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The rain over the Thames was that particularly miserable London drizzle. It was more of a damp fog that actively searched for the gaps in your coat collar than actual drops.

Siobhan stared out the window of the DLR as it rattled away from Canary Wharf, her reflection staring back at her from the dark glass. She looked exactly like what she was: a twenty-eight-year-old woman playing dress-up in a corporate Zara blazer, carrying a leather folio full of qualifications that apparently meant absolutely nothing.

The interview had been a slaughter, though handled with the terrifying, passive-aggressive politeness unique to British middle management.

The hiring manager, a woman in her late forties with a razor-sharp bob and a gaze like a laser level, hadn’t even looked at Siobhan’s first-class degree. Instead, her eyes had lingered on Siobhan’s mouth, the curve of her jaw, and the way the tailored trousers sat on her hips. The subtext hadn’t just been written on the wall; it had been shouted through a megaphone. Too pretty. Too distracting. The kind of girl who relies on a smile and a short skirt to bypass the hierarchy.

"We’re looking for someone with a bit more... gravitas," the woman had said, her eyes dropping pointedly to Siobhan’s chest for a fraction of a second before snapping back up with a cold, patronising smile. "Someone whose presence aligns more naturally with a traditional corporate environment. Someone focused purely on the work."

Siobhan squeezed her eyes shut, leaning her forehead against the cool glass of the train window. Traditional corporate environment. It was the slick, HR-approved translation for 'you're too built to be smart.' Once again her bloody tits had got in the way of being taken seriously, even wearing a bust compress and a high-necked blouse with zero cleavage.

Her previous company going into administration wasn't her fault. Wanting a job that paid her rent wasn't a crime. But standing there, being judged as an inherent threat or a vapid decoration just because of her DNA, had left her feeling utterly hollowed out.

She was done with the performance. She was done with trying to look smart, trying to look capable, trying to look like anything at all. All she wanted was to get back to her flat, strip off the damp blazer, eat a pint of cheap supermarket ice cream straight from the tub, and watch whatever mindless, trashy reality telly was broadcasting.

Then her phone began to violently buzz in her palm.

The screen read: Linda (Agent).

Siobhan groaned internally. She hadn't done a proper modelling gig in nearly three years, keeping her contract active with the agency purely as a desperate safety net.

"Linda, hi," Siobhan said, her voice flat with exhaustion.

"Siobhan! Thank God you picked up," Linda’s voice blasted through the speaker, a chaotic whirlwind of clacking keyboard keys and rustling paper in the background. "Where are you? Are you in London?"

"I’m on the DLR. Just left the Wharf. Why?"

"I need you to sign a contract right now. I’ve just emailed it to your phone. Don't read it, just scroll to the bottom, tick the digital signature box, and send it back. I have a studio rep on my other line screaming at me."

Siobhan blinked, her brain struggling to shift gears. "Linda, slow down. What are you talking about? I just finished a five-hour interview process, I'm freezing, and..."

"It pays three thousand pounds for the weekend. Plus expenses. Plus a room at the Aloft hotel right next to the ExCeL."

The numbers hit Siobhan like a physical slap. Three thousand pounds. That was almost two months' rent covered in forty-eight hours.

"What’s the catch?" Siobhan asked instantly, her cynical brain waking up. "That’s triple the standard day rate for a promo gig."

"The catch is it’s a nightmare emergency," Linda rattled off, speaking at the speed of a machine gun. "It's a major promo for that new American sci-fi film at Comic Con this weekend. They hired some high-profile Instagram model for it, but she arrived this morning, did the first prep session, threw a massive diva fit about 'intolerable working conditions,' and walked off the set. The studio is in a blind panic. They need someone with your exact height and measurements to step into the costume tomorrow morning at 5:30 AM, or they lose their prime slot on the convention floor.” The agent paused, her voice dropping into a careful, slightly delicate register. “Look, Shiv... I know it’s been a minute since your last promo gig. You do still weigh under 125, right? And you haven’t had a... um... a breast reduction or anything?"

Siobhan sighed quietly and closed her eyes, leaning against the cool train window. Once again her body was dictating the exact parameters of her worth. “Yes. 122 and still stacked.” She hesitated, her thumb hovering over the email notification that had just popped up on her screen. ‘Intolerable working conditions’? A gruelling, entry-level office job, or a weekend of degrading looks? She cleared her throat. "What kind of costume are we talking about?"

"Oh, you know, standard sci-fi stuff. A replica of one of the characters. Look, they’re paying premium because it’s last-minute and the hours are brutal. You’ll be on your feet all day. But Siobhan, three grand. And they’re paying for Sunday night at the hotel too, so you don't even have to commute back after it ends."

Through the train window, like an omen, the massive grey spine of the ExCeL Exhibition Centre came into view, looming over the Royal Docks like a sleeping leviathan. It looked cold, industrial, and utterly exhausting.

But three thousand pounds was three thousand pounds. It was the freedom to say no to the next awful hiring manager who looked at her like a piece of meat.

"Fine," Siobhan muttered, tapping open the email. The contract was a dense, thirty-page blur of standard legal jargon, NDAs, and liability waivers. Her train was pulling into her stop for the change. She didn't have time to squint at the tiny text on her phone screen.

She scrolled aggressively to the very bottom, bypassed a long addendum list regarding 'technical applications,' and aggressively tapped the I Accept box.

"Done," Siobhan said, stepping off the train into the biting London wind. "It’s sent."

"You’re a lifesaver," Linda breathed, sounding infinitely relieved. "Go home, pack a bag for the weekend, and get to the Aloft hotel tonight. Your name will be at the desk. Sleep fast, Siobhan. The lead FX artist is meeting you in your suite at half-past five tomorrow morning, and after today’s debacle he does not sound like a happy man."

*  *  *
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The Aloft London ExCeL was a hyper-modern, neon-streaked monolith that looked more like a spaceship terminal than a hotel. On a normal Friday evening, it would have been quiet, but because it was the night before MCM Comic Con, the lobby was already a chaotic zoo.

Siobhan stood in line at the desk, her damp tote bag slung over one shoulder, feeling entirely out of place. Around her were teenagers arguing over the structural integrity of foam swords, a towering man dressed as an eight-foot space marine trying to fit through the sliding doors, and dozens of exhausted staff members in high-vis vests.

When she finally reached the desk, the receptionist’s eyes flicked from Siobhan’s haggard face to her computer screen. The fatigue instantly vanished from the woman's expression, replaced by a look of profound, almost reverent pity.

"Ah, yes. Siobhan Taylor. The replacement," the receptionist said, tapping furiously on her keyboard. "The studio called ahead. You've been upgraded to one of our executive suites on the top floor. They’ve opened a corporate tab for your room service, and the mini-bar has been unlocked for you entirely. Complimentary."

Siobhan blinked. "Complimentary?"

"Everything," the woman said, sliding a sleek keycard across the counter. "The studio representative was very specific. They want you happy, comfortable, and... well, resting. Good luck tomorrow, dear. Oh, and they sent this." She handed over a sealed envelope with her name on it, under the studio logo.

Ten minutes later, Siobhan let herself into the suite. It was massive, easily twice the size of her entire flat in Bow. Floor-to-ceiling windows looked out over the dark expanse of the Royal Docks, the lights of Canary Wharf twinkling coldly in the distance.

But the best part was the bathroom. It featured a deep, freestanding soaking tub that practically begged her to climb in.

Siobhan dumped her bag on the bed and didn't even bother unpacking. Within minutes, she had the hot water blasting, filling the room with steam. She raided the unlocked mini-bar, pulling out a miniature gin and tonic, before stripping out of her damp, restrictive Zara suit.

Sinking into the blistering hot water, she let out a long, ragged sigh that seemed to rattle right from her bones. For the first time all day, her muscles stopped clenched defence mode. The awful interviewer, the rain, the anxiety of her bank balance... it all dissolved into the lavender-scented steam. She sipped her gin and tonic, closing her eyes, feeling the luxury of a three-thousand-pound weekend.

She'd stopped counting the number of times men had approached her at work events, their opening line some variation of "How did someone who looks like you end up in logistics?", usually following up with a terrible pun about her journey to get there. As if beauty and competence were mutually exclusive. As if she'd smuggled her brain past a bouncer while her tits distracted security.

The worst part wasn't the harassment. It was the loneliness of never knowing which of her male colleagues actually respected her work. She'd learned to assume none of them did. It was safer that way.

When she finally emerged, her skin was pink and pruned, wrapped in the comfort of a plush hotel bathrobe that was five sizes too big for her.

Curled up on the king-sized bed, she finally noticed the heavy, gloss-black media folder sitting on the bedside table. Printed on the front in silver foil was the logo for Sirius, the massive sci-fi blockbuster everyone had been talking about for months, and which she had not yet been able to afford the time or money to see.

"Right," Siobhan muttered, cracking open the folder to see what she had actually signed up for. "Let’s see who I'm standing around for."

The folder was packed with high-end promotional stills. Siobhan flipped through them, assuming she’d be portraying one of the background officers or a generic high-tech guard. There were glossies of the rugged male lead, various alien sidekicks, and then, a massive double-page spread of the movie's antagonist: the android assassin, Echo.

The character was played by an A-list American actress, and the film's marketing campaign had been absolutely notorious. Siobhan had read the articles. The studio had proudly boasted about using cutting-edge "nanite swarm" CGI to create a constantly shifting, iridescent blur across the actress's body in the film, keeping the movie at a profitable PG-13 rating. But the internet had gone into a frenzy because the behind-the-scenes leaks revealed the truth: to make the CGI work, the actress had been forced to film most of her scenes completely, starkly naked, covered only in a few tracking dots.

Siobhan stared at the picture of the android. It was breathtakingly beautiful, a seamless, metallic, liquid-silver goddess that looked entirely otherworldly.

Thank God, Siobhan thought, taking a sip of her drink and letting out a relieved chuckle. No way they’re making me do that.

Even if it was, she was an absolute nobody, an eleventh-hour fill-in hired through a mid-tier London agency. For a live convention like the ExCeL, the studio would obviously have a fabric version of the costume. A spandex catsuit for the promo model to wear while handing out flyers and posing for photos with teenagers. They couldn't do live CGI on a convention floor, after all. The real 'costume' was safely tucked away in a computer in Hollywood.

Reassured by her own logic, Siobhan tossed the folder aside. She turned on the massive television, found a mindless American dating show, and ordered a ridiculously expensive ribeye steak from room service.

Her eye fell on the envelope reception had given her. A short note slipped out, on which someone had written ‘A small thank you present, in addition to your negotiated fee.’ Siobhan pulled out another piece of paper, which was a cheque for another three thousand pounds. She smiled. That would cover her credit card bill.

As she drifted off to sleep a few hours later, tucked beneath the crisp, high-thread-count sheets, she felt a profound sense of relief. It was going to be a long, tiring weekend of standing in a tight spandex suit and smiling until her jaw ached, but the money was secure.

She set her alarm for 5:15 AM.

*  *  *
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The shrill, aggressive bleeping of her phone alarm pierced the pitch-black silence of the suite.

Siobhan groaned, her arm flailing out from beneath the duvet to slap the screen. 05:15. It felt like a physical assault. She lay frozen for a moment, staring at the ceiling, the luxury of the king-sized bed completely lost to the impending dread of a 5:30 AM call time.

She forced herself upright, her feet hitting
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