichael's mouth was a thin line of disapproval.

"The... war guilt clause?" Jen offered. "And reparations. Germany had to pay for damages."

Ms. Carmichael seemed surprised that Jen had managed a coherent answer. "Yes, among others. As I was saying..."

Kelsey, the cheerleader who sat beside her, leaned over. "You okay? You look like you're about to pass out or something."

"Fine," Jen whispered. "Just didn't sleep great."

"Diet pills?" Kelsey asked with knowing sympathy. "My sister got the shakes from those."

"No, nothing like that," Jen replied, though the concern in Kelsey's eyes made her wonder—was this Bite program really so different from the diet pills and laxatives some of the pageant girls used? Just another desperate measure for desperate girls?

But eight hundred and ninety-nine dollars. That had to mean something. People didn't charge that much for snake oil, did they?

The final bell couldn't come soon enough. Jen skipped her usual after-school elliptical session. Coach Simone's words from yesterday still echoed in her mind—I think you should consider taking a break—followed by the needling thought: But if Bite works, if I can show her real results, Simone will see I don't need a break at all.

She speed-walked the six blocks home, her heart rate climbing to cardio levels anyway from anticipation. No one else would be home for hours; her father was on day shift, and her mother worked until closing at the department store. The house would be empty. No one to see what the package contained. No one to question how she'd spent nearly nine hundred dollars on a box of cookies.

The package sat exactly where the delivery photo had shown, its white surface almost luminous against the worn welcome mat. No shipping label, no courier branding—just a small, embossed black "B" in the center. Jen checked both directions before picking it up, as if retrieving contraband.

The box was unexpectedly heavy for its size, with a solid weight that spoke of quality. Expensive. She carried it to her bedroom, setting it on her desk with ceremonial precision, heart thrumming in her chest. For that price, it had better work miracles.

For a long moment, she just stared at it. The gleaming white cardboard seemed to absorb and reflect light in unnatural ways, creating the illusion that it glowed from within. When she ran her fingertips across its surface, the material felt impossibly smooth, almost pore less—not like cardboard at all, but something more like polished stone or high-end electronics.

She thought of the unboxing videos she sometimes watched online—influencers with perfect nails delicately unwrapping luxury products, faces arranged in expressions of practiced awe. This moment felt similar but more private, more forbidden. This wasn't a designer handbag or limited-edition makeup palette. This was something that promised to reshape her very flesh.

At the center of the lid, beneath the embossed "B," was a small divot. Jen peered closer and saw it wasn't a divot at all, but a shallow depression the exact shape and size of a fingerprint. She traced its outline, noting the whorled pattern that seemed to match her own unique print.

Her phone pinged with a notification from an unknown number: Press your right index finger to authenticate.

The message sent a chill through her. How did they know she was looking at the box right now? Was there a camera? She scanned her bedroom quickly but saw nothing unusual.

Jen hesitated, a sudden wave of doubt washing over her. Eight hundred and ninety-nine dollars for a box she could only open with her fingerprint. What had she gotten herself into? This was like something from a science fiction movie, not a weight loss program.

But Macy had done it. Macy looked incredible. And Macy was, if anything, more cautious than Jen.

She pressed her right index finger to the depression. The moment her skin made contact, she felt a tiny pinprick—so quick and painless she might have imagined it, except for the microscopic bead of blood that welled at her fingertip. A drop of her blood was absorbed into the material beneath her finger, disappearing without a trace.

"What the hell?" she whispered, snatching her hand back. No one had said anything about blood authentication. The realization that she'd just provided a DNA sample to an unknown company sent a wave of nausea through her.

The box made a soft hissing sound as a previously invisible seam appeared around its perimeter. The lid loosened, lifting slightly on its own as if the contents were breathing.

Inside, nestled in black velvet, lay five cookies arranged in a perfect pentagon. At least, they looked like cookies at first glance. Upon closer inspection, Jen realized they were unlike any baked goods she'd ever seen.

Each "cookie" was a different shape, color, and size. One was perfectly circular and pale, the size of a silver dollar, with a surface that resembled smooth flesh, complete with nearly invisible downy hairs. Another was oblong and the deep red-brown of liver, marbled with what looked like tiny capillaries. The third was triangular with a slight curve, flesh-toned with delicate vein-like patterns across its surface that pulsed subtly, as if with a heartbeat. The fourth was thick and rectangular, a mottled mixture of cream and pink, with a texture reminiscent of fat marbled with muscle. The smallest was irregular, reminiscent of a knuckle, its surface dimpled and yellowish-white like cartilage.

The longer Jen stared at them, the less they resembled cookies and the more they looked like... specimens. Tissue samples shaped into discs. Her stomach turned, but she couldn't look away. They were repulsive and fascinating in equal measure.

Tucked alongside the velvet tray was a small card printed on thick black stock with white lettering:

Personalized Consumption Protocol for Jennifer Anne Marsh

Day 1: Ingest one cookie before sleep. Allow minimum 8 hours for initial processing.

Warning: Mild discomfort during first cycle is normal. Do not take pain relievers. Do not consume alcohol. Do not break your fast until 10 AM following morning.

Remember: A perfect form requires sacrifice. What you consume will consume you.

The last line made her shiver. She'd seen it on the website too, but here, faced with these biological-looking "cookies," the words took on a more literal, disturbing meaning.

Beneath the tray of cookies lay a thin device resembling a smartphone but with only a small screen and a single button. It had the sleek, minimal design of high-end technology—the kind that justified outrageous price tags. When Jen pressed it, the screen illuminated with an outline of a human body—her body, she realized with a start. The proportions matched her own exactly, down to the asymmetrical shoulders she'd spent years trying to correct.

Text appeared beneath the outline: Nightly tracking ensures optimal results. Scan before consumption. Scan upon waking.

Jen picked up the scanner and held it at arm's length. It vibrated once, the screen flashing as it captured her current form. Numbers appeared along the sides of the body outline—her exact measurements, more precise than even her own meticulous tracking.

Waist: 26.47 inches Hips: 35.93 inches Thighs: 21.68 inches (R), 21.73 inches (L)

The detail was unnerving. How had a simple scan from a handheld device captured measurements so precise? No wonder it cost what it did. This was technology beyond anything available to consumers—the kind of precision scanning she imagined existed in medical research facilities or elite athletic training centers.

And yet, something about the precision was almost sensual, intimate in a way that made her uncomfortable. It knew her body better than she did. It saw beneath clothing, beneath skin, quantifying her most private dimensions without her conscious awareness of how it functioned.

Her phone pinged again: Select tonight's focus area by removing your chosen cookie.

Jen stared at the five cookies, understanding dawning. They corresponded to the body parts she'd rated lowest in emotional attachment. The circular one was her left thigh. The oblong one, her right thigh. The triangular one, the curve beneath her chin. The rectangular one, her abdomen. The smallest, her knuckles, which she'd always thought were too prominent.

She reached for the circular cookie—her left thigh, slightly larger than the right—but stopped, her hand hovering. Something about the cookies' appearance made her stomach turn. Their textures were too organic, too... biological. Up close, the pale circular one seemed to have a translucent quality, with what looked like microscopic fibers running through it. The surface seemed to have tiny pores, almost like skin, and an iridescence that shifted as she moved, like the inside of a seashell or the surface of a pearl.

"Eight hundred ninety-nine dollars," she whispered to herself. "This better work."

Choose, urged a voice in her head. You wanted this. You paid for this.

Jen selected the circular cookie, lifting it from the velvet. It was heavier than expected, dense and slightly warm to the touch, as if freshly baked. Or freshly harvested. The underside was firmer than the top, with a slight concavity like a contact lens. It weighed perhaps an ounce, but somehow felt substantial, meaningful in her palm.

The thought came unbidden, unsettling her. She set the cookie on her desk and carefully replaced the lid on the box. It sealed seamlessly, the seam disappearing as if it had never existed. The moment it closed, the box seemed to lose some of its luminous quality, becoming merely a white container again, though still unnaturally smooth and perfect.

Jen checked her phone: 3:47 PM. Hours still to go before bedtime. Hours to contemplate what she was about to do.

She tried to focus on homework, on the physics test she'd barely made it through earlier that day. But her attention kept drifting to the cookie sitting on her desk like a medical specimen awaiting analysis. Several times, she picked it up, feeling its strange weight, examining the pearlescent surface that resembled skin yet wasn't. Each time, she set it down again, uncertain.

Eight hundred and ninety-nine dollars was a lot of money. Too much to waste by chickening out now.

That evening, Jen managed to get through dinner with her parents on autopilot, pushing food around her plate while mentally reviewing the Bite instructions. When her mother asked about her appetite, she blamed pre-test anxiety—technically true, since her physics exam was tomorrow, though she hadn't thought about it once since the package arrived.

"I think I'll turn in early," she said after helping clear the dishes. "Big test tomorrow."

Her mother looked relieved at this normal, responsible explanation. "Good idea, sweetie. I'll keep the noise down."

Her father squeezed her shoulder as she passed. "Princess needs her beauty sleep for regionals," he said with an affectionate smile, unaware of how the comment twisted in Jen's chest. If he knew how much she'd just spent on a mysterious package of "cookies" instead of saving for college applications, would he still look at her with that uncomplicated pride?

In her bedroom, Jen sat cross-legged on her bed, staring at the cookie she'd placed on her nightstand. She'd completed her usual nighttime ritual—teeth brushed, face washed, measurements recorded in her journal—and now only this remained. This strange, almost-living thing that promised to reshape her body in ways conventional methods had failed to do.

"Just eat it," she whispered to herself. "It's just a cookie. A really, really expensive cookie." 

But it wasn't. She knew that instinctively. The dense weight of it, the subtle pulsing warmth against her palm, the way light seemed to pass through rather than reflect off its surface—this was something technology couldn't explain. Something science shouldn't be able to package in a sleek white box with biometric authentication. 

Her phone pinged: *Consumption window closing in 5 minutes.* 

The reminder spurred her to action. Before she could reconsider, Jen brought the cookie to her lips and took a small bite. The flavor hit her immediately—not sweet or salty or any taste she recognized. It was complex, layered, with notes that reminded her of mineral springs, raw meat, and something almost floral but decayed, like overripe fruit. But beneath these was a familiarity that disturbed her most—a taste that somehow reminded her of herself, as if she were consuming her own essence. 

The flavor flooded her mouth with a sensation that was somehow both intimate and unfamiliar, like tasting her own tears or blood, but intensified a hundredfold. It was the flavor of interiority—of things never meant to be tasted. 

She gagged, nearly spitting it out, but forced herself to chew. The texture was equally disturbing—neither soft nor crisp, but yielding in a way that felt muscular, resistant. It reminded her of raw chicken, or what she imagined raw meat might feel like; she'd never eaten anything but the leanest, most thoroughly cooked poultry. There was a slight elasticity to it, like gently biting into the inside of her cheek, combined with a fatty richness that coated her tongue. 

As she chewed, the substance seemed to break down not into smaller pieces but into a thick, almost mucous-like consistency that slid down her throat when she finally, reluctantly swallowed. The sensation of it descending her esophagus was visceral and unpleasant—a weight that seemed to have its own intention, its own determination to be consumed. 

A faint sound accompanied each bite—not from her mouth but from the cookie itself. A subtle, wet crackling, like cartilage being compressed. The noise was barely audible yet somehow obscene in its intimacy. 

The scent released with each bite changed too—starting with something almost antiseptic, then shifting to a coppery tang reminiscent of blood, before settling into an aroma like warm skin after exercise. Consuming the cookie was a full sensory violation, engaging taste, smell, touch, sound, and even sight as the remaining portion seemed to glisten differently under her bedroom light. 

Jen took another bite, and another, each more difficult than the last as her body instinctively resisted this unnatural substance. By the final bite, tears had formed in the corners of her eyes, her gag reflex fighting against the intrusion. But she managed it, swallowing the last morsel with a desperate gulp of water that did nothing to wash away the lingering taste—metallic, musky, with an aftertaste of something almost sweet but not quite. Like the memory of sugar rather than sugar itself.

She picked up the scanner device, which prompted her to stand and hold it at arm's length. After it vibrated, confirming the scan, she placed it back on her nightstand. The screen now displayed a single message: 

Processing initiated. Sleep required.

Jen turned off her light and settled under her covers, anticipation and anxiety swirling through her mind. What would happen now? Would she wake up thinner? More sculpted? Or was this all an elaborate scam—eight hundred and ninety-nine dollars for a disc of compressed mystery substances that would do nothing but leave her with a strange taste in her mouth and a significant dent in her savings?

Despite her racing thoughts, exhaustion pulled at her almost immediately. The cookie. It must have contained something to make her sleepy. Her eyelids grew heavy, her limbs warm and weightless. The initial revulsion at the taste and texture faded, replaced by a tingling warmth that spread outward from her stomach like tendrils of sensation.

Just before sleep claimed her, she felt a strange tingling begin in her left thigh—not painful, but noticeable. Like champagne bubbles beneath her skin, or the prickle of a foot waking from numbness. The sensation intensified, becoming a gentle throbbing that pulsed in time with her heartbeat.

As consciousness slipped away, Jen had the distinct impression that the cookie she'd consumed was now consuming her in return, breaking down barriers between ingester and ingested, erasing the boundary between what eats and what is eaten.

Then darkness.

She's standing in a white room, circular, with no doors or windows. The walls pulse subtly, like the inside of a living organism. The floor beneath her bare feet is warm and yielding, almost flesh-like in its resilience. The air smells of antiseptic and something else—a scent like raw meat left in the sun, sweet-putrid and intimate.

In the center of the room is a table, and on the table is a body. Her body.

Jen approaches slowly, her steps making no sound. The body on the table is breathing—asleep, not dead—but something is happening to it. To her. The left thigh is... changing. The skin ripples as if something moves beneath it, reshaping muscle and fat from within. The surface bulges and depresses in waves, like hands kneading dough beneath a thin cloth.

She reaches out to touch the sleeping body's thigh. The moment her fingers make contact, she's inside it—feeling the internal restructuring as cells dissolve and reform, as tissue compresses and relocates. It should hurt. It should be excruciating. But instead, there's only a heavy pressure and the certainty that something is being taken away, carefully excised and... repurposed.

She can feel bundles of fat cells being dissolved, their contents extracted and funneled elsewhere. Muscle fibers are being rearranged, tightened, optimized for appearance rather than function. There's an intelligence to the process, a deliberate sculpting that follows aesthetic principles rather than biological ones.

"Beautiful work," says a voice behind her. 

Jen turns. A woman stands watching—elegant, ageless, dressed in a white chef's coat with a mandarin collar that follows the elegant line of her neck. Her black hair is pulled back in a severe bun, not a strand out of place. Her smile is warm but her eyes are calculating, assessing, the dark irises occasionally catching the light to reveal flecks of silver like metal shavings. 

"Who are you?" Jen asks. 

"I'm the Chef," the woman answers, her voice melodic with an accent Jen can't place—neither French nor Italian, but something older, more primal. "And you're the meal." 

The woman approaches the table, her movements fluid and precise like a surgeon or a dancer. She runs a finger along the sleeping Jen's thigh, leaving a trail of goosebumps in her wake. Around her neck hangs a small, worn pendant—incongruously old against her otherwise pristine appearance. She touches it briefly as she examines Jen, a gesture that seems almost ritualistic. 

"Your tissue has excellent structure," she says clinically. "Good collagen density. Responsive adipose distribution. We can work with this." 

Only now does Jen notice the woman's hands—unnaturally elongated, the fingers possessing extra joints that bent at impossible angles, the nails not quite nails but something closer to small blades, glinting in the room's diffuse light.. Yet despite their inhuman appearance, they move with the practiced confidence of someone who has spent decades perfecting their craft. There's pride in the way she manipulates Jen's tissue—not the cold efficiency of a technician, but the absorbed focus of an artist. 

"You have an eye for quality," the Chef adds, almost to herself. "Most participants merely see flaws to eliminate. You understand proportion, balance. It makes the work more satisfying." 

For a moment, something flickers across her face—a reminiscence, perhaps, of her life before service to the Entity. She touches the ancient pendant again, and the moment passes. 

"Work with it for what?" Jen asks, a knot of dread forming in her stomach. 

The Chef smiles again, this time revealing teeth that look strangely like small, polished knucklebones, arranged in perfectly straight rows. "For the next course, of course."

She holds out her hand. In her palm is another cookie—larger than the first, its surface writhing with tiny, finger-like protrusions that reach upward as if seeking contact.

"Ready for the next course?" the woman asks, her smile widening. "You've only just begun the tasting menu."

The walls of the white room contract slightly, like a stomach preparing for digestion.

Jen woke gasping, sheets twisted around her body, hair plastered to her forehead with sweat. Her mouth tasted of copper and salt—blood, she realized; she must have bitten her tongue in her sleep. Her left thigh throbbed with a deep, pulling ache that radiated from bone to skin.

It took her a moment to orient herself in the dim morning light filtering through her curtains. Her alarm clock read 9:47 AM. She'd slept through her alarm, through her morning run, through first period. Panic shot through her until she remembered—Do not break your fast until 10 AM following morning.

A strange heaviness lingered in her limbs, as if she'd been drugged. The dream clung to her consciousness, more vivid than any dream she'd ever experienced. The white room. The pulsing walls. The chef with her too-long fingers and knucklebone teeth. It had been so real she could still smell the antiseptic and raw-meat scent of that circular chamber.

Gingerly, Jen pushed herself up to sitting, immediately aware that something was different. Her body felt... unbalanced. Off-kilter in a way she couldn't immediately identify. Moving with caution, she switched on her bedside lamp and pulled back the covers.

Her left thigh looked strange. Not dramatically smaller—she wouldn't have noticed if she weren't so attuned to her body's every dimension—but different. The contours had changed, the muscle definition more pronounced beneath the skin, the slight inner bulge that had always bothered her now smoother, more streamlined.

But there was something else, something that made her breath catch in her throat.

The skin had a subtly different texture. Smoother, almost polished in appearance, with a translucent quality that reminded her of... the cookie. And when she pressed her fingers against it, the sensation was muted, muffled, as if there was a thin barrier between her fingertips and her nerve endings. Pressure registered, but not with the clarity it should have. Like touching herself through a layer of fine silk.

More disturbing was the sound her modified flesh made when she pressed it—a subtle squish that wasn't quite natural, followed by a faint crackling as the tissue resettled. It didn't hurt, but the noise itself was deeply wrong, like hearing your own bones creak but more intimate, more alien. 

The modified area was warmer than the surrounding skin—not fever-hot, but noticeably elevated, as if the tissue was still actively transforming. And there was a scent—faint but distinct—something chemical yet organic, like new plastic mixed with raw meat. 

When she ran her palm over the modified thigh, she felt a gentle vibration beneath the surface, a subtle hum that suggested cellular activity far beyond normal biological processes. The texture was wrong in ways she couldn't fully articulate—both firmer and somehow more yielding than normal flesh, as if it would hold whatever shape she pressed into it for a moment too long before slowly returning to form.

She reached for the scanner on her nightstand, holding it up with a trembling hand. It vibrated, capturing her current state, then displayed new measurements alongside yesterday's numbers:

Waist: 26.47 → 26.47 inches (no change) Hips: 35.93 → 35.93 inches (no change) Left Thigh: 21.73 → 20.98 inches (-0.75 inches) Right Thigh: 21.68 → 21.68 inches (no change)

Three-quarters of an inch. Gone overnight.

Jen stared at the numbers in disbelief. She'd tried every legitimate method to reduce her thighs—targeted exercises, elimination diets, even a brief, disastrous experiment with a topical "slimming cream" that had given her a rash. Nothing had ever produced results like this. Not even close.

She swung her legs over the side of the bed, testing her weight on the altered leg. It supported her perfectly, but the movement felt strange, like the muscles were responding to commands with a microsecond delay. A subtle disconnect between intention and action, as if the neural pathways had been rerouted through some slightly less efficient channel.

Standing fully, she approached her full-length mirror. The asymmetry was noticeable now that she was looking for it. Her left thigh visibly slimmer than her right, the curve where it met her knee more defined. But it was the quality of the skin that disturbed her most—that slight translucency, that artificial smoothness.

When she ran her palm over it, the surface felt firmer than before, as if the subcutaneous layer had been compressed or altered. And there was warmth—not fever-hot, but warmer than the rest of her skin. As if whatever was happening inside was still active, still working, still... digesting.

Her phone pinged: First processing cycle complete. Results documented. Continue protocol tonight.

The clinical language made what had happened seem normal, expected—just a "processing cycle" rather than a fundamental reshaping of her flesh. Jen found herself caught between horror and fascination as she continued to examine her altered thigh.

Three-quarters of an inch. In a single night. No diet or exercise regimen on earth could accomplish that. No cosmetic procedure could do it without recovery time, without bruising or swelling.

Eight hundred and ninety-nine dollars. A fortune to her, but suddenly it seemed almost... reasonable. For results like this? People spent thousands on liposuction that wouldn't be this precise, this targeted, this quick.

She should have been elated. This was exactly what she'd wanted, wasn't it? Perfect proportions. Measurable results. But something about the new texture of her skin, the slight delay in response, the memory of that dream—the woman with knucklebone teeth saying, "I'm the chef, and you're the meal"—left her feeling hollow.

Her phone buzzed again, this time with a text from Kelsey, the cheerleader from English class: Where are you? We have a physics test 3rd period! Did you die or something?

Reality crashed back. The test. School. Normal life that couldn't stop just because she'd participated in some bizarre overnight body modification.

Jen showered quickly, noticing immediately how different the water felt against her altered thigh. The pressure registered, but the temperature was muted—she could tell the water was hot, but it didn't feel hot in the same way it did on the rest of her body. The nerves were still transmitting signals, but as if through some insulating layer.

More disturbing was the way her left leg now moved. Not just the slight delay she'd noticed earlier, but a subtle difference in the mechanics of the muscle, as if the structural composition had been changed. The same action—lifting her leg to step into underwear, bending to pull on socks—required different neural instructions than before, different amounts of force. She kept miscalculating, her movements slightly off-kilter until her brain adjusted to the new parameters.

She dressed in jeans that now fit differently, one leg notably looser than the other. The waistband sat unevenly on her hips, lower on the left where the reduced thigh created less tension in the fabric. Looking in the mirror, the asymmetry was noticeable enough that she changed into a long sweater that hung past her hips, concealing the uneven waistline.

On autopilot, Jen packed her backpack and headed downstairs, only to find her mother still home, sitting at the kitchen table with a mug of coffee.

"Mom? Why aren't you at work?" Jen asked, pulse quickening. Had her mother noticed something already? Could she tell just by looking that Jen had been transformed overnight?

"Morning shift today," her mother explained, giving Jen a once-over. "You're running late. Did you sleep through your alarm?"

"Yeah, sorry. I was really exhausted." Jen moved toward the door, hoping to escape without further scrutiny.

"Honey, are you limping?"

Jen froze. Was she? She hadn't noticed, but the altered musculature of her left leg might have affected her gait. "No, just... my shoe's rubbing a bit."

Her mother's forehead creased with concern. "You look different. Are you feeling okay?"

"Fine, just tired. Really need to go, don't want to be any later." Jen grabbed an apple from the fruit bowl, more for props than hunger. Her stomach felt strange—not quite nauseous, but unsettled, as if it were still processing the cookie from last night. "See you tonight!"

She fled before her mother could ask more questions, her left leg moving in its strange new rhythm, just slightly out of sync with the right.

The walk to school gave her time to adapt to her modified body. By focusing on her gait, she was able to compensate for the differences, forcing her left leg to match the movements of her right even when it felt unnatural to do so. By the time she reached the school entrance, she'd mostly corrected the asymmetry in her walk—though it required conscious effort, like speaking with a deliberate accent.

She slipped into the building during passing period, joining the flow of students changing classes. The busy hallway was a relief after the quiet scrutiny of her mother's kitchen. Here, she was just another late student, nothing remarkable, nothing transformed.

Or so she thought, until Macy Chen appeared at her side, falling into step beside her with the graceful, fluid movements that had first caught Jen's attention yesterday.

"You did it," Macy said, not a question but a statement. Her perfectly sculpted features arranged in a knowing smile. "I can tell."

Jen's heart skipped. "How?"

"The walk. There's always an adjustment period." Macy steered them toward a quieter area near the water fountains. "Don't worry, no one else would notice. But I've been through it."

Up close, Jen could see that the changes in Macy were more extensive than she'd initially realized. It wasn't just her proportions that had been optimized, but the very quality of her tissues. Her skin had the same subtly translucent sheen that Jen's left thigh now possessed. Her movements were fluid but precise, each gesture appearing choreographed rather than spontaneous.

"How many have you done?" Jen asked, her voice low.

"All of them," Macy replied, her smile revealing teeth that suddenly seemed too regular, too perfect. "Fifteen cookies, three cycles. I'm on maintenance phase now."

"Fifteen?" Jen's eyes widened. "But my box only had five."

"That's the starter package. If you continue, they send more." Macy smoothed a hand down her side, the movement unnaturally smooth. "More specialized, more focused. The results get better each time. More comprehensive."

There was something rehearsed about the way she spoke, as if reciting from a script—or perhaps, Jen thought with a chill, as if something else were speaking through her. Something that used Macy's voice but not her words.

"Does it... hurt?" Jen asked, though that wasn't really what she wanted to know. What she wanted to ask was: Are you still you? Is there still a Macy inside that perfected shell?

"There's discomfort," Macy admitted. "But it's worth it. The chef knows exactly what needs to be done." Her eyes briefly unfocused, as if seeing something beyond the school hallway. "She's an artist, really. She sees the potential in each of us."

The mention of "the chef" sent a bolt of ice through Jen's veins. The same figure from her dream. The woman with the too-long fingers and the knucklebone teeth.

"I have to get to class," Jen said abruptly. "Physics test."

Macy nodded, her movements precise. "Of course. We'll talk later." She touched Jen's arm briefly, her fingers cool and firm. "You're going to love the results. By the time regionals come around, you'll be perfect."

As
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