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Foreword

Thank you for reading.

If you found meaning, intensity, or pleasure in these pages, I’d be deeply grateful if you left a review. Your words help others discover the story — and ensure it continues to reach those who need it most.

— Roman Vale


Prologue – The Pulse

The room was designed to erase the idea of corners.

Light washed down from hidden seams, cool and uniform, turning every plane into an obedient surface. No furniture except the chair. Not a chair, he corrected himself—an appliance. White composite shell, narrow-shouldered, mounted to a floor rail with a lock post that looked like the base of a dental unit. Every strap came from within it as if the material itself had grown restraints.

They’d seated him with the slow, practised movements of people accustomed to frightened bodies. Ankles first—broad canvas cuffs that swallowed bone and breath, then a second pair that pinned his knees together and inward until his thighs hummed. The pelvic belt pressed the nappy hard against his lower belly, a firm, padded palm. The chest strap—thicker, ribbed—reduced each inhale to a courteous request the chair granted stingily. Lastly, the head.

A cradle slick as fresh enamel lifted to meet his skull, a sculpted U that caught the base of his cranium and the rise of his jaw. Two soft posts, one on either cheek, rolled forward until his face was framed and held. A perforated silicone panel settled over his mouth; not a ball, not a bit—something more medical. He could draw air through it. He could not close. He felt drool pool at the cleft of his tongue and collect on the panel’s inside, slick and patient.

Someone—Vika? Alina?—had smoothed a thumb under his ear when they seated the in-ear monitors. The gesture was practised, almost kind. The buds sealed with a faint click, and the room’s hush retreated an inch. In its place, a sound arrived so close to his head it might have been growing there:

thrum… thrum… thrum…

Not a full heartbeat. A pared-down syllable of one. The pulse rode under the skin of the world and kept time with him until his chest began to comply. When his breath quickened, it did too. When he forced himself to slow, it waited, indulgent, then matched him again. The leash was invisible and absolute.

“Observation chair two,” a voice said, somewhere beyond the white. Neutral. Female. The tone of a person confirming an appliance had power. “Patient E432 secure. Gag: passive. Headframe: locked. Monitor: live.”

A soft relay clacked. Across from him, the blank wall softened into a window of colour. The panel that made it appear had no bezel, no switch. It simply woke, and the room decided there would be a screen.

He tried to look away from the rectangle. The cradle did not allow it. The posts on his cheeks firmed, a nudge more pressure, his field of vision narrowed until the screen was everything and the edges of the world were a harmless, bright blur. The pulse in his ears adjusted; a shade faster now, as if the room enjoyed this little victory.

Don’t, he told himself, and the thought floated in the clean air and found nowhere to land. Don’t give them the first flinch.

His thighs were already aching. The knee strap held him a degree too narrow for dignity and a degree too wide for rest. The pelvic belt’s straight, unfussy pressure made him aware—always, and then again—of the bulk between his legs. He could not shift. The chair’s seat pan held his hips as surely as a mould. The chest strap’s breadth had a trick to it: it allowed the very top of his lungs and punished the bottom. He found himself breathing shallow to avoid the sense that he was arguing with a wall.

The screen brightened.

A black title card, white institutional font, no frills:

CONFESSION BOOTH – ARCHIVE FEED

The card vanished. Image replaced it—his own face, too near. The camera that had recorded him then had been set at a penitential distance; every pore was accounted for. He knew the clip. He did not know when in the sequence they meant to show it. His eyes in the footage were swollen from unslept nights, his mouth working, forming a word that wouldn’t survive the edit. He watched his past self lean toward the glass and ask permission to be forgiven.

There was no sound.

Just the pulse. Thrum… thrum…

He swallowed. The perforated panel did not care, but saliva forced itself round the edges and spilled warm into the cradle of his chin. Impossible to catch, impossible to tidy. It tickled; it humiliated without effort. The chair knew that. The room knew that. He breathed through his nose and thought of a sink he couldn’t reach.

The feed cut to another angle: the same room, different day. A nurse’s sleeve crossing the frame, a gloved hand adjusting something at his throat. His scalp had been shorter then; it made his eyes look larger. He saw his own lips shape Sabine’s name and watched the muscles in his neck lock down a beat later as the collar corrected him. That moment still lived in his body. The chair seemed to recognise it. The cheek posts squeezed—soft, directive—until he accepted that his jaw belonged to someone else.

Behind the screen, behind the wall, behind him—somewhere—there was glass. He could feel its presence the way one feels the direction of a window while blindfolded. Heat wasn’t the signal; neither was sound. It was the sensation of being offered to a surface. He imagined fingerprints ghosting there, smudges that an orderly would hiss away at shift change. He imagined a silhouette. He did not know if she was there. He practised not needing to know.

Let’s see what he does without the hope of me.

He supplied the sentence in her cadence and hated that his mind had kept it perfect. The pulse in his ears answered, kicked twice quick and settled. Stop it. He had learned, painfully, that thinking her into a room summoned consequences whether she appeared or not.

A second relay whispered. Somewhere at the limit of his vision a shadow adjusted—not person, machine: the chair’s headframe deepened by a few millimetres, the world drew closer, and the white washed brighter, the better to contain him. The gag’s silicone tasted faintly of minted disinfectant. The back of his tongue ached for the right to close.

He could catalogue the room, if only to survive it.

Floor: seamless vinyl with a faint stippled texture designed to be hosed. Scupper set flush near the rear corner, the circle so perfectly integrated it read as design rather than drain. Ceiling: no visible fixtures, just a soft, unchanging sky of lumens. Walls: padded panels beneath a scrubbable skin, the seams disguised in the geometry of light. The smell—not harsh bleach, but low-level lemon; a promise that it would always be as clean after, as it is before.

He could catalogue his body, too.

The nappy’s waistband rubbed at the shaved crease of his hip. The catheter port at the belt line—present by threat if not yet in use—was a future he could feel. His hands had ceased to be instruments and become shapes; the chair’s arm wells swallowed the mitts and held them angled palm-in, forearms pronated, a pose that broadcast quiet and removed choice. The collar under the panel pressed just enough to remind him that the neck belongs to the institution. The little in-ear buds—slick, possessive—remade the world into a metronome and refused to let him claim any sound as his.

He tried to shift his gaze by will alone. The face posts were implacable. They did not bite; that was never their way. They applied the sort of pressure one associates with good schooling—gentle enough to appear reasonable, total enough to remove the need to negotiate.

The feed changed again.

He expected more of himself. Instead, the light altered and a different skin moved in the frame. Sabine, close; not now, not last night’s flesh betraying him—an earlier footage, composed, clothed, her hair pinned, the camera catching the calm set of her mouth as she spoke to someone off-screen. He could not hear her. The image had been slowed by a fraction, not enough to be stylised, just enough to give his eyes time to hunger. She inclined her head as though listening. Her lips formed a word he knew too well. The system had taken the sound away.

The pulse climbed a notch, obedient to him and—worse—honest. Heat stitched under his skin. The chest strap boxed it in, made it his to carry. He closed his eyes because there was nothing else to close, and the face posts warned him wordlessly that the prologue permitted no refusal. He opened them and endured the wash of white.

If she is there, she is glass. If she is not, she is policy.

He clung to the sentence not because it soothed but because it was a shape he could hold. His vision prickled. Moisture tracked the line of his face and collected under the panel, not tears in any noble sense—merely the body leaking where it was held open. He sought the discipline of numbers: counted the seconds between pulses, counted the stitches in the chest strap’s edge, counted the screws that weren’t visible and the decisions that were.

“Observation two,” the neutral voice said again, closer now, or filtered differently. “Maintain loop. Increase biometric sensitivity by five percent.”

The pulse in his ears obliged. Thrum-thrum-thrum—a hair nearer. The sound did what good conditioning always did: it put him in dialogue with himself until there was no room for anyone else.

He breathed shallow. The panel tasted of antiseptic and patience. The window of colour on the wall held him as if there were hands behind it. Somewhere beyond the glass, he thought—or perhaps simply behind the idea of glass—she could have been standing in silence with a clipboard in both hands, elegant, still, choosing not to enter. He felt the choice like a thumb on the scale.

He told himself, very carefully, that he would not ask for her. Not here. Not now. Not with the panel asking his mouth to be good and the chair taking attendance of his breath. He told himself the thought would be enough. He let the room’s white settle into his bones and the pulse establish law, and when the screen’s light shifted one degree toward the beginning of a loop, he did not flinch.

He was seated. He was secured. He was seen—whether or not anyone bothered to watch. The chair had all the words it needed. He had the pulse. And he would learn, again, how to be quiet inside the shape they’d given him.

The first transition is so clean he thinks at first it’s still him on the screen — just a different posture, a different angle.

The image jumps: him on day four of intake, head bowed under the weight of the padded hood; a close shot of his own knees pressed together, the nappy’s bulk making the line obscene. There’s no ambient hum, no rustle of clothing — only that thrum… thrum… in his ears, pinned to his pulse.

Another jump — the confession booth. He recognises the moment instantly because the humiliation in his face has had months to harden into muscle memory. He’s speaking to the lens, telling some patient story about control and belonging. His lips shape words he remembers feeling at the time, but now there’s no sound, no proof they were ever real.

It runs twice, then a third time. The edits aren’t exact; a second is shaved away here, a blink removed there, just enough to make the seams itch in his mind.

The pulse is constant, steady, but every time his jaw flexes around the gag, the sensation of his own heartbeat shifts — as if the chair is listening for strain.

On the fourth loop, the edit breaks pattern.

Sabine appears. Not in some private moment, not from a scene he remembers, but in one of the sanctioned recordings — her at a table, a clipboard in hand, looking down to write before lifting her gaze to the camera. Her lips move in slow, unhurried speech. No audio. No context. Just the shape of her mouth, which his mind tries to voice before it even asks permission.

The feed cuts back to him, eyes wide, drool sliding off the gag’s lower ridge. Then to her again — the same footage, but now from slightly further away, as though someone is stepping back from her without her knowing. Then back to him.

By the sixth switch his thighs are trembling. Not from fear. From the work of holding still when every part of him wants to lean forward into the screen and drag the sound back into existence.

The pulse quickens in his ears, a fractional rise — like the room congratulating itself.

The shift comes without warning — not a cut, not even a dissolve — just the sudden awareness that she’s there and he isn’t.

Sabine.

Seated at a plain desk, the wall behind her neutral, her hands folded loosely on the surface. No décor, no distraction. Just her. The same soft blouse she favoured when she wanted him off-balance: modest in cut, treacherous in memory.

Her lips begin to move.

He leans forward before he realises the headframe will punish the effort, his chin pressing imperceptibly into the gag panel. He knows this one — or thinks he does. I see you. Or I hear you. Something she said once when they still staged these moments as mutual theatre.

But the air between them is stripped of her voice. His in-ear pulse is the only thing that exists alongside her, matching him beat for beat as though she were already inside it.

The clip stutters, a hiccup in the feed, and resumes from the same point but with a new angle — slightly further away, as if the camera operator had taken a step back. Her mouth is still moving, but the words are different now. He reads his own name in the shape and wants to say it back, to anchor it in sound, but the gag swallows the reflex and gives nothing back.

Cut.

His own image fills the frame. Not him now, but him early: raw, still caught between arousal and dread, the skin under his eyes unbroken by the little fractures that have since settled in. He’s sitting as he is now, head strapped, chest belted, but his gaze then had a question in it. Now it does not.

Cut again — she’s back, but in motion. Turning her head toward someone out of frame, her profile serene, the line of her neck as deliberate as handwriting. The turn is too slow, slowed further by editing until it feels intentional, like a closing door.

Then him again, but stripped of motion entirely: a still frame, drool penduluming off the gag’s lower ridge. The lack of audio means there’s no drip to mark time, only the thrum… thrum… of his own heart, louder now, more insistent.

He tries to recall the exact tone she used to greet him when she came into a room unannounced. The memory is there — high and bright on some days, lower and precise on others — but as soon as he catches at it, it slides out of reach, leaving only the cadence. No colour. No weight.

The edits quicken — her mouth forming sentences he can’t decipher, him answering with looks he no longer remembers giving. The dissonance begins to itch at the inside of his skull. The images aren’t neutral anymore; they’re a rhythm, a back-and-forth without sound, one side of which is slowly being erased.

The saliva is constant now, hot under the chin panel, seeping along the contour of his jaw before losing itself in the cradle’s padding. His throat works to swallow, but the posture the chair enforces makes it a half-successful effort. The result is a soft, humiliating gurgle inside his own mouth — loud enough to him to almost count as speech, though meaningless.

The pulse climbs again, infinitesimally but enough for the chair to register and the buds to feed back. He feels it as a kind of pressure, not pain — the proof that the room knows when she still matters to him.

And then, without ceremony, she’s gone, replaced entirely by his own image. The loop begins again.

The glass was cold against her knuckles. She didn’t lean — it would leave oil from her skin that the staff would dutifully polish away — but she let the chill run into her hand for the discipline of it.

Beyond the panel, Elias was just a figure in a chair. The restraints stripped him of any familiar gestures; without the option to fold his arms, rub his thigh, rake his fingers through his hair, his identity became a matter of micro-movements: the twitch of an eyelid when the loop cut to her face, the subtle lift of his diaphragm when he forgot to breathe for a few seconds.

The gag kept his mouth fractionally open. She could see the darker sheen of saliva in the hollow where his tongue must be resting, gathering for want of anywhere else to go. When it slipped free over the panel’s lower edge, it caught the light briefly before disappearing into the padded shelf beneath his chin. A small degradation, repeated endlessly, each drop invisible to him after the first dozen but marked — she knew — somewhere in his sense of self.

A thin, constant tremor ran through his thighs, visible where the pelvic belt left him exposed between the nappy’s edge and the chest strap. She knew the cause: the ache of being held just wide enough for shame, just narrow enough for strain. The angle had been perfected long before he ever saw this room.

Sabine kept her eyes on his when the edits returned her image to the screen. He couldn’t see her through the glass, but she looked anyway, the way one might look into a mirror you know can’t reflect you — a small cruelty she reserved for him. Her own lips moved slightly, an unconscious echo of the silent video feed. The timing was deliberate: to make him doubt whether the footage was live.

To her left, a staff nurse monitored the biometric feed. Thin green lines crawled over the screen, each spike annotated in soft Ukrainian shorthand. A steady finger rested over a slider that adjusted the volume of his in-ear pulse. Sabine didn’t need to speak; a single lift of her chin told the nurse to bring it up by two percent during her appearances on the loop.

The difference was imperceptible to anyone but Elias. The pulse wouldn’t sound louder, only nearer, as though his own body were leaning into his skull. The effect was always the same — a subtle uptick in oxygen consumption, a minor change in posture, an inability to fully separate physiological arousal from fear.

She did not smile. The temptation was there, but expression was a form of engagement, and engagement was what she was denying him. She had given him enough, over months, to make the absence of it register as a hollow in his chest.

In her notebook, she wrote in her small, precise hand:

Let’s see what he does without the hope of me.

The ink bled a fraction into the paper’s grain. She capped the pen, glanced once more at his eyes — fixed now on her mouth in the loop, the rest of the room erased — and stepped back until her reflection merged with the pale wall behind her.

From this distance, he could have been any man in that chair. And that was the point.

The body adapted in ways the mind resented.

Minutes in the chair began to layer over one another like fine dust; discomfort, when it stayed constant long enough, ceased to feel like an alarm and became part of the furniture.

But the straps refused to let him forget.

The pelvic belt cut low across his hips, pinning the waistband of the nappy so firmly that the elastic pressed into the shaved crease of his skin, rubbing there each time he breathed. The nappy’s bulk wasn’t just present — it was arranged, compressed between thighs that the knee strap had angled into an unnatural pose. That pose had a purpose: a kind of manufactured ache, subtle at first, then deepening until it was indistinguishable from the weight of his own limbs.

The chest strap made him polite with his lungs. He learned the arc of movement it allowed — the shallow rise and fall that kept the strap from biting — and lived within it. Every time his breath wanted to deepen, the material reminded him that expansion was a privilege. The belt didn’t give, so the breath didn’t come.

His wrists, though cushioned in thick cuffs, were pronated and fixed to armrests just narrow enough to deny rest. The palms were turned slightly inward, fingers closed by soft mitts until they were nothing more than shapes in space. He could not roll a knuckle, curl a thumb, rub an index finger against the heel of his hand. They might as well have belonged to someone else.

The headframe was its own lesson. It was not cruel; that would have been easy to resist. Instead it was precise — a contour that married skull to metal, cheekbone to post, jaw to pad. There was nowhere to push against, nowhere to escape into. Even the gag was a form of stillness, a perforated panel that allowed air but denied closure, holding his mouth in a perpetual, parted invitation for the world to enter.

And the world did enter.

Warmth pooled beneath the gag where his saliva gathered faster than he could swallow. The effort to clear it made his throat work against the gag’s unyielding edge, producing a faint suction noise he couldn’t hide from himself. Droplets escaped along his chin, tracing a slow, humiliating path into the padded chin shelf. The padding drank it greedily, darkening fractionally where it vanished, the stain invisible to anyone who wasn’t him.

The pulse in his ears ran beneath all of it, patient and unbothered. When the footage shifted to Sabine, it moved a shade nearer, as though stepping into the space between thought and skin. The in-ear seal made it inescapable; it existed inside him now, as much his captor as the straps.

The light in the room had no source and no change. It didn’t glare; it didn’t fade. It simply was, washing over the vinyl floor, the seamless walls, the scupper in the corner that promised efficiency over mercy.

He could not slouch, could not stretch, could not close. His body had become an arrangement of angles chosen for him.

In the absence of choice, sensation became terrain. Every inch of pressure, every trace of warmth, every twitch of the thighs was a landmark in a map he had not agreed to draw. And somewhere beyond the glass — maybe — she was walking that same map, not to comfort him, but to see how much of it he could learn to live in without breaking.

It started as a gap — a small, missing thread in the weave of memory — but the loop pulled at it, each silent appearance of her mouth worrying it loose.

He told himself he could still remember her voice. Not the words, but the sound. The colour of it. The way it bent around him when she wanted him obedient, the slight lift when she was amused, the cool drop into precision when she was measuring him.

But every time her lips moved on the screen, the sound he expected was replaced by the thrum… thrum… in his ears. The pulse was constant, patient, and each repetition pressed her tone a little further out of reach.

It wasn’t a forgetting all at once. It was dilution.

Like the voice was being poured into water, swirled, and left to fade until only the shape of it remained.

He stared harder, as if effort could drag the sound back through the glass and into his skull. The headframe didn’t allow him to lean, but he tried anyway — a fractional push that the cheek posts met with silent, unyielding authority. The movement was enough to remind his body that he was being held. Not embraced, not supported — held in place so precisely that he could no longer tell if his need to move was physical or simply the memory of having been free to.

His throat ached from swallowing against the gag’s panel, from the constant trickle of saliva that refused to slow. He imagined her voice describing it — not unkind, but in that clinical, matter-of-fact way she had when something humiliated him most. The thought was sharp enough to make him flinch, and the pulse in his ears responded instantly, matching his acceleration like a predator keeping pace.

The feed shifted — her again, but looking down now, writing something. The movement of her pen was soundless, but his mind supplied the scratch of it. That scratch became louder than her imagined voice, until he couldn’t stop hearing it, until it was all there was.

He wondered if she could see him now. Not just the outline of him in the chair, but him — the part that still flinched when she appeared, the part that still carried her voice like contraband. If she was behind the glass, he wanted her to know he hadn’t lost it yet.

If she wasn’t… then the knowledge that he was thinking this for no one at all was its own kind of collapse.

The ache in his thighs had turned into a tremor, a faint vibration that travelled up through his hips and into the pelvic belt. He tried to map the sensation — anything to stay anchored — but every attempt circled back to the same fact: she was speaking and he could not hear her, and with each pass of the loop, he could hear her less.

For the first time since they’d strapped him in, he felt the beginnings of a tear build hot in the corner of his eye. Not grief. Not pain. Something worse: the slow certainty that soon, even if she stood in front of him, her voice might be gone for good.

The loop faltered once — not a glitch, but a deliberate pause. Her face lingered, mid-breath, lips parted in the middle of a word he would never hear. He searched them like a starving man for crumbs, willing a fragment of sound to return, but the silence was absolute.

The screen went black.

Not abruptly — it dimmed in slow, inevitable degrees, until the only thing left was his own reflection in the faint gloss of the panel. His eyes looked wrong in that surface. Too wide. Too wet.

The pulse in his ears didn’t fade with the picture.

It remained, steady, intimate, the sound of himself as measured by someone else’s instrument. Without the distraction of the feed, it was all he had.

Thrum… thrum… — each beat louder now, simply because there was nothing left to compete with it.

No one entered the room.

He’d half-expected the release of a strap, the intrusion of a gloved hand, the murmured cadence of procedure. Instead, the stillness thickened, and the chair’s shape became the only geography in his world. His jaw was still pried open by the gag, the saliva still collecting at the corner of his lips before falling into the chin cradle. The padding drank it as it always did, wordless, thankless.

The headframe did not relax. The chest strap did not loosen. The ache in his thighs had settled into a slow, burning throb, a metronome of its own that kept time with the pulse.

Somewhere beyond the white walls, there could be movement — the soft click of shoes on vinyl, the faint shuffle of paperwork, the low exchange of staff voices. Or there could be nothing at all. He couldn’t tell.

He thought of the glass.

Of her.

If she had been there — and he wasn’t sure anymore that she had — she might have stepped back now, leaving only her absence like a handprint in the air. Or she might still be standing there, watching him realise he didn’t need to hear her to keep obeying.

His tongue, dry against the gag’s inner surface, twitched with the need to form her name. He stopped himself. Saying it silently had already cost him earlier; thinking it now would only make the pulse rise, give the system what it wanted.

So he let the thought dissolve.

He let the room own his body and the pulse own his mind.

He sat perfectly still, eyes fixed on the blank panel, listening to the sound of his own heart being fed back to him until it no longer felt like his.

And somewhere — behind glass or only in his head — she turned away.


Chapter 1 – The Message Denied

They unmade him without speaking.

Gloved hands, efficient as metronomes, unthreaded the straps that had grown into his shape: chest first, then hips, then the knee band that had taught his thighs to tremble on command. Each buckle released with a soft, defeated sigh, not a clatter, as if the hardware knew better than to call attention to itself. His lungs tried an impertinent full breath and met the polite refusal of the chest belt one last time—then there was air, thin and antiseptic, expanding under his ribs like a wrong idea.

“Patient E432,” one nurse said—Alina by cadence, though the mask flattened her vowels—“remain still. Transfer will be performed.”

He remained still. Not because she said it, but because stillness had become an article of faith.

The headframe eased away with a dentist’s grace. The perforated panel stayed. It would not be dignified to call it a gag here—no theatrics, only a measure. The silicone tasted of mint and clinic. A second nurse—Vika’s height, Vika’s wrists—palmed the base of his skull and rotated his head a degree, checking for pressure points with a tenderness that never reached the eyes above her mask. Cool air kissed the damp crescent under his jaw where the chin cradle had been. He felt briefly unheld, like a book slipped from its dust jacket.

The hood arrived as an announcement of soft black: a breathable fabric that smelled faintly of laundry and plastic wrap. Not the padded silence of punishment; this was transport. They drew it over his crown with a practised funnel of hands that smoothed his ears, settled around the collar line, and left him inside a private weather—dim light from somewhere, edges smudged, a world two shades darker than the room he’d been staring at for an era. He could see enough to obey.

“Stand.”

He stood. The nappy’s bulk creaked; the chastity at his root—sealed, ringed, incorporated—nudged forward under the padding like an answer he was not allowed to give. The pelvic strap had left its memory in his flesh. When they freed his knees, blood came back with a pins-and-needles ferocity that made him sway. A palm landed, steadying, impersonal. He was gripped at the elbow, guided the three precise steps needed to turn him away from the now-dark monitor. A clamp on the floor released with a muted click, and the chair ceased to exist behind him as a fact.

They walked him in short, curated sections down corridors he recognised by smell rather than sight: the lemon-polish tang of antechambers; the sterile cold of an air curtain; the waxy sweetness that lived outside the infirmary doors. The hood preserved privacy like a sacrament. He saw his own feet, bare and scrubbed, obeying the lines of grey vinyl. He heard the whisper of their uniforms, the beautiful bureaucracy of footsteps that neither hurried nor dawdled. The in-ear buds, mercifully reduced to a faint carrier hiss, offered no pulse now, only proof that the system could speak at any time.

A soft bump at his shins, a pause, and the smell of his room arrived before the room: warm padding, detergent, the faint ammonia ghost that even fastidious nurses cannot always banish from nappies and bodies. The hood lifted. Light recalibrated.

His suite was as blank as ever, the studio apartment of a useful object. Padded walls in that calming, institutional not-quite-white. A cot bolted to the floor, mattress encased in mint-green vinyl, corners folded with a nurse’s origami. Above it, a narrow strip of LED lived behind a frosted panel, its brightness fixed at “behave.” A small stainless recess in the corner pretended to be a lavatory: a lidless, doorless bowl with no levers, only a motion sensor and a warning sticker in three languages. There was a drain set into the far wall—flush, discreet, prepared for events that wouldn’t be discussed. And there, opposite the cot at polite viewing distance, a wall-mounted monitor, black as a sealed envelope.

“Stand.” A belt appeared around his waist—wide, padded, yielding until it wasn’t. Vika drew it through the bed’s side rails, set it low over his hips, then tightened until his breath changed key. Two soft cuffs followed at his ankles, each with a lead that found its hook under the cot. Nothing hard. Nothing punitive. A humane arrangement that guaranteed he would be exactly where they left him.

“Gag remains in place,” Alina noted, stylus ticking. “Vocalisation not indicated.”

She said it like: weather fair.

A latexed fingertip slipped under the front of his nappy, gloved pressure flattening the sealed cage forward, checking placement, confirming complicity. He made the mistake of noticing the texture of the glove. His face heated; the mask did not acknowledge it. The nurse’s hands were already resetting themselves at his hips, tugging the belt one more notch.

“Patient E432 is secure,” Vika said. “Monitoring active.”

He searched their eyes for residue—pity, disdain, even amusement would have made this merely human. There was nothing. Professional attention without story. They stepped back in synchrony, the way staff here did so they would not be forced to touch more than necessary. The door’s magnet murmured; the sally port beyond it delivered one cool breath of corridor air; and then he was alone with the hum of the LED and the precise geography of his helplessness.

He tested the cuff allowance: toes extended, chain soft then firm; a learned measure. The waist belt gave him six inches of forward lean before the canvas said no. Enough to bow. Not enough to implore.

On the wall, the monitor woke.

No boot splash, no logo, only a soft deepening of black into an image—still muted, still safe to look at. A pale room. A chair. A rectangle of daylight that did not belong to the Hall. He found his breath catching before there was anything to see.

He told himself it would be a corridor loop. A training still. The daily statement of blankness they used instead of clocks.

His body disagreed. It had already chosen a posture: ankles together to the degree the cuffs allowed, knees unconsciously aligned, spine finding its most deferential angle against the vinyl headboard. The panel gag made his mouth an open secret. Saliva learned the corners of his lips and began their slow descent. He tucked his tongue to keep from swallowing too loudly in the quiet.

Every surface in the room advertised care. The cot’s seams were sealed against infection. The floor’s coving rose in a perfect radius, nowhere for dirt to keep faith. Even the belt’s canvas was new enough to look like promise.

He catalogued, because cataloguing kept panic on a short leash. Padded wall, monitor, emergency call plate he would never touch without permission. Above the call plate, a polite sign: Remain Seated. Staff Will Attend. The verb tense carried its own theology. Will attend when they wished. Remain seated now, and always.

He listened for the returning beat in his ears and heard instead a smaller music: the soft snap of drool breaking under his chin; the almost-imagined creak of the belt when he breathed wrong; a faraway trolley’s rattle that died before it reached his door. The world beyond his suite was working. That was both comfort and sentence. The system did not need him to be more than a compliant cell in its body.

The monitor stayed on its establishing shot, coy in its neutrality. Silence swelled to fit the room’s exact dimensions. He felt the shameful, gravitational pull of hope assemble itself in his chest and refused to look directly at it, the way one refuses to name a superstition in case it hears and changes shape.

He looked anyway.

On the screen, something moved.

He could not help the way his shoulders tried to bow past the belt. The canvas corrected him without malice, setting his spine back against the vinyl. A single thread of heat unspooled low in his belly—a conditioned response, equal parts dread and devotion. He breathed in, shallow, civil, as he had been taught, and fixed his eyes on the place where the movement would become a person.

He thought he knew which one.

The movement resolved into her.

Sabine sat slightly off-centre in the frame, as though the camera had been fixed into the wall of her space long before she entered it. It was not the sterile geometry of the Hall behind her — not the seamless walls, the vinyl floors — but something softer, domestic. A lounge or office, the background blurred enough to deny specifics. There was a couch or a daybed, fabric not wipe-clean, a low spill of natural light over one shoulder.

She looked well. Not the kind of well that came from rest, but the composed, deliberate health of someone who knew the camera would catch her at every angle. Her hair was drawn back loosely, one strand grazing the side of her neck before disappearing into shadow. She wore a blouse he did not recognise, pale and almost sheer, layered over a thin vest. Her hands, neatly folded on her lap, stayed still except when she spoke — and she was speaking.

He could see it plainly: the shape of her lips forming words, the faint ripple in her throat when she swallowed, the shift in her mouth’s corners when her sentences lengthened. But there was no sound.

He waited for the feed’s audio to wake, the way it sometimes did for instruction, but the only sound in his room was the faint hum of the LED panel above and the soft, damp click of saliva moving under the gag.

She glanced to her left — not at the lens, but toward someone or something just outside frame — and her expression shifted in a way he could not place. Amusement? Agreement? Her gaze came back to centre, and she spoke again. Her mouth moved with the confidence of someone whose words had weight, the cadence familiar enough that he felt it in his ribs even without hearing it.

He swallowed hard. The saliva pooled against the gag’s inner panel made the action noisy, a wet, contained sound that seemed to echo in the small room. His hands twitched inside their cuffs, an involuntary attempt to bring them to his mouth, to pull the panel free and listen.

The waist belt stopped him long before his body could obey the impulse. The canvas was unyielding, its tension a reminder that even reaching toward her was not his to decide.

He mouthed her name, careful to shape it precisely, exaggerating each syllable in case the feed was interactive. Sa-bine. The gag reduced the clarity, but his lips still formed it. He leaned forward, ignoring the way the belt dug deeper into his hips.

No reaction.

Her head tipped a fraction to one side as she listened to whatever was off-screen. Her expression didn’t break; her hands stayed folded. Then she looked back toward the lens with a neutral composure that could have been directed at anyone, anywhere.

He tried again. Louder, this time, as if the effort alone might punch the sound through. His tongue pressed against the gag panel, forcing his lips to strain wider in forming her name. Sabine.

The movement of her mouth slowed, paused. For the first time since the feed began, she looked through the lens — directly into him. It was not an embrace, not an acknowledgement. Just a look, steady and unreadable, her lips parting slightly as though she might speak to him.

And then she turned away.

Not sharply, not as if dismissing him. The kind of turn one makes when there is simply something else to attend to. She began writing in a notebook on the table before her, her pen hand moving with the same controlled elegance as everything else about her.

He felt the first shiver in his thighs then, a tremor that belonged as much to frustration as to the strain of the restraints. He wanted her to look back, to mouth even a single word for him, to make the absence of sound into a choice he could believe in.

Instead, the screen flickered. Her image dissolved into black for the space of a heartbeat, then returned to the empty lounge, the camera’s fixed gaze on a chair with no one in it.

He waited. Counted to ten, then twenty. Nothing.

The saliva threatened to spill again, and he tilted his chin minutely to manage it, feeling the droplet slide along the panel’s lower ridge and fall unseen. His pulse was in his throat, steady but shallow, each beat reminding him that she had looked at him — had to have seen him — and still turned away.

The corridor feed would have been kinder.

He kept his eyes on the monitor long after it returned to the empty lounge. There was a chance she might step back into frame without warning — the kind of entrance she favoured, where presence was sudden and unarguable.

He waited through the fixed camera’s stillness, reading shadows as they shifted slightly with the daylight.

When the chair in the frame stayed unoccupied, he made a decision.

He leaned forward into the belt as far as it would allow, planting his heels just enough to find traction against the padded floor. The waist restraint took the strain, its webbing taut across his hips, but he ignored the ache that ran through his thighs. The panel gag was soft enough for him to move his lips beneath it, though it resisted closure. He formed her name again, slower this time, conscious of the shape each syllable made in the air — Sa-bine.

The cuffs on his ankles allowed a little rotation, enough for his knees to draw in and his body to angle forward in an awkward bow. If the feed was live, the movement would read as deliberate. If she was watching, she would see him trying.

The screen didn’t change.

He tried again. Louder, straining his mouth wider to make the form of the word unmistakable. His tongue pressed into the gag’s inner panel, forcing his cheeks outward. He could feel saliva surging up from the effort, pooling fast, slipping free at the corners. It was warm against his skin, unmissable if the camera in his room was active — another item for the staff’s log.

He shaped her name a third time, then risked more: Please. The gag blurred it, but the effort made his jaw ache.

A flicker of movement on the screen. Not her — the frame widened slightly, as though the camera had been adjusted. The view was still the same empty lounge, the chair unmoved, but the angle had shifted just enough to make the space look unfamiliar.

He held the forward lean until his back began to burn. The belt bit deeper into his pelvis, the edges pressing into the creases of his skin. He imagined the faint marks it would leave, the easy way they’d fade before inspection.

Nothing.

A breath escaped him, harsher than he’d meant, fogging the inner surface of the gag’s panel for a moment before it cleared. The saliva was gathering too quickly now, demanding a swallow he couldn’t complete without noise.

The noise came. Wet. Humiliating. Loud in the room’s engineered quiet.

And then the door opened.

It was never a violent sound — the Hall didn’t trade in the drama of slams — but the magnetic catch released with the inevitability of a tide change. Two figures entered, their steps in sync, gloved and masked, the smell of antiseptic riding the brief gust of corridor air.

“Patient E432 will remain silent,” one said. No anger. No emphasis. Just an unarguable instruction. “Attempted unauthorised communication noted.”

He froze in the lean, not because the order scared him but because the implication landed like a blow. Unauthorised. The word made his efforts sound like contraband.

The second figure stepped to his right, a small stainless case in hand. The latch opened with a quiet click, revealing the item inside: a padded muzzle, medical in design, its soft leather mouth-cover shaped to fit over the gag. A pair of wide straps would pull it snug around the back of his head, hiding his lips entirely.

“Additional restraint authorised,” the first said, already moving to stand behind him.

The muzzle came forward into his vision. The smell of clean leather was oddly intimate, almost gentle, at odds with its purpose. He didn’t resist when they cupped his jaw in gloved hands, guiding his head forward slightly to seat the cover over the gag. The padding pressed in, moulding to his face, muffling even the faint noises the panel allowed.

The straps were drawn back, buckled with two short, decisive pulls. He could feel the warmth of his own breath bouncing off the leather now, every exhale trapped and returned to him, slightly damp.

When they stepped away, the change was profound. The ability to show speech — to form the shapes of words — was gone. His mouth was just an outline now, featureless and mute.

Neither nurse mentioned the monitor. Their eyes didn’t flick to it, their heads didn’t turn. It was as though it had never been on, as though whatever he thought he’d seen was irrelevant to the reality of restraint and compliance.

The first nurse checked the belt’s tension, fingers sliding between canvas and hipbone with mechanical care. The second closed the stainless case, latched it, and moved toward the door.

“Patient secure,” the first confirmed.

The door sealed behind them.

The monitor stayed on the empty lounge.

He sat back against the vinyl headboard, his breath slow against the inside of the muzzle, tasting the faint sweetness of the leather’s conditioner. His lips moved once more inside the gag, but the action was meaningless now — a secret motion between him and the panel, invisible to the world.

The silence was absolute.

The smell of their gloves lingered. That faint, sharp tang of nitrile rubbed with hospital soap, something clean enough to strip not just dirt but memory. It stayed in his nose, layered over the warm leather scent of the muzzle, so that every breath was a mingling of restraint and procedure.

They didn’t leave immediately. That was the worst part.

One of them — Alina, he thought, by the deliberate rhythm of her steps — circled to his left side. She didn’t look at his face. Her attention was on the belt and the line of his body against the cot. She crouched, checked the ankle cuffs, and adjusted the lead lengths so they pulled just enough to keep his feet parallel. No slack for crossing ankles or shifting to the side.

The other, whose height suggested Vika, stood at the foot of the cot holding a small, tablet-sized slate. The screen reflected a faint greenish glow in the mask’s eye lenses. She tapped slowly, entering something. The sound was soft but distinct — tap, tap… tap. The rhythm was infuriating in its calm.

Alina’s gloves brushed his thigh as she moved to check the pelvic belt. She pressed against the nappy’s front, firm but impersonal, flattening the bulk over the chastity cage beneath. It was not a groping touch — there was no hint of awareness of him as a man — only a verification of placement, a way of ensuring the appliance was seated exactly as intended. Still, the heat pooled in his face. The gag’s panel forced his mouth open, so the rush of breath came out as a low, involuntary sound into the leather muzzle.

The slate tapped again.

“Adjustment recorded,” Vika murmured, not to him but to the device. Her voice, filtered through the mask, was soft, devoid of warmth, the way one might comment on a chair’s stability.

Alina straightened and moved behind his head. He felt the straps of the muzzle tug lightly as she tested their hold. A single gloved finger pressed the leather against the gag’s panel beneath, sealing it closer to his mouth. He could feel the edge of the panel shift against his teeth, compressing his tongue slightly, a reminder that speech — even silent speech — was now impossible.

The monitor still showed the empty lounge. No movement. No Sabine.

Alina stepped into his peripheral vision holding a sanitising wipe. She ran it along the strap edges where they touched his cheeks, not looking at him once. Her gaze was on the leather itself, inspecting for any sign of wear or residue. He knew the protocol: not a mark on the gear was to go unnoted. His skin was simply the surface that happened to be under it.

Vika set the slate on the cot’s edge, within easy reach, and took a seat on the small padded stool kept in the corner for prolonged supervision. Her posture was relaxed, but her eyes never left him. Not watching him, exactly — watching for deviation. Any tension, any shift outside the allowed range, would bring her to her feet without hesitation.

He tried not to give her reason. The belt at his waist felt tighter now that the muzzle was in place. His breath came in slow draws, the leather warming quickly under the steady exhale. The scent deepened with each cycle, settling into the back of his throat until it tasted like part of him.

Alina completed her circuit, ending again at his right side. She looked at the slate, read what Vika had entered, and gave a short nod. “Restraint confirmed. Additional applied.”

“Patient response: compliant,” Vika replied. Her tone carried the faintest echo of approval — not for him, but for the accuracy of the record.

Neither of them spoke about the monitor. The fact that it had shown Sabine was treated as beneath notice. To acknowledge it would have meant recognising that it mattered, and the Hall was not in the business of confirming patient perceptions unless they served conditioning.

Alina turned toward the door first, pressing the slate’s send key. The lock mechanism gave its soft internal click, the one that meant the file had been uploaded to central. Vika followed, pausing only to glance at the belt buckle one last time. She gave it a small tug — a final, grounding pressure against his hips — before stepping out.

The door closed, the magnet sealing with a tone so soft it might have been imagined. Their footsteps in the sally port faded, replaced by the omnipresent hum of the LED above.

He was alone again.

The muzzle’s inner padding held his lips apart without pressure, yet he could feel every millimetre of contact — where the edges pressed, where the leather met the panel beneath. It had the effect of making his mouth seem larger, more exposed, despite being completely hidden.

He kept his eyes fixed on the screen. Still the empty lounge, the chair waiting, the pale spill of light. It was worse than blackness. Black could be an end. This was a pause. A room where she might step in at any second, but didn’t.

He let his head rest back against the vinyl headboard, feeling the faint give of the padding and the unyielding wall behind it. Every so often the ankle cuffs reminded him of their presence with a tiny tug, a correction as subtle as the pulse had been in the observation chair.

The leather under his nose was warm now, its scent constant. It made him aware of every breath, every shift in rhythm. It made him wonder, in a slow, creeping way, whether she would even recognise his voice if she did hear it again.

He swallowed, the sound muted into himself, and kept staring at the chair that stayed empty.

The change was slow enough to feel deliberate.

Not a flicker, not a jarring cut, but a soft dimming of the lounge’s colours, the spill of daylight receding like a tide until the scene was monochrome and uninhabited. Then, with no sound to mark the transition, the image slid into another.

A corridor.

Not the clinical stretches he knew from escorted walks — this was one of the long, inner arteries of the Hall, the ones patients rarely saw. The lens sat high, looking down a perfect line of vinyl flooring, wall pads pristine, ceiling seams straight as a ruler. Along the left wall, every eight feet, was a heavy door, each with its recessed handle and narrow observation slot. On the right, nothing but padded panels and the occasional service hatch.

There were no people in the feed.

No movement at all.

It was the visual equivalent of a shushing finger: here, this is all you get.

He stared anyway. The ankle cuffs held his feet parallel; the belt at his waist set his upper body at exactly the right height to view the screen without craning or slumping. He could do nothing but take in the quiet perfection of the corridor’s geometry.

Somewhere in his mind, the last images of Sabine replayed — the tilt of her head, the way her lips had formed words he couldn’t hear, the curve of her neck when she turned away. The effort to hold those images against the blank corridor was exhausting. It felt like trying to keep a candle lit in a draught.

His breath filled the space inside the muzzle, warming the leather until it softened slightly, moulding more intimately to the gag beneath. Each inhale drew the scent of conditioner and the faint salt of his own skin; each exhale came back to him damp. It was an ecosystem in miniature, sealed and self-sustaining, as inescapable as the view on the wall.

He tested the belt without thinking, a small shift forward, just enough to feel the webbing tighten across his hips. The correction was immediate: the belt’s fixed point under the cot drew taut, holding him exactly where he’d been left.

On the screen, a strip light at the corridor’s far end hummed faintly in its housing. He could almost imagine the sound, though none reached him. The silence in his room was perfect — manufactured to be not just the absence of noise, but the presence of stillness.

He wondered if this was the same feed staff used in their offices, the one that let them glance up and see that all was calm. The thought was oddly intimate, as though he were looking through their eyes. If Sabine saw this feed — if she ever saw it — she would see him now exactly as they did: compliant, present, muted.

The corridor remained unchanged.

He kept watching.

His thighs began to ache from their fixed position, the slow burn moving upward toward the beltline. It would be hours before the staff returned to loosen them, and he knew from experience that the ache would become part of him long before then.

It was easy, in the absence of her, to begin believing she hadn’t been there at all.

That what he’d seen in the lounge feed had been an archive clip, or a fabrication. Something dropped into his routine to test the strength of his memory.

The idea hurt more than he expected.

If she hadn’t been there, then his attempts to speak had been for no one — the careful shaping of her name behind the gag, the lean into the belt — wasted entirely. If she had been there, she had turned away knowing exactly what it would do to him.

He let his head rest against the vinyl headboard, staring past the corridor feed into that possibility. It was worse than being ignored. It was being used to prove that his voice, his movement, his need could be erased without resistance.

The saliva was constant now, pooling at the edges of the gag and soaking into the inner padding of the muzzle. The leather didn’t repel it; it took it in slowly, darkening in ways he couldn’t see but could feel. The warmth under his nose made him more aware of every droplet. Each swallow was an effort, audible to no one but himself.

Time passed without markers. The corridor didn’t change. No doors opened, no shadows crossed the field of view. The lighting remained at its soft, perpetual day. He could almost have been looking at a still image, if not for the faint movement of air in a wall vent near the far end.

He thought of her again, not as she’d appeared on the monitor, but as she’d stood behind glass in the prologue — perhaps in this same moment, perhaps in a dozen others he’d never know about — watching and saying nothing. The corridor feed made that easier to believe: she was absent here too, in a way that felt deliberate.

His ankles throbbed faintly in the cuffs. The belt held him in a posture of reception — not defensive, not resistant — ready for whatever the feed would next choose to show. But it showed nothing.

And in that nothing, he understood that this was the message. Not denial, not rejection, but the removal of any message at all.

The screen hummed on.

He kept looking.

The corridor was still there.

Perfectly framed, perfectly still, like an open eye that would never blink.

He stared because there was nothing else to do. The longer he stared, the more it seemed to grow in scale — not just a hallway but a whole idea of order, stretching out into infinity. Every surface in that image was clean, flush, without irregularity. Not a scuff on the doors, not a ripple in the vinyl, not a shadow unaccounted for.

If he let his eyes soften, the doors blurred into a repeating pattern, the walls into parallel planes. It was hypnotic in the way an empty cell can be hypnotic: the mind starts to fold itself into the shapes it sees.

He tried to summon her face to lay over the image, as he had in the past when separation became too sharp. But the memory wouldn’t settle. Each time he found her features, they wavered and dissolved, as though the feed itself was erasing her in real time.

The muzzle was warm now — too warm. The leather had softened and conformed to the contours of his mouth and jaw, every exhale fogging the panel gag beneath before the air seeped back into his skin. The scent of it was constant, clinging to the back of his throat, making each swallow feel thicker. It wasn’t unpleasant, but it was total. There was no escaping it, just as there was no escaping the corridor’s endless patience.

His mind reached for the sound of her voice, the one he’d been losing in the observation chair. He tried to graft it onto the image of the lounge from earlier, to imagine her speaking just out of frame — to hear her saying something, anything. But the sound that came was his own breath, muffled and cyclical inside the muzzle. It looped back at him like a recording with no words.

It made him think of the prologue’s pulse — the way the system could feed him back to himself until it replaced what he’d wanted to hear.

He shifted his legs, seeking some new angle to break the ache in his thighs. The ankle cuffs allowed only a few degrees of movement before the straps went tight, a clear limit he’d learned to respect. The belt at his waist kept his upper body aligned for the feed, so even his discomfort was faced toward the corridor.

If she’d been there on the earlier feed — if she’d really been there — she would know by now how the muzzle sat against him, how the belt dug into the soft flesh over his hip bones, how the restraint turned his entire body into a listening posture. She would know that he had tried to speak, and that trying had earned him this.

He let the thought in, let it touch the place in him that still wanted to believe she might reward persistence. Then he made himself let it go. That was the conditioning: to stop needing to be rewarded for being obedient.

The corridor remained unchanged. He watched it like an altar, willing it to give him a sign — a shadow passing the far vent, the minute shift of a door’s seal — but it gave nothing.

He began to think about time, and how it might be measured here. There was no clock in the room, no windows, no audible changes in the hum of the LEDs. The corridor’s lighting didn’t shift to mark a cycle. The only way to know a unit of time had passed was by the body: the slow build of pressure in the bladder, the deepening ache in the knees, the gradual cooling of saliva against his skin before it was absorbed into the muzzle.

His breathing slowed to match the corridor’s rhythm — or maybe it was the other way round, the corridor matching him. His shoulders sagged against the headboard, but the belt kept his posture intact.

Somewhere between one breath and the next, the thought arrived: This could be permanent.

The corridor could stay on the screen for the rest of the cycle, the rest of the day, the rest of… however long they wished. Sabine might never appear again. This — the absence — could be the point.

He tested the idea as one might test a toothache, pressing against it from different angles.

If she was gone, if she had decided he no longer needed her to shape him, then his entire purpose here shifted. He wasn’t an audience anymore. He was furniture.

That was the rupture.

Not punishment. Not cruelty. Just the clean, unceremonious removal of the thing he had built his attention around.

A heaviness settled in his chest that wasn’t fear or grief exactly — more like the body realising it had been holding itself in readiness for something that would not come. The readiness had nowhere to go now.

His jaw relaxed inside the muzzle, letting the panel gag rest more heavily on his tongue. The saliva pooled and spread without him bothering to swallow. His eyes didn’t close. The corridor held them open, an unblinking gaze met with an unblinking gaze.

He breathed. The leather breathed back. And somewhere behind that perfect hallway, the Hall itself kept its own time, indifferent to whether he ever received another message again.


Chapter 2 – The Reinforcement Collar

The corridor was still there when they came for him.

It filled the monitor with its patient geometry, the row of heavy doors receding into nothing, the perfect symmetry that made it seem less like a place to walk through than a picture to be obeyed. He had been matching his breathing to it, shallow and steady, when the door’s seal released behind him.

They entered without announcing themselves. The sound was enough — the soft double-step of rubber soles on padded flooring, the whisper of uniform fabric moving in unison. He didn’t turn. The belt kept him facing forward, but even without it, he knew better.

“E432,” a voice said, masked into neutrality, “stand.”

Hands on the belt buckle, quick and exact. The canvas slackened an inch, enough for him to push himself up from the cot. His knees trembled from the shift in weight, the ankle cuffs drawing taut. The release came not from his initiative but theirs: a flick of the snap hooks, a press of gloved fingers against the inside of his ankle to make him step clear.

The waist belt was pulled free, folded into thirds, and clipped to a ring at the lead nurse’s hip. It would travel with them, ready to be reapplied.

A second figure came forward holding a collar. Not the broad, looped kind used for restraint in his suite — this was taller, rigid, lined with dense padding. The sight of it tightened something deep in his gut. He had worn one before.

“Lift your chin,” the lead nurse said.

He obeyed. The tall collar was lowered over his head, the inner padding cool against his neck before it warmed. The front closed with three broad straps, each drawn snug until his head could move only in the smallest degrees. The padding didn’t press cruelly; it held. Firm enough that when he swallowed, the movement was contained within its circle.

The leather muzzle from the previous day stayed in place. Its straps had been checked earlier, and the nurses saw no reason to remove them. The combination was total: the tall collar made turning his head impossible, the muzzle made his mouth anonymous.

One nurse moved to his side, lifting his left wrist. She gave no spoken instruction, just a small tilt of her head toward the door. He understood it — step forward, follow the lead — and his compliance was noted silently on the slate the other carried.

They walked him out of the suite.

The corridor outside was brighter than his room but muffled, the walls padded in a darker shade of grey. The sound of their footsteps was more noticeable here, the measured pace of staff who neither hurried nor wasted time. The collar made it impossible to glance at where they were going; all he could see was what was directly ahead.

They stopped twice. The first time, he felt the lightest tap of a gloved knuckle on the base of the collar — a signal to turn. He pivoted on his bare feet, slow and deliberate, until he faced the direction they wanted. The second time, they gestured downward with two fingers. He dropped to his knees. The padding under him was clean and faintly warm from the ambient heat of the building. His thighs were already protesting from the hours of stillness earlier, but the nurses gave him no time to dwell. Another signal — up — and he was walking again.

Each act of compliance went into the log. He could hear the faint taps on the slate, each note no louder than the sound of a fingernail on glass. The lack of spoken commands was deliberate; the Hall trained obedience to gesture as much as to voice, and the absence of sound between them was as binding as a verbal order.

They reached the conditioning wing without pause. Here, the air was cooler, the smell sharper, carrying the faint metallic edge of sterilised equipment. A keypad chirped; a lock disengaged.

They brought him into the room without breaking stride.

It was larger than his suite, but every surface here was functional. The lighting was brighter, the colour temperature cold enough to flatten shadows. The walls were lined with modular panels fitted with rails and recessed sockets — places for equipment to be mounted, adjusted, and removed as needed. At the centre of the room was a chair he recognised instantly: not the observation chair from before, but a conditioning seat, narrower, with a higher back and armrests that angled upward to keep the chest open.

They positioned him in front of it, turned him with a pressure on his upper arm, and began unlocking the collar. The tall transport piece came away from his neck with a faint suction sound where the padding had warmed to him. It was set aside on a stainless trolley.

He did not resist when they guided him backward into the chair. The seat was hard and narrow, forcing his thighs apart, and the armrests were positioned to keep his shoulders rolled back. Padded cuffs at the wrists and ankles closed around him, each drawn tight enough to remove slack without cutting circulation. The effect was immediate: posture dictated from crown to heel.

The tall collar might have been gone, but the head brace took its place — a frame that cupped the base of his skull and the sides of his jaw, with a padded strap across the brow to keep him fixed. He could look forward, and only forward.

The muzzle stayed.

They stepped back to check the restraints, their gloved hands moving over him in a sequence as familiar as a nurse checking a drip: ankle, ankle, knee spread, pelvic belt, wrist, wrist, chest strap. No commentary, no judgement. Only the quiet efficiency of people making sure the equipment and the body inside it were both ready for whatever came next.

When they were satisfied, one nurse rolled a small table closer, its stainless top holding a neat arrangement of devices. Contact pads, thin lengths of insulated wiring, a control console no larger than a lunch tray. Each item gleamed under the clinical light.

On the wall opposite, a blank monitor waited to be switched on.

He sat in silence, fixed in place, the memory of the corridor feed still lingering in his head — replaced now by the awareness that whatever was about to happen would have no room for images of her at all.

The chair’s metal frame hummed faintly, as though it were connected to some hidden power source deep in the wall. He could feel the vibration more than hear it — a faint tremor that travelled through the cuffs at his wrists and ankles, up into the joints. It wasn’t unpleasant, just enough to make him aware that he was plugged into something larger.

The conditioning suite smelled different from anywhere else in the Hall. Not the lemoned sterility of his room, not the almost-sweet detergent of the observation wing. Here, the air had the antiseptic bite of alcohol wipes and the faint metallic tang of machinery warmed by long use. It was the smell of readiness — the scent that clung to tools laid out before a procedure.

The walls were a soft grey, padded but with harder edges than his suite, built for work rather than comfort. Around the perimeter, modular rails ran at waist height, holding a variety of attachments: restraint mounts, electrode hubs, calibration boxes with neat rows of indicator lights. The surfaces were free of clutter; every item belonged exactly where it was.

The monitor opposite him stayed black, a patient void waiting to be filled. Beneath it, the slim control console sat on a fixed counter, its panel of dials and digital readouts angled slightly toward the chair.

One nurse — he couldn’t tell which — brought the stainless table closer. Its top gleamed under the bright, shadowless lighting. On it, the tools were arranged with the kind of symmetry that spoke of habit:

A cluster of round contact pads, pale gel centres glistening faintly.

Coils of fine, insulated wiring, each colour-coded at the ends.

A compact black box with a single dial and a row of green LEDs.

A small, flat case, its latch closed, its surface free of even a fingerprint.

She opened the case first. Inside, cushioned in a contoured foam lining, lay a collar unlike any he’d seen before. Slim, almost delicate compared to the rigid transport piece they’d just removed, it was a band of smooth composite, light grey in colour, no visible fastenings. Along its inner rim, four small electrode nodes gleamed — two at the front, two at the back — and between them, a lining of pale gel that looked almost wet.

Without speaking, the nurse lifted it free and held it up to the light, tilting it so the gel caught a faint gleam. Her gloves pressed along its length, checking for imperfections, then she brought it to the chair.

The other nurse stepped in front of him, placing one hand lightly on the top of the head brace, the other cupping his jaw through the muzzle. “Chin up.” The words were neutral, precise.

He obeyed, the strap across his brow holding the movement small. The new collar was lowered over his head. The gel inside met his skin with a cool kiss, shocking in its contrast to the warmth of the room. It seated itself around the base of his neck, just above the collarbone, and within seconds the gel began to warm. The sensation was intimate — not just contact, but cling.

He felt the slightest pressure at the back of his neck, where two of the electrodes sat. The front pair rested over the hollow at the base of his throat, their presence subtle but undeniable.

A faint click sounded, and the collar tightened by some hidden mechanism, drawing in until it was snug but not choking. The inner gel moulded to him, erasing the sense of edges. It felt less like something worn and more like something that had grown there.

The nurse stepped back, picking up the thin wires from the table. She worked with brisk precision, attaching them to discreet ports on the outside of the collar, the magnetic fittings clicking into place without need for force. The other ends were fed into the console. The LEDs sprang to life in a slow, pulsing sequence, matching the rhythm of his heartbeat with unnerving accuracy.

No one explained what it would do. They didn’t have to. The Hall never introduced a device without a purpose.

The nurse at the console tapped a few keys. On the wall, the blank monitor flared to life, no image yet — just a grid of real-time biometric data: heart rate, breathing rhythm, muscle tension in the neck, micro-vibrations in the larynx. Each line was steady for now, the colours calm.

He knew without being told that those numbers would become the rules of his body. Spikes would mean something. Lulls would mean something else. And the collar, warm now against his skin, was the direct connection between those numbers and him.

The nurse who had fitted it stepped back to the table, her gloves brushing together in a small, satisfied motion. The second nurse stayed at the console, one hand resting lightly on the dial as if deciding where to begin.

The black case lay empty on the trolley now, its foam mould bare, the place where the collar had rested a shallow impression of its new home around his neck.

The monitor’s data lines pulsed once, twice, in perfect time with his own heart.

The collar’s warmth had settled into something insidious — not a heat that spread outward, but a quiet, constant presence that reminded him with every swallow, every pulse in his throat, that it was there to read him.

The nurse at the console adjusted the dial a fraction. On the wall, the biometric lines shifted in their shades — heart rate in green, respiration in blue, a thin amber line charting neck muscle activity, and, just below it, a crimson trace for laryngeal vibration. All were steady now, each beat and breath a predictable metronome.

Without comment, the nurse at the table peeled the cover from a contact pad and pressed it high on his sternum, just below the collar’s front edge. The gel bit cold before it began to cling. A wire clicked into the pad’s port, the other end feeding into the console. The amber line twitched.

“Baseline confirmed,” the console nurse said quietly, eyes on the readout.

The wall monitor flickered. The corridor feed was gone — in its place, a still frame of a white wall, then a sudden shift to movement: Sabine, on video. This was no blurred or distant capture; she was close to the lens, eyes level, speaking directly into it.

The effect on his body was immediate. His breath caught, a pulse of heat flaring in his chest. On the screen, the green heart rate line spiked.

The collar answered.

It wasn’t pain — not sharp, not deep — but a sudden, precise surge of sensation at the base of his neck, a pressure that was almost electrical, forcing his shoulders to twitch against the armrests. The jolt was gone as quickly as it came, leaving only the warmth of the gel and a faint echo in the muscles beneath.

His pulse stumbled, dropped a little, but the nurse didn’t let the feed change. Sabine kept speaking — soundless — her mouth forming shapes he could half-read. The spike came again, smaller this time, but enough to make the green line settle toward its baseline.

“Stimulus triggers arousal pattern,” the console nurse noted in that clinical cadence, as if she were logging a reading on a blood test. “Apply correction until baseline restored.”

The screen changed: not Sabine now, but Isla, seated with her hands folded, looking somewhere over the lens. The effect was softer but still present — a rise in the green line, a subtle shift in breathing. The collar’s answer was gentler too, a brief constriction in the front nodes that made swallowing awkward until it passed.

Back to Sabine. Another spike. Another correction.

He understood the shape of it now: the collar was there to keep him flat, to train the body not to react. Every rise, every twitch in the data lines would be met with an answer until the lines stayed level, no matter the image.

The nurse at the table changed the contact pad for another, placing it just above his left clavicle, so close to the collar’s rim that he could feel the new point of connection under the gel lining. Each fresh contact was a reminder that the collar’s reach was intimate — not over him, but in him.

The screen shifted to a different kind of test. No images now, just a black background and a series of pulses displayed visually — soft blips in the green and amber lines, accompanied by minute changes in the collar’s temperature and pressure. His task, though unspoken, was obvious: do nothing.

The first blip made his neck tense automatically, a reflex against the unexpected. The amber line jumped, and the collar gave its answer — a tightening at the rear electrodes, just enough to make the muscles stand down. The second blip was easier; the collar didn’t need to correct as much.

They worked him through it for what felt like an hour. He lost count of the cycles. His world narrowed to the lines on the screen and the collar’s responses, the tiny victories of keeping a spike from happening. Each time the lines stayed level, a strange satisfaction flickered in him — small, shameful, but undeniable.

The nurses spoke little, only enough to note readings or adjust settings. The rest of the time they moved around him like parts of the equipment, their presence constant, their focus entirely on the interaction between his body and the collar.

When the sequence ended, the collar felt warmer than it had at the start, the gel moulded so perfectly to his skin it was hard to imagine it could be removed. His neck muscles were loose, almost lazy, as if the device had convinced them there was nothing worth tensing for.

On the wall, the biometric lines levelled into calm horizontals. The console nurse glanced at the other, gave a small nod, and keyed in a command. The screen went dark.

The collar stayed.

The wall monitor came alive without warning.

It wasn’t a neutral corridor or a test pattern this time — it was her. Sabine, again.

Not the archive stills from the observation chair, not a silent profile shot. This was her standing in what looked like the Hall’s partner liaison office: polished table, clipboard in one hand, a light from above that made the fine hairs along her jaw catch in a halo. She was speaking directly to the lens.

His reaction was instantaneous. The green line on the biometric display leapt. The collar answered before he could even take the next breath — a precise pulse of current from the rear electrodes, sharp enough to make his shoulders jump against the straps.

The shock wasn’t pain exactly, but it rewrote the moment. Her image became secondary to the urgent need to return his pulse to baseline. He breathed out slowly through his nose, trying to push the green line down, to keep it still enough that the collar wouldn’t answer again.

Sabine stepped closer to the camera, her lips forming words he couldn’t hear. His pulse betrayed him. Another spike. Another correction — this time from the front electrodes, a low, pressing thrum just above his collarbone that made his throat tighten.

“Maintain level,” the console nurse murmured, eyes on the readout.

He fixed his gaze on the hollow of Sabine’s neck, not her eyes. Easier that way. Her mouth kept moving, deliberate and slow, and he could feel the urge in his chest to react. He willed it still.

The image cut to Isla.

She was seated, hands folded, her posture perfect. No movement at all except for the slow lift and fall of her chest. It was easier — the spike was smaller, almost controllable. The collar gave only a warning flicker this time, like a tap on the inside of his skin.

Back to Sabine.

This time she leaned against the table, her arms folding as she tilted her head in a way he recognised too well. His pulse jumped hard. The collar didn’t wait — both sets of electrodes activated at once, a deep, surrounding pressure that made him shiver.

The nurses were methodical. Sabine, Isla, then a nurse he didn’t know, then back to Sabine. The unknown nurse’s image barely touched him — no spike, no correction. But the moment Sabine appeared, the collar lit him up.

“Stimulus correlation confirmed,” the console nurse said flatly. “Repeat until dampened.”

They did. Again and again.

The rhythm became predictable: her face, the spike, the correction, the forced exhale, the green line lowering. His body began to pre-empt the collar’s answer, bracing in the moments before she appeared. Even then, it caught him — a subtle tremor in the amber line for neck tension, a fractional lift in heart rate. The corrections came until his muscles stopped trying to brace and simply stayed flat.

He felt himself learning the shape of stillness the way one learns a language — slowly, then all at once. By the eighth or ninth cycle, Sabine’s image no longer pulled him into a spike. The collar stayed quiet.

The absence of correction felt strange. Disappointing, even. The collar’s attention, its intimate contact, had been a constant for the past hour. Without it, her image on the wall felt… less.

He almost let himself react to that thought, but caught it before it could register in his body. The green line stayed calm. The nurses didn’t comment.

The feed ended without ceremony, replaced by the grid of biometric lines. All of them were flatter now than when the trial began.

The console nurse keyed in a command. The collar emitted a faint chime, and a new metric appeared on the wall: a percentage, climbing slowly — 78%, 79%, 80% — until it stopped at 82.

“Response suppression at eighty-two percent,” she said. The other nurse nodded once, as if ticking off a box in her mind.

They left the collar on.

The nurses didn’t remove the collar when the trial ended. They simply adjusted the console, fingers moving over dials and keys without the slightest glance at him. The biometric lines stayed steady on the wall, green and blue pulsing in their quiet rhythm.

Then a new line appeared.

Pale yellow, thin as a hair, positioned just below the amber neck-tension trace. It pulsed once, faintly.

The console nurse spoke without looking up.

“Laryngeal sensitivity active.”

He knew what that meant before they demonstrated. The Hall didn’t leave parameters unexplored.

The other nurse stepped into his field of view, standing where the head brace locked his eyes. She made a small, slow gesture — thumb and forefinger pressed together, then drawn slightly apart — the Hall’s shorthand for sound. He didn’t obey at first. Not out of defiance, but because even the idea of sound felt dangerous with the collar warm against his throat.

The gesture came again, this time accompanied by the smallest tilt of her head. He tried. Not a word, not even a syllable — just the beginning of a hum, low in the throat, testing whether the panel gag would muffle it enough to pass.

It didn’t.

The collar responded instantly. The front electrodes engaged, not sharp this time but deep, a sudden grip at the base of his neck that stole the rest of the sound before it could form. His breath caught against the gag’s panel, the exhale forced through his nose in a warm rush.

On the wall, the yellow line leapt. The correction kept going until it flattened again.

The nurse waited for the light in the collar’s indicator to fade, then made the gesture once more. He hesitated. The pause earned him nothing; hesitation was still compliance in their ledger. He drew air, let his larynx tighten — and again the collar cut him down before the sound could live.

The sensation wasn’t pain, but it was profoundly intimate: a reminder that the device was not on his body but in his body’s responses, reading the thought of sound as clearly as the act.

The console nurse noted, “Voice-initiation detected. Correction applied.” Her tone was level, devoid of judgement, as if she were logging rainfall.

They made him repeat it.

Again.

And again.

By the fifth attempt, the correction started earlier, the collar reading the minute muscle shift in his throat before he even pushed air. The yellow line jumped pre-emptively; the electrodes answered pre-emptively. It left him swallowing reflexively against the gel lining, which now felt hotter, more clinging than before.

The yellow line on the wall began to level out. His throat stayed still. The collar stayed quiet.

The nurse gave a final gesture, watching for any flicker of instinct. There was none. He didn’t even draw air. His larynx felt heavy, settled in its stillness.

“Voice-trigger suppressed,” the console nurse said.

It was only then he realised what that meant: the ability to speak wasn’t just forbidden — it was gone. Not because of rules, but because his own body now recoiled from the first step toward it.

The yellow line stayed flat as they moved around him, detaching the external wires but leaving the collar in place. The gel’s warmth remained, a steady reminder at the base of his neck that even silence was not his own choice anymore.

They didn’t explain that the trial was starting again.

They never did.

The console’s screen refreshed itself in a ripple, and all four traces — heart rate, respiration, neck tension, laryngeal vibration — reappeared stacked one above the other. A fifth line appeared at the very bottom, so faint in colour it was almost invisible: a composite score. He’d seen it once before in another patient’s file, briefly, when a nurse hadn’t switched a display fast enough. It measured “overall compliance stability.” He’d never seen his own until now.

The number in its corner read 64%.

The console nurse adjusted a dial until the LEDs along the collar’s side glowed in a slow sequence, syncing to his pulse. The sensation was subtle but unmistakable: a gentle warmth rising from the gel lining, wrapping the base of his throat, making him aware of the skin there in a way he couldn’t ignore.

Then the images began again.

Sabine first.

Not the close-up from earlier — this time she was standing by a high window, light outlining her figure in a soft halo. Her arms were folded loosely, one hand resting against her mouth as she thought. The instant spike in the green heart rate line was like watching a signature appear. The collar knew it before he did; the front electrodes answered in a low, humming press, forcing his throat to still and his chest to slow its rise.

He exhaled carefully, eyes dropping to her hands instead of her face. The spike settled.

The feed cut to Isla, sitting with her ankles crossed, eyes downcast. A flicker of amber in the neck-tension line, almost nothing. The collar gave a soft warning pulse — not punitive, just present.

Back to Sabine.

Her gaze shifted toward the lens now, and something about it felt new. It was the same as earlier, but his body’s reaction was duller — as if the collar had already rubbed some of the shine from the trigger. The spike was smaller. The correction was lighter. And part of him, deep down, missed the intensity of the first one.

The trial ran on a loop, but not a predictable one. Sometimes Sabine appeared twice in a row; sometimes Isla was replaced with a nurse he didn’t know, sometimes with a still image of an empty room. The unpredictability kept him from gaming the system — no bracing, no mental rehearsals for the next frame. Every shift in the feed was a fresh opportunity for his body to betray him.

The corrections weren’t uniform. Sometimes the collar gripped from behind, a sudden tightening at the base of the skull; sometimes it was the front pair, pressing into the hollow above his clavicles; sometimes all four nodes acted at once, surrounding his throat in a brief, encircling heat. Each method had the same goal: flatten the response, return the lines to baseline.

It was relentless.

Not physically exhausting — his body barely moved — but internally, every moment was a choice. Do not rise. Do not quicken. Do not tighten. Do not speak.

Somewhere in the cycle, the voice-trigger reactivated. He hadn’t intended to make a sound, but one of the Sabine frames — a close-up now, lips moving slowly, clearly forming his name — pulled an almost-sigh into his throat. The yellow laryngeal trace leapt. The collar’s answer was instant: a sharp, high-frequency pulse from the rear nodes that made his breath catch midstream and dissolve into silence.

He didn’t try again.

Minutes — or maybe hours — blurred. The absence of time markers made it impossible to know. The only constant was the slow re-education of his body. By the thirtieth cycle, Sabine’s image barely registered on the green line. By the fortieth, the yellow laryngeal trace was a flat, unbroken band. The composite score in the corner began to climb: 64%, 68%, 72%.

It wasn’t that he didn’t feel anymore. He did. The first glimpse of her still sent something raw through him. But the collar made it… containable. It punished the bloom of heat before it could open, replaced it with the steady, warm weight of the gel against his skin. Over time, the collar’s warmth became the safer sensation to focus on.

At one point, they left him alone.

The nurses stepped out together, the door sealing behind them with its soft magnetic kiss. The monitor stayed on, the images cycling as before, the collar ready to correct without human oversight. He knew the system could run this way indefinitely. He wondered if that was the point — to show him he didn’t even need them here to keep the rules.

His eyes started to dry from staring too long. He blinked slowly, the only movement his head brace allowed. The collar’s weight felt heavier now, though it hadn’t changed. His breathing had found a rhythm that matched the slow pulse of the LEDs on its side.

When the nurses returned, they didn’t comment on his performance. They didn’t praise or punish. They simply checked the numbers, tapped in a few notes, and adjusted the dial to make the corrections slightly shorter in duration. Not gentler — just more precise. A tailored sting instead of a blanket warning.

The cycle ran again. Sabine. Isla. Corridor. Sabine. Empty chair. Sabine. Unknown nurse. Sabine. The sequence lost meaning; the only real thing was the shape of his own stillness.

Eventually, the composite score in the corner reached 91%. The console nurse made a quiet note, then pressed a key that set all the traces to a frozen snapshot: the image of him at his flattest, most obedient baseline.

The feed cut to black. The collar stayed warm.

The nurse at the table began packing away the contact pads, coiling the wires back into their colour-coded loops, closing the empty case where the collar had been stored. The other released the restraints at his wrists and ankles, but only enough to allow the transport belt to be reapplied. The collar was not removed.

When they unlocked the head brace, the absence of its pressure felt almost dangerous. The collar became his only point of containment above the shoulders.

They walked him back to his suite in silence, his steps slow, steady, without the smallest tremor of thought toward speaking. The muzzle went back on before they left — straps buckled smoothly over the collar’s outer rim — so that both silence and stillness were sealed under leather.

The monitor in his suite was different now. No corridor feed, no images. Just the biometric display from the collar, the same four lines and the composite score in the corner. The nurses left without comment, the door sealing behind them.

He sat on the cot, the belt holding him forward, the muzzle holding him shut, the collar holding everything else in. The lines on the wall were almost perfectly flat. He watched them the way he used to watch Sabine.

After a while, he realised the difference: Sabine’s image had always been an invitation, even when it hurt. The collar’s was simply a record of how well he could erase himself.

He didn’t decide to keep it that way. It simply stayed that way.

The walk back felt longer than the walk out.

Not because of distance — in the Hall, every journey was precisely timed — but because the collar had changed his sense of space. Every step was measured against its presence, each shift in pace met with the soft cling of gel against skin, the faint hum of its active nodes.

The nurses guided him without a word. The belt around his waist was snug but not punitive, giving just enough lead for each turn of the corridor. He felt their hands only when they needed to correct the angle of his hips, or adjust his arm so it didn’t brush against the wall.

His suite’s door recognised them instantly, its lock disengaging with a muted tone. The room greeted him with its familiar stillness: padded walls, vinyl cot, mint-green mattress. The faint ammonia ghost of past cleanings lingered under the detergent scent.

The belt was unclipped from the lead nurse’s hip and reattached to the cot’s anchor points. They did this without forcing him to sit; instead, they guided him into position, letting him feel the inevitability of the motion until his knees bent of their own accord. The mattress’s vinyl was cool against the backs of his legs.

The muzzle went back on before they left. They worked in sync: one hand holding the straps clear of the collar’s rim, the other buckling them with practised precision. The leather settled over the gag’s panel, sealing his mouth in an anonymity more complete than silence. His breath warmed the space instantly, a private climate trapped between skin and leather.

The collar stayed.

The monitor on the wall was no longer a window to anywhere. No Sabine, no corridors. Just the biometric readouts: green for heart rate, blue for breathing, amber for neck tension, yellow for laryngeal vibration. The composite score sat in the top corner like a grade on a final exam. It read 91%.

The numbers moved in real time. Each slow inhale made the blue trace lift; each steady exhale let it fall. The collar’s gel lining transmitted the faintest warmth in response, an acknowledgement without approval.

The nurses finished their checks — ankle cuffs secure, belt tension correct, head aligned to face the monitor. One tapped a note into her slate. The other gave a minimal nod. That was all.

When the door sealed, the air in the suite felt denser, the hum of the LED more distinct.

He tried not to think about Sabine. Not because it hurt — the collar had seen to that — but because the act of trying would shift the lines on the wall. He could see the truth of it now: every thought left a signature, and the collar would know if it deviated from the approved pattern.

He sat perfectly still, watching the display the way he’d once watched her. The numbers were simpler than her face. Easier to control. Easier to please.

At some point, the green line dipped fractionally below its baseline. The collar didn’t correct — it rewarded. A subtle easing of warmth at the front electrodes, almost like the release of a breath he hadn’t known it was holding. The sensation was so slight he might have imagined it, but it was enough to make his chest loosen.

He realised then that the lines could give as well as take. The collar could comfort.

The thought was dangerous — and the amber line twitched at the tension in his neck. He forced it still. The lines steadied.

The minutes — or hours — blurred. The score stayed the same.

By the time the LED strip above the cot dimmed fractionally to mark the night cycle, the collar’s warmth had become part of him. It was no longer a device he wore. It was the border between him and what he’d been.

He didn’t want to cross back.

When his eyes finally closed, it wasn’t Sabine’s face he saw on the inside of his lids, but the perfect horizontals of the lines on the wall.


Chapter 3 – Isla’s Voice

The wall monitor was the first thing he saw when the LED strip brightened for the morning cycle.

Four lines. All steady. The composite score in the top corner still read 91%, unchanged from when his eyes had closed. The collar’s gel lining was warm against his neck, the kind of warmth that no longer felt foreign. It was simply there, the way the mattress was there beneath him, or the padded walls were there at his sides — constant, without choice.

He heard the door release before he saw movement. Two nurses stepped in with the same efficiency as the day before, their masks making their voices indistinguishable. They didn’t acknowledge the monitor, didn’t comment on his score. They simply went about the first change of the day: the muzzle.

The buckles opened in sequence, the leather peeling gently away from the gag’s panel beneath. Cool air touched his lips, though the panel still held his mouth open in that fixed, compliant shape. Saliva clung to the silicone, stringing for a second before it broke. One nurse dabbed the corners of his mouth with a folded wipe, the movement precise enough to feel rehearsed.

“Patient E432, stand,” came the quiet order.

The belt was unclipped from the cot’s anchor, still snug around his waist. A hand on his upper arm guided him into motion. His bare feet met the padded floor, the texture familiar under the arches, the quiet making each step sound like it was being recorded.

They walked him through corridors he hadn’t seen since intake — the kind that curved in slow arcs, disguising their true length. The collar’s weight was a constant, its inner gel adjusting subtly with each swallow, its nodes occasionally giving the faintest static tick as they stayed active.

They arrived at a double-door set, heavier than the usual suite access. One nurse keyed in a sequence on the panel; the lock disengaged with a deeper, more mechanical sound than the soft magnetic clicks elsewhere in the Hall.

The training wing.

The space was larger than any room he’d been in since his first evaluations. It was divided into low, padded “stations,” each marked out by a pair of facing mats and a small metal post between them. The lighting was bright but even, designed to erase shadows. The air smelled faintly of fabric softener, as though the padding was laundered on a strict schedule.

Other patients were already in place. Each station held two, facing one another in identical postures — most kneeling, some seated cross-legged, all fixed in place with discreet waist belts and ankle restraints. The collars on their necks matched his, the subtle LEDs glowing in steady patterns.

They brought him to a station on the far side of the room. She was already there.

Isla.

Her head was bowed just enough that her hair curtained the line of her jaw. Her hands rested, palms down, on her thighs, fingers straight. The waist belt across her hips kept her perfectly upright; the ankle cuffs held her knees at an exact angle. The collar around her neck was identical to his — light grey composite, gel lining visible at the rim, its LEDs pulsing faintly in sync with her breathing.

The nurses positioned him opposite her. They lowered him onto the mat, knees finding the exact imprint where others had knelt before. The waist belt was clipped to the post’s anchor ring, drawn tight enough to eliminate any lean forward or back. Ankle cuffs closed around him, warm from the hands that fastened them.

The post between them held a compact console angled toward the supervising nurse who oversaw their pair. Two biometric feeds appeared on the wall behind her: his and Isla’s, side by side. Each displayed the familiar four traces, the colours identical, the composite scores in matching positions.

No instructions beyond posture were given.

No acknowledgement that they had been paired.

The room’s quiet was total. Not silent — he could still hear the faint hiss of the HVAC system, the occasional shift of fabric from another pair of patients — but it was the kind of quiet that punished any deviation. His eyes fixed just beyond her shoulder, not on her directly.

From this distance, he could hear the rhythm of her breathing — not because she was loud, but because the space between them was so taut with stillness that even the smallest sound seemed amplified.

The collar stayed warm against his skin, its hum steady, as if waiting.

The restraints were identical.

He knew this without looking at hers because the nurse who fastened his own worked in a mirrored sequence — left ankle, right ankle, waist belt check, hand placement — gloved fingers pressing his palms flat against his thighs until the tendon in his wrists aligned with the seam of the mat. A small, almost invisible loop in the belt stopped his elbows from drifting too far forward.

Isla’s nurse did the same, the two of them moving in silent synchrony. Neither patient was permitted to see the other’s adjustment process, but the result was symmetrical: two bodies in identical kneeling postures, hips aligned to the post, knees resting in padded hollows worn smooth by repetition.

The shared console between them glowed faintly, its LEDs indicating active connection. A cable ran from the back of the unit into the base of each post, feeding data from their collars into the system.

On the wall behind the supervising nurse, the twin biometric feeds lit up in perfect parallel:

	Green: heart rate

	Blue: respiration

	Amber: neck tension

	Yellow: laryngeal vibration



Beneath each set of traces sat the composite score. His — 91% — matched exactly with Isla’s.

It was deliberate.

Everything here was deliberate.

The nurse’s eyes flicked from one set of lines to the other, back and forth in a steady rhythm. She didn’t need to tell them the rules; the collars would. The protocol was the same as in the conditioning suite: maintain posture, eyes forward, no speaking, no reactive spikes.

For the first few minutes, there was nothing to mark the passage of time except the slow, almost meditative rise and fall of the blue respiration lines on the wall. They were almost in sync — not perfectly, but close enough to suggest the system might nudge them toward alignment if left long enough.

He became aware of Isla’s presence in layers. First, the sound of her breath. Then, the faint hum of her collar’s active nodes, just perceptible in the room’s engineered quiet. And then, without wanting to, he caught the subtle movement of her jaw under the collar’s rim — not speech, not yet, but the quiet shifts of muscle in someone who was aware of another body close by.

His own collar was steady, warm, the gel moulded to his skin so well he barely noticed it unless one of the nodes flexed slightly in micro-adjustment. That had happened twice already — once when he blinked too long, once when his shoulders tensed without permission. Both times, the correction had been light, a reminder rather than a reprimand.

The nurse shifted her weight behind the console, her boots making the faintest pressure sound against the mat. Her gaze moved from their collars to the biometric displays and back. She was looking for anything — a spike, a tremor, the smallest vibration in the yellow line.

The air between him and Isla felt tight, not in a hostile way but in the way of two magnets held close without touching. He knew she could see his eyes in her peripheral vision the same way he could sense hers, both fixed forward on the neutral space between them.

Every few breaths, her respiration line on the wall quickened by a fraction, then steadied again. It was small enough to be natural variance, but his collar’s front nodes gave a faint, almost imperceptible pulse in response — like a hand reminding him it was there.

He focused on keeping his lines level. The nurse’s slate made an occasional soft tap as she recorded readings, but she never spoke. The stillness was absolute, the kind that made the very idea of breaking it feel like stepping into a drop you couldn’t climb out of.

He thought of the collar’s trials in the conditioning suite, how the corrections had been sharpest when he reacted to Sabine. Here, the danger was quieter, harder to anticipate. Isla wasn’t an image on a wall — she was right there, breathing in sync, her collar’s faint hum answering his.

The protocol was designed for exactly this: shared exposure without connection. Two bodies in perfect posture, separated by a rule so simple and so absolute that breaking it would be like snapping a bone.

He kept his eyes forward. His breathing stayed level. His score didn’t move.

And still, the air felt charged — waiting.

It happened without prelude.

No sound of her shifting in place, no warning in her breathing. One moment Isla was a fixed shape in his peripheral vision, the next there was the faintest turn of her head — not enough to violate the posture outright, but enough that the curtain of her hair shifted to expose more of her cheek.

Her lips parted.

The yellow laryngeal trace on her feed twitched, a fractional spike almost too fast for the eye to catch.

“I still see you.”

It was barely more than air. The words were so soft they could have been imagined, stolen from the movement of her mouth rather than heard. But they landed all the same, a sound that seemed to slip past the rules and into the space behind his ribs.

His body betrayed him instantly.

The green heart rate line leapt. The amber neck-tension line flared in sympathetic response. The collar didn’t hesitate — the rear electrodes engaged in a tight, precise pulse that gripped the base of his neck hard enough to force his chin forward a fraction. The gel lining grew hotter for a second, like a blush on skin.

His breath caught in his chest, and the blue respiration trace jumped with it. Another correction, this time from the front nodes — a low, insistent pressure above his collarbones, closing the throat just enough to make him swallow.

The yellow trace — his yellow trace — stayed flat. He hadn’t tried to speak. But the body’s reaction was enough to mark him.

The nurse didn’t move, but her eyes were on the wall now, shifting between their feeds. The spike in his traces was undeniable, paired perfectly to the faint flutter in Isla’s. The tip of her gloved finger brushed her slate, logging something without breaking the stillness.

He stared forward, trying to force his lines down, to remember the flattening calm of the conditioning suite. But her words were looping already, quiet and certain: I still see you. I still see you.

The more he tried to push them away, the more the collar responded — not with punishment now, but with a steady, reminding warmth. The gel clung closer to his skin, as if to say you are not unseen here.

Isla’s head returned to neutral as though nothing had happened. Her respiration line evened out, her score unchanged.

His, though — his was falling.

From 91 to 90. Then 89.

The numbers meant more now than the words had. They were permanent in a way the whisper wasn’t. A record. A proof.

He didn’t look at her. Didn’t need to. The echo of the words was still running through him, twining with the collar’s heat in a way he couldn’t entirely separate.

And somewhere under the hum of the equipment and the quiet rule of the posture, he understood: that single breach had changed more than a day’s worth of conditioning ever could.

The words didn’t fade.

They sat in him the way a splinter sits under skin — small enough to ignore if he held perfectly still, but sending sharp reminders the moment he shifted focus. I still see you. It wasn’t loud. It wasn’t insistent. But it was there, threaded under every breath, slipping in between the collar’s pulses.

His jaw stayed locked around the gag’s panel, but the urge to move it — to shape some kind of answer even in silence — pressed hard against the back of his teeth. He fought it. The yellow laryngeal line on the wall stayed flat.

It was the green and amber lines that betrayed him.

Every time the phrase looped in his mind, there was a fractional lift in heart rate, a small spike in neck tension. The collar caught both. The corrections were sharper now — rear nodes first, then a front clamp — as if the system had decided this was no longer a casual drift but an active deviation.

He forced his breath into the kind of steady rhythm they wanted: in for four, out for four. The blue respiration line settled, but the others wavered stubbornly. It was as though his body refused to let the words go, as though some part of him believed there was safety in holding onto them.

The strange part was how quiet the rebellion was. He wasn’t leaning forward. He wasn’t looking at her. The stillness of his posture was absolute, the belt keeping his hips aligned, the cuffs at his ankles fixing the distance between his knees. The fracture was entirely internal — invisible unless you knew how to read the traces.

The nurse knew.

She had drifted closer, not obviously watching him but angled so that her masked gaze could take in both his body and the console. She said nothing. No reprimand, no adjustment. Just observation. It made the air heavier, as though she was waiting to see how long he could hold the strain before something gave.

He tried to turn the words into something meaningless. Repeating them faster, stripping them of shape, reducing them to sound. But even that made the collar answer — a quick, low-frequency pulse that travelled through the gel into the muscles under his jaw. The amber line flattened again, but only after his shoulders loosened under the pressure.

Somewhere in the repetition, the phrase lost its anchor to her voice. It became his.

I still see you. I still see you. Not as defiance, not even as comfort — more like a way of keeping the empty space in his head from filling with whatever the Hall preferred.

The collar couldn’t touch thoughts alone. But it could trace the body’s echoes of them. Every time the heat in his chest flared with the memory, the rear nodes would remind him: stillness. Baseline. Forget.

He didn’t forget.

The numbers in the top corner told the truth. His score had stabilised at 89%, but it hadn’t climbed. The Hall valued improvement; holding steady wasn’t enough. Somewhere, this would be noted. Somewhere, it would be compared against the clean, upward curve of the last cycle in the conditioning suite.

He wondered what they would do with that information. Whether they would try to isolate him further, or whether they would keep pairing him with her until her voice no longer touched anything in him at all.

The thought of that — of hearing the same words one day and feeling nothing — made his chest tighten in a way the collar couldn’t smooth. He let the spike come. Let the correction grip his neck and hold until the amber line dropped.

And when it released, the words were still there.

The supervising nurse didn’t move on.

She lingered at their station, the way a hawk lingers over a field that looks still but isn’t. Her head was angled toward the console, but he could feel the weight of her attention flick between the traces on the wall and the two of them kneeling in perfect mirror.

The console’s twin displays betrayed him in real time: Isla’s traces flat and steady, her score locked at 91%, his showing those shallow, stubborn rises that refused to smooth into nothing. Every spike — even the smallest — sat there like a pin in a map, proof that something worth recording was happening here.

Her gloves made the faintest sound against the slate as she tapped.

Once.

Pause.

Twice more.

The pauses mattered. They were the rhythm of careful notation — not a quick box-tick, but a sentence, a detail, something that would be read back later in a meeting he would never attend.

She didn’t speak to them. She didn’t need to. In the Hall, a nurse’s silence could be more communicative than a reprimand. If she’d wanted him to stop whatever it was she saw in the numbers, she could have done it with a single adjustment to the collar’s settings. The fact that she hadn’t meant she wanted to see it run.

Isla didn’t move either. Her breathing stayed even, her eyes fixed just ahead, not meeting his. It made her earlier whisper feel even more illicit, the words suspended in the space between them like something neither of them could acknowledge now.

The nurse stepped closer — not to him, but to Isla’s side. She adjusted the angle of Isla’s hands on her thighs by a fraction, a correction that was more about asserting touch than fixing posture. Then she moved behind Elias, the air shifting differently in his ears.

A gloved finger pressed briefly against the back of his collar, right over the rear nodes. She didn’t trigger them. She simply held the contact there for two breaths, then withdrew. The gel under the collar retained the warmth of her finger for a moment before fading back into the collar’s own heat.

She made another note.

Then she was gone, moving down the line of stations to the next pair, her boots barely marking her passage. But the knowledge of her proximity — the deliberate attention she’d given them — lingered heavier than the collar’s weight.

The wall display was unchanged. His score had dipped to 88%. Isla’s remained perfect.

Somewhere in the building, there would now be a record linking that drop to this pairing. Whether the Hall treated that as a fault to be corrected or a resource to be mined was something he would find out soon enough.

He kept his breathing level, eyes forward, posture fixed. The collar stayed warm, watching.

The room exhaled in the way only a system can — a signal travelled somewhere he couldn’t see, and stations across the hall shifted from static tableau to low-motion ritual. No bells. No dismissal call. Just the choreography of conclusion: nurses stepping inward, slates raised, buckles checked, restraints unthreaded in the same order they had been applied.

Their supervising nurse returned to the post between him and Isla with that same measured economy. She didn’t look at their faces. She looked at hands, belts, knees; at lines and angles; at whether posture had stained them into the shapes the Hall required. A fingertip pressed each waist belt buckle. Each responded with a subdued click that registered as correct. She touched the console without seeming to; the twin biometric feeds froze and saved, their final frames preserved like medical photographs—Isla’s traces flat as glass, his ringing faintly with the aftershock of a spike that he had almost smoothed.

A soft, discrete tag printed from a slot in the console’s base. She tore it away and adhered it to the side of the post with a neat, even press of her thumb. He didn’t read the label. He knew what it meant: this session existed now as a datum, a note to be pulled later and laid beside others until the pattern announced itself.

“Remain,” she said, the first word since the session began. Not to him or Isla specifically. To posture. To the air.

Another nurse stepped behind Isla and undid the loop that prevented her elbows from drifting. A gloved hand guided her wrists off her thighs and to her sides, then lifted her gently from the mat. The waist belt unclipped with a controlled release and was drawn back through the anchor ring. Isla’s collar hummed once—not a correction, a check-in—and its LEDs returned to a resting pulse. The nurse turned her with a pressure at the elbow. Isla let herself be guided, head bowed, eyes never rising above the neutral horizon line the Hall insisted upon. She was moved three paces, rotated, and walked away across the seam of the mats, her cuffs brushing softly in time with her steps.

He did not look after her. The rule was not just posture. It was attention.

The air changed when she left, as if the slight charge between their collars had been a small electrical phenomenon now dissipated. His own collar felt heavier for a moment, then lighter, as if recalibrating to a single input. The yellow laryngeal trace on the wall—no longer live—might as well have glowed remember when you didn’t speak.

He kept his breath even and was rewarded with the smallest of easings: the front gel warmed and then softened, that subtle glove-like yield that had begun to feel like approval. It was almost nothing. It meant everything. He let the slow exhale lengthen fractionally, the blue respiration line in his head following along in imaginary synchrony.

A gloved hand entered his peripheral vision. The nurse behind him loosened the waist belt with two deft movements, letting it slack just enough to allow his spine to uncoil. The release was not a gift; it was a step in a sequence. Ankles next—the cuff tongues lifted, the posts withdrawn, each buckle brought to neutral and smoothed flat against the leather like a crease pressed in a uniform.

“Stand,” the nurse said, and his body obeyed before his mind finished receiving the instruction.

He rose, joints discovering their options again and rejecting them in favour of the simplest ones: weight over arches, knees soft, shoulders back into the collar’s rim. The mat retained the heat of both their bodies. The space across from him—hers a moment ago—was blank and unargumentative. He felt the absence like a shiver and then didn’t.

The muzzle arrived in the nurse’s hands with the ceremony of a lid being replaced on a jar. No pause. No question of need. The inner panel of his gag had collected a steady gloss; the nurse dabbed it once with a folded wipe, pivoted the leather cover into place, and drew the side straps back. Buckles seated with small, decisive turns. The leather’s scent climbed under his nose with its clean, conditioned sweetness. His breath immediately met it and returned warmer.

He registered the faintest disappointment in his own chest that the nurse didn’t clean beneath the collar’s rim as well—the intimate, humiliating tenderness of a cloth catching sweat from skin it owned. The thought rose, then the amber line in his imagination twitched. He smoothed it.

The supervising nurse touched something on her slate—dismissal logged, session closed, a line drawn under numbers that would follow him now like an annotation under his name. She did not say good. She did not say enough. She did not say again. Her silence was all three.

The walk back used a different corridor. The Hall prefers not to let patients learn its shortest lines. The floor had been scrubbed recently; the smell of diluted bleach lifted off the coving and became the taste of clean. The collar moved with him, not chafing, not heavy—present. Occasionally one node made a minor micro-adjustment, the smallest press, a ghost of the deeper corrections in the suite, reminding him that stillness travels.

At the sally port to his wing, the door’s magnet sighed. Inside his suite, everything waited where he had left it because nothing here was ever his to leave: the mint-green mattress, the LED’s persistent sky, the wall monitor.

The belt reattached to the cot with the assurance of equipment knowing its function. They brought him down into sitting by guiding the vector of his hips until gravity consented. The belt cinched, firm across his pelvis, then checked with two fingers. Ankles re-cuffed to their posts, toe angle set by a touch on the inside of each foot. Head lined up to central, the collar taking his gaze and fixing it to the monitor. The muzzle’s straps got one last inspection press where they crossed behind his head; the nurse’s thumbprint warmed the leather and vanished.

“Secure,” the nearer nurse said. The farther one echoed the word as a data point, not a benediction.

They stepped out. The magnet received the door and held it with a hum that was nearly pleasant.

The monitor woke, not with a picture, but with the graphing of him. Green. Blue. Amber. Yellow. And the composite score in the corner, the arithmetic of obedience. It had dropped.

From 91 to 88.

The figure appeared with no sound, the digits resolving with the smoothness of a confession. There was no shudder of shame; the collar would not entertain that particular energy spike if it tried. Instead, there was the feeling of being correctly inventoried: a number to be acted upon later. He watched the traces long enough to see that the green and blue were level, the amber quiet, the yellow flat.

He tried not to think of her. Of the way she had said it barely moving at all. I still see you. He didn’t mouth the words. He didn’t even rehearse the shape of them. He placed them somewhere out of reach and then discovered they had already repeated, softly, somewhere he could not police. The collar’s gel answered with a faint tightening that was almost affectionate. He breathed until the imagined amber line settled again.

The LED dimmed by a shade to signal a new block of time. He could not name the hour. He did not need to. The rules named it for him: sit, face forward, keep your lines. The collar warmed at the base of his throat, its hum aligning with his pulse. He watched the wall and learned, again, how to be the person the traces described.

When saliva gathered under the muzzle and began its slow migration along the lower edge of the panel, he didn’t swallow right away. He let it sit, weightless for a second, then fell. The padding below his chin darkened by an increment he could not see.

He thought of nothing.

He thought of numbers.

He thought of a whisper that had no place to go.

He breathed. The collar breathed back. The room kept him. The score in the corner did not change.


Chapter 4 – Breach Protocol

The morning arrived as an instruction rather than a time.

The LED strip brightened from its perpetual grey to its gentler, paler twin; the room made a soft, synthetic dawn without temperature or birds. On the wall, his body was already awake as numbers. Green and blue ran in patient tandem. Amber slept low. Yellow held flat. The composite score in the corner—88%—sat there like a mark in red ink that had failed to fade overnight.

The collar against his neck had warmed before he opened his eyes. It always did now, greeting him with that clinging gel pressure that wasn’t pressure at all so much as proximity. Its inner rim remembered him; his skin remembered it back. He breathed the muzzle’s clean leather and felt the panel gag’s perforations cool under his breath. The belt across his hips translated a yawn into a correction of posture and the cuffs at his ankles made politeness of his first stretch. He watched his own traces for a full minute and imagined what a nurse would write: E432 steady on waking; baseline acceptable; score unchanged.

The door’s magnet unlatched with its decorous sigh. Two nurses entered, carrying no more ceremony than a trolley and a slate. Neither looked at his face first. Slate first, then buckles, then collar LEDs. The sight of them made his breath hitch—habit, not hope. It put the blue line a hair above baseline; the collar damped it back down with a tender, encompassing warmth that left him compliant and faintly ashamed of the micro-rise.

“E432.” Vowels clipped flat by the mask, tone not unkind, not kind. “Sit forward.”

He sat. The belt made it an exact act: lean to the allowable edge, stop where the canvas says, wait. Gloved hands reached the muzzle’s buckles. One, two. The leather peeled back with a practised delicacy, a lid lifted from a jar; cool air visited his lips. The perforated panel remained, a polite barricade. A folded wipe tidied the corners of his mouth, catching the glossy strand that refused to behave. He flushed beneath the collar; the nurses didn’t notice or pretended not to.

“Stand.” He stood. The belt was unhooked and kept in hand, ready to become the next room’s geometry. Ankles released; feet discovered space and then gave it back, staying within the nurse’s lead. The collar hummed a fraction at the rear nodes as he crossed the threshold—a systems check, not a correction. He felt catalogued and portable.

The corridor beyond his suite was the cleanest version of distance. Padded, lemoned, measured. They walked him not the shortest way but the way that taught obedience to turns: left, twenty paces; right, twelve; small antechamber where the air changed temperature by two degrees to signal the wing boundary. He was a moving inventory item in a building that thought in routes and thresholds.

The room they led him to could have been a blueprint symbol brought into three dimensions. Smaller than the conditioning suite, larger than a holding pen. No windows. No artifice of comfort. Just the chair—white composite grown from the floor’s anchor post—and a wall display that woke to his presence with a kerning of light. His numbers followed him onto it like a tide following a moon.

“Sit,” the nurse said. She didn’t have to. The chair was a pedagogue; it taught by fit. The seat pan narrowed his thighs. The arm wells welcomed his forearms, rolled his palms inward, captured his wrists in cuffs that closed with a civil tick. The chest strap taught him the correct size of a breath. Knee band, pelvic belt, head cradle—each found him in the same proportional relationship he had left in every other room. The gag’s panel seated against the chair’s own chin shelf with an engineer’s satisfaction.

The second nurse keyed the console. The wall display shed everything that wasn’t him—no corridors, no images, no mercy—until it was four lines and a number. She set the composite score bigger than usual, upper right, where it could not be ignored by accident. 88% looked larger when it became the only ornament on a wall.

No spoken lecture followed. The Hall valued conservation of voice. Instead, they gave him the shorthand of hands. Two fingers parallel for still. A palm pressed down and held for settle. A small circle in the air—cycle begins—and a raised forefinger to say watch.

He watched.

The first minute was a quiet argument between his body and expectation. The chair asked for immediate perfection; his blood asked for a minute to arrive. The green line rose in the way it always did when he’d just been moved; the collar’s front nodes soothed his throat with a warm, unhurried pressure until the green redistributed itself into acceptable horizontals. The amber line tried a small ascent when the chest strap stole a deeper breath; rear nodes persuaded the neck to behave. Yellow stayed obediently still.

On the display, a new element slipped in: pale grey bands marching across the grid at measured intervals. The nurse tapped her slate, and text appeared within the bands in patient signage font:

Maintain Baseline

No Vocalisation

Await Further Instruction

He read the second line twice, aware of the small humiliations that now came with reading aloud inside his head. The collar noticed nothing; thoughts were not yet its prey. But the idea of his larynx waking to accompany words—even silently—felt dangerous in a way he could measure with his skin.

The nurses receded to the periphery. They didn’t leave. They occupied the corners the way furniture does: present, expectant, unremarkable in their patience. Their slate screens reflected ghost-green versions of his lines. Every so often, a gloved finger made a note without lifting the wrist, as if writing on water.

The room’s sound was engineered absence. No ventilation hiss, no fluorescent buzz, only the soft tenancy of his own breath filtered through silicone. Saliva collected behind the panel and obeyed gravity; the chin shelf drank it with padded piety. He swallowed when the urge grew insistent and listened to the swallow exist only in his head. Yellow held flat. He praised its obedience without words.

The chair was not the observation unit, but it had inherited that chair’s moral instruction. Stare forward. Accept the angle of light. Become the thing that fits. The collar made the lesson intimate: each swallow a census, each pulse a vote.

On the wall, the grey bands advanced. Inside them, the text changed once:

Do Not Anticipate

He let the instruction rewrite his posture from the inside. No bracing. No micro-hold in the shoulders in preparation for a jolt. He breathed where the strap allowed and nowhere else. The green line flirted with its baseline and then married it. The blue became the most reliable thing in the room. Amber learned the word behave in fewer letters. Yellow stayed the absence that pleased the most.

He felt, suddenly, the contour of her name rise like heat over a manhole cover—the simplest, most forbidden syllables, as reflexive as a hand to a flame. The thought passed almost before it existed, an animal nose at a fence. He did nothing with it. The collar gave him no cause to regret. The number in the corner did not change.

A time that might have been ten minutes or an hour unfurled and folded back into itself. The nurses remained pieces of the room. The display kept score in a language he now lived in. If the session had a purpose beyond hold the line, it did not declare itself. That was the Hall’s most fluent dialect: you will learn what it means only by breaking it.

A small icon appeared at the bottom edge of the display: a circle, empty, then filling in a slow clockwise pour until it completed itself and began again. No labels, no chime. He understood anyway: some cycle was in progress and proud of itself.

He fixed his gaze at the mid-height of the screen and let the collar’s warmth define the border between thought and throat. He would be the lines they wanted. He would be the grid. He would be the number that asked nothing of anyone and gave back a compliant shape.

He did not anticipate. He did not speak. He held.

The text on the wall—Do Not Anticipate—was still dissolving from the screen when the thought came again.

Not as an impulse, this time. As a shape. Her name was a shape his mouth could remember without needing her voice, without even wanting it. The gag’s panel pressed evenly over his lips, patient, waiting, while the collar sat in its heated ring around his throat like it had all the time in the world.

He tested the shape against the leather. Just once.

Sabine.

He didn’t hear it. No one did. But the body heard itself—tongue and teeth and lips all conspiring in silence—and the collar caught the crime before he’d even closed the last syllable.

The yellow laryngeal trace spiked like a pulse on a cardiac monitor. The amber neck-tension line rose right behind it. He saw both jumps in the corner of his vision, reflected off the gloss of the wall display, and knew the correction was already coming.

It came hard.

Both front and rear nodes engaged together, a surround of electric pressure that wasn’t sharp enough to be a shock but wasn’t far from it either. It seized the base of his skull, the hollow above his collarbones, and everything between, turning his throat into a taut, uncooperative column. His shoulders twitched against the armrests before the chest strap’s command pressed them still. The gel lining heated in a rush, trapping the moment in a close, intimate burn.

The collar held.

Usually the corrections released the instant the lines settled. This time, the hold lasted through two full breaths, not loosening until the amber line lay perfectly flat again.

He didn’t try a second time. The punishment had been surgical, and the Hall never wasted a first strike—if they started that sharp, they meant to escalate.

The door opened before his breathing had fully recovered. No chime, no pause. Just the arrival of two nurses, their movement the kind that doesn’t acknowledge the patient as anything more than a task. The lead nurse didn’t look at the wall display—she had already seen the spike on her slate.

One gloved hand keyed the console beside the chair. The green composite score in the corner froze, then shifted to a smaller corner readout as a new word overlaid the display:

BREACH

It didn’t flash. It didn’t need to.

The other nurse was already at his side, uncoupling the chair’s cuffs in fast, neat motions. Wrist, wrist, chest strap, knees. The head cradle’s restraint was last, lifting away to let his neck discover freedom in the way a prisoner discovers fresh air—briefly, without trust.

“Breach protocol,” the lead nurse said, and the phrase was so purely procedural it could have belonged to an equipment checklist.

She didn’t explain it.

They didn’t tell him what he’d done—they didn’t have to. The body knew. The collar knew. The lines had recorded it, and in the Hall, records were gospel.

The waist belt was reapplied in seconds, its central ring clipped to the nurse’s lead strap. One gloved hand found his upper arm, steering with light but absolute control. He rose on command, his bare feet finding the padded floor, and was walked out with a steadiness that didn’t feel like walking at all. It felt like being carried forward by someone else’s geometry.

They didn’t take him toward the conditioning suite. They didn’t take him back to his own room either. The route was shorter, more direct—a right turn instead of a left at the corridor junction, down a stretch of floor where the walls narrowed in just enough to make shoulders aware of themselves. At the end: a recessed door without signage, its surface unbroken except for a square lock panel.

The second nurse keyed in a sequence; the panel turned from red to green. The door withdrew with a sound different from the rest of the Hall’s doors—not the magnetic sigh, but a mechanical slide, as though it had been pulled from further back.

Inside: a smaller room, colder in tone. No chair. No cot. Just a waist-high cabinet along one wall and, on its surface, a folded black shape whose thickness spoke of weight. The air smelled faintly of clean neoprene and canvas, a scent that carried the memory of damp without actually being damp.

The nurse at his arm guided him to stand square to the cabinet. The lead nurse unfolded the black shape: a hood, thick and absolute, with sound-baffling panels sewn into the lining and a reinforced collar ring at its base. Its interior was soft to the fingers, but the bulk promised the kind of stillness that came from total deprivation.

He didn’t flinch when she brought it up. The Hall had already taught him that flinching made nothing better. The hood descended over his head in a smooth, unhesitating pull. For a brief second, light still leaked in around the edges; then the fastening at the base cinched, closing around the neck just above his collar. Darkness sealed in with a muffled finality.

The sound changed instantly. The nurses’ movement became vibration more than noise, their footsteps absorbed into the padded panels. Even his own breathing felt less like air and more like pressure. The mouth panel of the hood pressed against his gag, integrating with it so fully that it felt like a single, double-thick obstruction.

The collar’s warmth was still there beneath the hood, but it was different now—less a ring around his neck and more an interior presence, the only fixed landmark in the dark. Its nodes were awake, patient. Waiting for the next spike.

Hands took his wrists again, guiding him a few steps forward. The floor’s texture changed beneath his bare soles—quilted padding now, thicker than the corridor mats. The movement stopped, and the air shifted, carrying the faint, breathless scent of canvas that had been stored too long in a sealed space.

They hadn’t spoken since breach protocol. They didn’t need to. The next stage was obvious in the way one can sense an approaching fall even in pitch black.

Hands found him in the dark with the certainty of people who had mapped this room with their bones. A palm to the back of his collar, the other to his elbow, a slight inward turn that asked his shoulders to narrow. He complied before the thought could finish forming. The hood’s lining caught and held the breath he didn’t intend, warming it until it returned to his lips as damp, recycled air. Sound existed now as pressure: boots communicating with floor through his soles, the faint drag of canvas somewhere close, a zip negotiating teeth.

“Patient E432,” a voice said—filtered by the hood into a flat nearness. “Isolation level one.”

No anger. No moral. A setting.

The floor under his feet changed again, quilted into thicker squares that told his balance to be careful. The hand at his elbow released; another took his wrist and lifted it gently away from his side. A fabric sleeve climbed his forearm—wide at first, then narrowing with a tug that seated a soft cuff at his wrist. His other arm followed, guided along a mirrored path. The hood blurred the choreography into pure sequence: lift, slide, tighten; lift, slide, tighten. The collar’s warmth stayed as a ring of certainty under all of it, the one visible landmark turned inward.

Canvas brushed his shins, then climbed. A deep, accommodating mouth yawned open around his calves and swallowed his knees. He was guided down in increments, the nurses translating gravity for him with pressure at hip and shoulder, until his body discovered the curled geometry the sack demanded. The nappy compressed against him as he folded—first a broad, padded press at the pelvis, then a closer, chastening pressure lower down as the canvas narrowed. He could feel the edges of the chastity cage seat under the pad’s weight, not painful, just incontrovertible.

“Draw in,” a nurse murmured.

He brought his knees toward his chest as far as the sack permitted. The interior was lined—quilted channels that promised warmth once his heat had time to live there. The nurses angled his ankles together and found them with built-in cuffs, soft on the inside, webbing on the outside. Snaps located their mates with blind confidence. The canvas climbed again under gloved hands, shaping his calves, then the backs of his thighs, then the bowl of his hips. The sack became more than a bag. It became a mould.

Zips spoke up both sides at once—two voices running in parallel from shin to sternum. The teeth were heavy-gauge, industrial, more felt than heard through the hood’s baffling. When they reached his midriff, the nurses paused long enough to tug him an inch deeper, eliminating slack he had not believed was there.

The collar hummed at the rear nodes, a systems check or a reminder. He held still, not because he feared punishment—punishment was a foregone conclusion—but because stillness was now the only shape that made sense.

The first strap crossed his shins. It laid itself across canvas with a seriousness that felt ceremonial, then tightened in a long, unhurried pull. Friction sang in the fibre; the buckle found its hole and settled with a second’s thought. Another strap arrived at the knees—wider, cruelly kind—pressing his legs together until the idea of separation felt like memory. A third embraced his thighs, cinching from both sides at once so his femurs learned a new definition of parallel. Each strap was followed by a palm pressed along its length, smoothing, inspecting, approving.

They had not reached his chest yet and already the sack was making him into luggage.

“Arms,” the nurse said, and the sack obligingly offered the mechanism for obedience: inner sleeves with their own cuffs at the biceps, a clever Y of webbing that drew both forearms across his shins and anchored them there. The restraint didn’t bite. It edited. His hands, mittened earlier, became suggestions under canvas—present but unimportant.

He discovered, then, the small mercy built into design: a shallow hollow at the belly for breath, an allowance cut with precision so the chest strap would compress without stealing air. The strap arrived and took its place, a broad band that wrapped him under the shoulder blades and over the sternum, pulling the sack’s sides together with a firmness that felt like a door finally closing. He breathed into the allowance and understood how much breathing he was being granted. No more.

“Align,” the other nurse said very softly, and the hood’s mouth panel pressed more securely against the gag as her hands found him. The sack’s throat drew up to meet the hood’s reinforced ring. A zip circled behind his neck; a buckle closed. For a moment he felt the collar squeezed between two intact, cooperating machines: hood above, sack below, both sealed to it as if it were a flange.

A check at his ankles—tension tested, angle corrected by a finger under each inner ankle bone—then that same finger paused, pressing a steady point of contact into skin through canvas. The touch wasn’t to soothe. It was to locate the living body inside the equipment and tell it, we know where you are; you are where we put you.

The console made a small, satisfied sound. Through the hood, the tone became a vibration in his teeth. On the other side of the dark, he pictured his lines levelling and saving: green at baseline, blue polite, amber pending, yellow purged of sin. Breach acknowledged; containment initiated.

They rolled him—not a full turn, just enough to nestle him into the padded floor’s hexagonal pattern. The world tilted and then stopped. The strap across his chest settled a fraction deeper. The sack creaked in contentment.

Air found him through the hood’s filters, a slow, dry promise that he would have enough. He could smell nothing now except himself moderated by institutional fibre: a sanctioned human scent diluted under soap and canvas, the faint cleaner’s tang that lived forever in the Hall’s lungs.

He thought her name without moving anything at all. The collar felt it in no line it could chart, and yet he was certain it knew. The rear nodes engaged, not with punishment, but with a long, patient occupation of muscle that said do not. Heat pooled at the base of his neck and stayed. He released the thought and it didn’t leave; it simply lost its edges, like a word underwater.

“Secure,” a nurse said. The other repeated it, and the repetition made it true.

A palm flattened on the crown of his hood and held there for two heartbeats—an audit stamped by touch—then withdrew. Footsteps moved away, small pressures through the floor that let him count bodies without sound. One paused at what must have been a panel. A relay closed. The room’s air changed by a degree he felt only on the strip of bare wrist inside his sleeve cuff.

The door sealed with a mechanical slide, not the magnets of his suite. The difference mattered. The magnets were house manners. This was a vault.

Silence followed, but not the empty kind. The hood made it rich: there was the rhythm of his breath; the whisper of canvas settling around a body that accepted its shape; the far, interior hum of the collar’s electronics negotiating with a heart that had learned to be good.

He tested the boundaries of his new geography. Ankles: impossible. Knees: owned. Hips: held. Chest: permitted. Throat: governed. Mouth: erased. The sack made a cradle out of his defences. The hood made a sky he could not see.

He tried to count time; the hood turned numbers into a loop. He tried to trace the corridor back to his room; the sack converted maps into warmth. He tried to remember the pitch of her voice on the last day it had belonged to him; the collar replied with a small deepening of heat at the rear pair of nodes and the idea of sound dissolved like sugar.

I did this. The thought arrived without accusation. They told me not to anticipate. I asked for what wasn’t permitted and the room became this.

He breathed in canvas, out into canvas. The sack held him in an outline that would be true in five minutes or five hours equally. The isolation wasn’t empty. It was full of decisions someone else had already made.

Through it all, the collar stayed patient. Every small rise it flattened, every incipient vibration it stilled. It would be the only language for a while. He understood that the lesson would not be about pain. It would be about subtraction.

The hood’s filters offered another measured breath. He took it obediently and gave it back. The sack creaked once, a contented, almost domestic sound. On the far side of nothing, a nurse wrote the time on a slate and left him to become it.

They didn’t rush.

That was the first cruelty.

The nurses had him poised in the narrow prep space, his wrists already directed into the sack’s inner sleeves, his body folded and half-claimed by canvas, but they paused just long enough to make the air feel ceremonial. The room seemed to hold its breath. He knew what was waiting—the folded black shape he’d glimpsed on the cabinet before the gag of light was stolen from him—but the waiting made it worse, stretched anticipation into something almost devotional.

A gloved hand rested at the base of his skull, steadying him. The other unfastened the sack’s open throat and reached for the hood.

He felt the moment before it touched him, the way one feels weather before the storm. The air cooled an instant, then thickened as the hood was lifted, unfolded, prepared. He tried to breathe deeply, but the chest strap across him permitted only a shallow rise. His lungs filled with the scent of canvas and leather polish: clean, dry, industrial. It was the smell of erasure.

“Patient E432,” the nurse intoned, voice clipped to the slate. “Hood application in progress.”

The words did not belong to him. They belonged to the room, a line in a protocol.

The first touch was soft—lining brushed over the crown of his head. For a half second it was nothing more than fabric descending like a blanket. Then the weight came: thick layers that closed over his ears, muffling the faintest rustle of gloves and zips into a pressure that hummed instead of sounded. The hood slid down in a steady draw, swallowing forehead, eyes, cheekbones. Light broke apart in fragments around the edges of the fabric, then vanished altogether.

Darkness sealed him.

He had known dark before—lights dimmed in the suite, blindfolds fitted in the chair—but this was different. This was not the absence of light. This was the presence of something thicker, more final, an architecture of dark engineered to resist even imagination.

He drew breath in reflex. Air arrived through twin filter ports at the front, colder than the room had been, tasted faintly of disinfectant. Each inhale sounded interior, as though pulled from within his own skull, not the world outside. His exhale dampened instantly, rebounding into his lips as moisture.

The gag grew heavier. The hood had an internal mouth panel that seated over it, pressing the leather already inside his lips more firmly back into place. What had been a gag became a double obstruction, seamless, airtight. The muscles of his jaw flexed, searching for a fraction more space, and found only the hood pressing back, indifferent.

“Seal confirmed,” the second nurse said.

Hands moved at his neck, where the base of the hood interfaced with the collar. A broad strap drew tight, just above the electronic rim, sandwiching it between hood and sack. He felt the gel lining squeezed momentarily closer against his skin, then adjust, warming again, embracing this new intimacy. The collar didn’t object to the hood. It welcomed it, another layer to enforce its will.

He tried to listen. The instinct was absurd—there was nothing to listen to—but his ears still strained in the muffled dark. What they found instead was his own blood, heavy and slow, drumming in tympanic pulses. The nurses’ movements registered only as vibrations transmitted through the hood’s fabric: pressure here, a tug there, the faint tremor of buckles being threaded. It made him hyper-aware of his body as an object in other hands.

A hand flattened briefly over the crown of the hood. Not a correction. Not a caress. A check, pressing down just firmly enough to test alignment. The sack’s throat zipped upward, meeting the hood’s lower seam with a close, decisive sound he felt more than heard. A buckle engaged behind his head. The hood and sack had become a single continuous enclosure.

“Breath filter active,” the lead nurse reported to the console.

He tried to measure his breath against the filter’s ration. It wasn’t tight enough to deny him air, but it was close enough to make each inhale feel permitted rather than natural. Oxygen wasn’t free anymore; it had been sanctioned, portioned. He discovered a new dependency in the simple act of breathing.

His chest strained once, panic climbing the strap in a surge that lifted the amber trace in his imagination. The collar felt it, responded instantly—rear nodes clamping in a sharp contraction that drove his chin forward. He gasped into the filter, swallowing the taste of antiseptic, and the nodes released. The message was unmistakable: breathe as we have taught you.

He obeyed.

The blackness gave his thoughts no walls. They slipped loose, colliding with each other, too large now for the containment of posture. He tried to hold Sabine’s image there, tried to pin it sharp against the dark, but memory blurred in the hood’s silence. Her mouth was clear, the shape of it around his name, but the sound dissolved before it could settle. Sabine. Even inside his own head it felt less true, distorted by the muffling fabric.

A small, strangled panic rose. If I can’t hear her here, will I ever again?

The collar answered with a slow warming at the front nodes, not cruel, just steady. The sensation was almost tender, as though reminding him: you don’t need her voice. You only need us.

Shame followed the panic. He tried to tell himself it had only been a name, a slip, nothing more. But the hood made that excuse feel pitiful. The Hall treated the name as breach, as contamination. And hadn’t it been? Even whispered into leather, it had carried enough power to bring this ritual down on him. I couldn’t even keep her name safe.

The sack creaked faintly as the last strap was drawn. He felt the compression spread through his limbs, locking him into the hood’s new world. The nurses’ hands withdrew, leaving only the fabric, the straps, the muffled weight. Their silence was more absolute than any reprimand.

Time grew viscous. His body became the only clock: each breath a mark, each correction a tick. He tried again to picture her—Sabine in the flat they had once shared, Sabine in the mirror room, Sabine’s hand on his shoulder. But the images slipped, replaced by the steady black hum. His mind stuttered at the edges of memory.

“Proceed to sack,” the nurse’s voice said at last, transmitted through the hood as a vibration without tone.

He shuddered. He had thought he was already in the sack. But no—the hood was only stage one.

Hands returned, tightening straps across thighs, chest, arms, ensuring no slack had crept in during application. The hood’s base was pressed again, checked against the sack’s throat, the collar caught between them like a joint. Everything aligned. He was ready for the next subtraction.

Under his bare soles, the vinyl became a quilt of thick, padded squares—give under pressure, recovery in a second, like walking on a mattress trained to behave. Hands—gloved, unhurried—turned him by the elbow until his shins met canvas. Even through the hood the scent rose up: dry fibre, a memory of detergent, a ghost of storage. The opening of the sack waited against his legs like a patient mouth.

“Ankles,” a voice said, as neutral as a checklist.

They lifted one foot, slid it into the throat of the sack, then the other. The interior lining surprised him—soft, quilted channels that guided his calves inward and, with a nudge at each malleolus, corrected the angle at which he would be allowed to rest. Built-in cuffs found his ankles with blind certainty. The inner suede kissed bone; the outer webbing tightened and flattened under a smoothing palm until it looked—as he imagined it must on the slate—correct.

He was folded by stages, gravity translated by professional touch. A firm pressure at the back of his knee; another at the hip; a guiding hand on the hooded crown that was not a push so much as a statement of where his head belonged. His thighs met his chest. The nappy’s bulk pressed forward, an unavoidable centre of gravity, chastity caged beneath it and made irrelevant by canvas. The chest strap he already wore took on a new purpose: it taught him how wide he was allowed to breathe in a space designed to make width obsolete.

“Ankles secured,” the nurse reported to the air. Tick.

The sack rose past his calves. A zip began low near his shins, heavy-gauge teeth meeting with a dry, purposeful union that travelled upward in a clean seam. The sound was more felt than heard, a long vibration through fabric into bone. It paused at mid-tibia just long enough for a hand to intrude and remove momentary slack with a single, practical tug at the canvas—then climbed again.

“Draw in,” said the second nurse, and he did, bringing his knees toward his sternum until the protest in his thighs became a full-body hum. The lining’s quilting received the new angles as if it had been stitched to his measurements.

“Wrists.”

The inner sleeves unfolded from somewhere within the sack’s belly—two soft tubes that swallowed his forearms to the elbow. His hands, already mittened, were positioned across his shins, palms facing inwards by design rather than choice. Cuffs lay waiting inside the sleeves where he could not see them; buckles engaged by touch. A Y-shaped webbing harness drew his forearms into the curve of his legs, removing the possibility of his hands being hands. A nurse traced the line of the webbing with her gloved palm to check for twists, then pressed down lightly on both his wrists at once. It didn’t hurt. It ended the discussion.

“Knees aligned,” came the next flat pronouncement. A broad strap slid under both thighs and settled there like a plank. The pull was long and measured, friction singing through the webbing until the strap clamped his legs into parallelism that felt like an idea more than a posture. The buckle took three deliberate holes; the excess tail was folded under and palmed smooth. Shame and relief flickered in the same breath—shame at the intimacy of being arranged, relief that someone else knew how tight he needed to be to stop wanting to move.

He breathed in through the hood’s filters and tasted the building’s lungs: antiseptic, dry, rationed. The collar’s gel rim held faithful heat at the base of his neck, a ring inside a ring where hood, collar, and sack had been cinched to cooperate. This is a system, he thought, not unkindly. I am the thing the system holds.

The zip moved again, travelling up his thighs, over the swell of the nappy. The nurses didn’t pretend not to notice the way the canvas met that bulk; they didn’t comment either. A single, firm flattening palm repositioned the pad so it would sit true once the upper straps came. The gesture was clinical, unembarrassed, and that made his face heat under the hood all the more. He couldn’t swallow the heat. The gag and the hood conspired to make each swallow a small, damp theatre in the dark.

“Inner seam locked,” the lead confirmed. The word locked dropped into him with an almost medicinal calm.

He tried to think of her name to anchor himself. Sab— The collar answered at once, front nodes deepening their hold, not vicious, simply there, until the syllable dissolved into shape without sound. He let the thought go. The sack accepted the surrender by offering more surface to be taken.

“Chest.”

A strap as broad as a hand crossed him below the shoulder blades and over the sternum. The nurses drew from both sides at once, a duet of tightening. He felt the lining shift to accommodate the smaller breath that would henceforth be allowed. Instinct tried for a larger inhale; the strap corrected his ambition without malice. The hood’s filter delivered exactly enough air to meet the new measure. The collar warmed at the rear nodes with a patience that read as approval.

“Arms confirmed.” Tick. “Breath unrestricted.” Another tick, and the smallest pause, as if the room were nodding.

He mapped the sack around him in the only way left: by pressure. Ankles—claimed. Calves—shaped. Knees—silenced. Thighs—owned. Wrists—removed from meaning. Chest—taught. The quilting under his spine was softer than he had expected. It made him aware of heat gathering where his body touched itself: inner arms against shins, thighs against belly, nappy firm between.

“Outer seam.” The second zip began, twin to the first, riding up from ankles to sternum in perfect parallel. The double wall closed his world into a single temperature. Canvas creaked as it settled, flex then stillness, and he went with it because there was nowhere else to go.

“Wrists confirmed,” the nurse repeated, the way one signs off a circuit. A final check: a finger slipped between strap and canvas at knee and thigh, found no slack, withdrew. Another hand pressed the hood’s base into the sack’s throat, testing the seal around the collar. All three components agreed in a silent, collective answer.

His heart misbehaved once—just once—at the thought of time. How long? The collar’s rear pair closed that question down with a low, surrounding pressure that felt less like punishment than a demonstration of capacity. He breathed, small and civil. The sack held him the way a building holds a door shut against weather: not to be cruel, but to be right.

“Ankles secured. Knees aligned. Wrists confirmed,” the nurse recited again for the record, and the repetition made the ritual sound complete.

He found himself grateful for the exactness even as it humiliated him. Exactness meant there was a way to be in this. He could be that way. He could be good at it.

The strap across his thighs settled deeper with a tiny, satisfied creak. The nurses’ hands withdrew to fetch the next layer of correction. He lay curved into himself, smelling canvas and his own clean skin moderated by institution, listening to the sack become the room and the room become the rule.

I exist to fit, he thought, and the collar stayed warm.

The sack did not hurry. It closed him one decision at a time, and each decision became the whole world while it lasted.

The first was the ankles.

The built-in cuffs had already seized bone with that uncanny confidence of design, suede padding on the inside, webbing teeth on the outside. But the nurses were not content with design. They made a ritual of it. One knelt at his feet and tugged each strap in turn, listening with her hands. He felt the pressure shift—first gentle, then insistent, then final—as the buckles notched down one hole further than he thought possible. She smoothed the tails flat along the canvas, pressing her palm in long strokes that erased any bubble of slack.

“Ankles secured,” she murmured, not to him, but to the slate, a line in a record.

The words landed in him like a nail. He wasn’t being spoken to. He was being spoken about.

Above the ankles came the knees.

A wide strap slid under the fold of his legs, broad as a hand and twice as heavy. Two gloved hands pulled from either side at once, not jerking, not testing—drawing steadily, as though they had eternity to reach the correct tension. He felt his thighs collapse into each other, the joint of his knees forced into exact parallel. The strap tightened until bone learned the concept of symmetry, and then it kept tightening a little more, teaching the muscles to accept.

The buckle clamped. The excess webbing was tucked away, invisible. A palm flattened across both knees, pressing down until they belonged to the sack rather than to him.

“Knees aligned.” Another entry in the record.

He tried to draw a deeper breath at that moment, a subconscious rebellion against what was happening to his lower body, and discovered the chest strap waiting to remind him of its limit. His lungs swelled half a fraction too far, ribs pressing against the band, and the collar noted the spike with a small pulse at the rear nodes. The warmth there spread like a shadow until he released the breath and came back to measure.

Even breathing is theirs, he thought. Even this.

The thighs were next.

A second broad strap looped beneath his upper legs, heavy enough to feel like furniture moving into place. It passed under him, over him, then under again, lashing his body to the sack’s bulk. This one did not ask him to collapse inward. It asked him to flatten. To remove all daylight between thigh and canvas. The nurses pulled in counterpoint, one adjusting the angle at his hip while the other tightened the buckle. He could feel the way their gloves pinched fabric, dragged it smooth, corrected tiny imperfections he could not even perceive.

“Theta angle… correct,” one of them said quietly, for the slate. The language was clinical, geometry and compliance. It was not a phrase meant for human ears.

Heat gathered where thighs pressed into belly, where arms pressed into shins. Sweat beaded under the hood, ran down into the gag, pooled at the chin panel. He swallowed, or thought he did; the hood made every swallow feel like a rehearsal in isolation.

Now the arms.

The inner sleeves had taken his forearms, but now the outer harness translated containment into certainty. Straps crossed over the webbing that already held him, binding wrist to shin, shin to torso, until his hands were not merely misplaced but irrelevant. He felt his own fingers twitch against mittened fabric, a movement without meaning. The nurse’s hand traced the line of the strap, pausing at his wrist, pressing firmly once before continuing. The gesture reminded him of being checked for circulation—except circulation was no longer the point. Ownership was.

“Wrists confirmed.”

Each word in the log struck him differently than the straps themselves. The straps were intimate, tactile, shaming; the words were final, as though they were already history.

The waist strap came as a surprise. He had thought chest and thighs were enough, but the Hall was exacting. A narrow band threaded across his midsection, drawing him tighter into foetal curl, compressing stomach against thighs until digestion itself felt supervised. The buckle snapped, the strap creaked, the nurse tugged once more to hear the friction sing.

“Core secured.”

That phrase broke something inside him. He hadn’t known his torso could be described as “core,” hadn’t known there was a category of self beneath identity. Yet here it was, logged into permanence.

The canvas groaned faintly as the nurses leaned into the final checks. He felt the whole sack shift around him, settling into its own geometry. Each strap tightened again—not much, just the smallest refinement, but enough that his body learned a new stillness with every correction. Ankles tighter, knees flatter, thighs cleaner, chest narrower, wrists absent, waist folded. He could measure his entire existence in half-inch adjustments of webbing.

Air came through the hood’s filters in long, rationed pulls. It was cool, antiseptic, and smelled faintly of rubber. His exhale fogged the gag, rebounded warm into his lips, then diffused into the hood’s padding. He imagined his carbon dioxide leaving in a steady thread, logged somewhere on a console. He was alive only by permission.

And underneath it all, humiliation carried its own heat.

The way the sack pressed his nappy into his pelvis, turning it into a bulge rather than an undergarment. The way his chastity cage seated uncomfortably under the pad’s bulk, squeezed tighter each time the nurses adjusted straps at his hips. The way sweat pooled under his thighs and back, dampening the quilt lining until it clung to him like skin. Every adjustment announced him, silently, as an object being perfected for storage.

Shame and arousal came in the same pulse. He tried to separate them, but the sack’s pressure made that impossible. Every correction was intimate, clinical, cruelly affectionate. Every buckle pulled him further from Sabine and deeper into F408.

The nurses stepped back for a moment. He felt the absence of hands as acutely as the touch itself. The canvas creaked in small, domestic sighs as it settled. He realised then that the sack was not temporary restraint. It was a room. A skin. An architecture designed for him alone.

“Ankles secured. Knees aligned. Thighs corrected. Wrists confirmed. Core secured.” The litany repeated, full and final. Each phrase an obituary for part of his body.

He breathed once more, shallow and obedient. The collar approved with patient warmth.

In the silence that followed, Elias understood the real lesson: there was no slack left in him anywhere. Not in straps, not in thought, not in the memory of her voice.

The straps had made him theirs, but the hood and sack were not yet one system. There was still, in the smallest of margins, a sense of separation — that his head floated above his body, that maybe, if he strained enough, there was an outline of self distinct from the casing. The nurses seemed to know this. They had always known.

Gloved hands returned to his neck. The pressure of one lifted the weight of the hood slightly; the other drew the throat of the sack higher. He felt the canvas rise, swallowing him further, closing around the collar as if the collar itself were a hinge.

The zip travelled up the back of his hood, a tight metal song felt more than heard. Teeth found teeth, closing sack to hood, fabric to fabric, leaving only a narrow seam where his throat had once been free.

“Seal to base,” one nurse announced, matter-of-fact.

The strap followed, thicker than the rest, reinforced for permanence. It wrapped the circumference of his neck, layering over the hood’s own fastening, pressing the gel ring of the collar into his flesh until the warmth there spread in two directions. The tug at the buckle drew leather flush against canvas, canvas against padding, padding against skin. No light. No slack. No division.

“Seal confirmed.”

The words did not acknowledge him. They acknowledged each other. The sentence was not reassurance; it was record.

Air shifted. He hadn’t noticed until that moment that he had been breathing room air as much as filtered. Now the seal forced all inhalations through the hood’s twin vents. The taste of antiseptic deepened. Every breath was drier, more processed, like drinking air through cloth. His lungs recognised it instantly as rationed.

He tried an experimental deeper breath, just to test the system. The chest strap resisted first; then the filters hissed faintly against the pull, refusing to offer more than their allocation. He coughed into the gag — or tried to — but the sound became pressure, muffled before it was born. His throat worked uselessly under leather and padding.

The collar noticed. A rear node pulsed once, concise, an underline to the lesson: do not exceed what is given.

He exhaled obediently. The air warmed as it left, gathered in the chamber in front of his mouth, then passed through the filter outward. He imagined the monitor on the nurses’ slate: steady green line, respiration logged, compliance charted. Even his failure to cough had been data.

“Breath filter active,” came the next calm announcement.

Gloved fingers tapped along the hood’s seams, each buckle checked. A tug at the crown, a press at the jaw, a final smoothing stroke across the base where hood met sack. The nurses treated him not like a man inside equipment, but like equipment itself — a unit under inspection, to be tested for leaks and found intact.

He tried to hold onto Sabine’s voice as anchor, whispered it inside the gag where no one could hear: Sabine. The hood swallowed the sound. Even to himself, the syllables dissolved, muffled to vibration, shapeless. It was like trying to remember a song underwater. The memory blurred, became uncertain: had her voice been low? Had it trembled, or was that his wish?

The collar intervened again, front nodes spreading their steady heat, not punishing this time but enveloping, replacing. The warmth felt almost consoling. As though telling him: You don’t need her voice. You have ours now.

Panic rushed in for a moment, fast and bright. What if I forget? His chest strained against its strap, ribs pressing uselessly outward, hood filters dragging too little air. The collar pulsed hard, a double correction at rear and front, and the panic collapsed into shallow obedience. He gasped, measured, survived. The question slipped away, incomplete.

The sack absorbed him further. Its outer zips closed higher up the torso, meeting the hood at crown and chin. A buckle drew down under the chin, another at the occiput. He was cinched not just to contain, but to join — head to chest, chest to waist, waist to thigh, thigh to ankle. A single line of pressure, unbroken.

The nurses repeated the ritual of smoothing, tugging, palming straps flat. He felt each check as a confirmation that the system recognised him, not as Elias, but as F408—an object shaped correctly, sealed appropriately.

“Seal integrity: stable.” Another entry for the slate.

He realised with a kind of horrified awe that he was breathing in rhythm now, not because he chose to, but because the filters dictated tempo. The hiss in, the dry exhale out, the collar’s patient warmth — together they had become a metronome. His body obeyed without question.

Sweat built under the hood, ran down into the gag, pooled along his chin and neck. He swallowed reflexively; the gag absorbed, muffled, contained. Saliva trickled downward, dampening padding, joining sweat. He was marinating in himself, the sack sealing it close, the hood refusing release. It felt obscene, intimate. The thought of being discovered like this — soaked, gagged, obedient — made his groin throb in its prison. Shame surged, and with it, arousal he could neither hide nor satisfy.

He remembered her again, Sabine. Tried to imagine her looking at him like this. Sometimes the fantasy soothed him: that she watched from behind the glass, pleased. Other times it ruined him: that she wasn’t watching, that she had already signed him away. The sack gave him no way to decide which truth was worse.

His breath fogged again, rebounded. He couldn’t smell her perfume anymore, couldn’t summon its shape in memory. All he had was antiseptic.

“Integration complete,” a nurse said at last.

A hand pressed the crown of his hood again, firm, holding him down for two long beats of his heart. It felt like a stamp. A brand. He was sealed, certified, archived.

The nurses withdrew. The canvas creaked as the sack settled fully, straps humming with residual tension. The collar stayed warm, constant, its hum the only sound in the silence. Elias was no longer separate parts: gagged head, restrained body, collared throat. He was a unit, a sealed specimen in the Hall’s taxonomy.

And in the darkness, pressed on all sides, he wondered if maybe this had been the point all along: not to silence him, not even to punish, but to integrate him into something greater, until the difference between him and equipment no longer mattered.

He breathed the next rationed inhale. It came antiseptic, dry, necessary. The collar approved.

They made the seal into a promise by testing it.

A palm landed on his shoulder through the canvas, found the strap that bound chest to sack, and pressed. The pressure translated through quilting into bone. It was not a shove; it was a measurement. Another hand joined the first lower down at his hip, a counter-pressure that set a diagonal across him. The sack creaked softly, a domestic sound that felt obscene in context, like a bedsheet being straightened over a body that could not move.

“Load test,” a nurse said to the slate. “Begin.”

The world tilted.

Not much—just a careful roll to his left, then back to centre, then to his right. The canvas bore him like a cradle; the straps sang their small, fibrous song; the quilt lining slid a fraction and then held. He learned immediately what could not be learned any other way: there was no give. Ankles: nothing. Knees: nothing. Thighs: a suggestion of motion that ended where the buckle declared the end. The chest strap translated tilt into pressure across his sternum, reminding his ribs of the correct size of breath. His wrists, crossed and bound into the curve of his shins, were simply gone from the mathematics of the room.

“No slack detected.”

“Seam integrity stable.”

The hood turned their voices into nearness without tone, a felt speech that lived in the fabric rather than the air. He tried to nod—to confess receipt of the information—and discovered that the hood-sack collar seam made nodding a concept rather than an action. The ring at his throat was the fulcrum of everything; above and below were obedient to it.

They rolled him further, this time enough that the weight of his own body tested the waist strap. The band answered with a decisive refusal. His belly pressed into his thighs; the nappy’s bulk wedged him home, the chastity cage beneath seated uncomfortably but unarguably. He fought the impulse to drag air and received the collar’s warning instead: a firm, surrounding contraction at the rear nodes, a no that required no vocabulary to understand. He breathed where permission lived.

“Breath within bounds,” the other nurse logged. “Continue.”

They pressed on joints with small, knowledgeable touches. A thumb found the inside ankle bone through quilt and lingered until skin knew it had been named. Fingers walked the knee strap looking for mischief and found none. A knuckle rode the ridge of his tibia and then flattened a webbing tail with a single, contented sweep. Upward, a palm spread across his thigh and pressed down, forcing the muscle to acknowledge canvas. At his chest, the same palm translated a human gesture into a mechanical one, pushing not him but the system he inhabited.

“Pose verified,” someone said. It was almost gentle.

Time hiccupped. The hood stole clocks; the collar imposed them. He began to anticipate the corrections, and the text from earlier—Do Not Anticipate—flashed in memory as though embossed on the inside of the hood. He tried to surrender into the tilt before it came; the collar read the readiness in his neck and pulsed lightly, a tap that said let us have the choice. He stopped even that.

They rolled him again, this time letting gravity hold him on his side for three whole breaths. The quilt lining warmed quickly where his weight met it; sweat made a tacky seal between him and the fabric. The strap across his chest bit a shade deeper, not angrily, just fact. By the third breath the filters had their rhythm back, and he was a metronome obedient to a conductor he could not see.

“Side hold tolerated,” the nurse noted. “Return to supine.”

The world set itself level. The sack creaked, then quietened. A hand walked the length of the thigh strap, counting by tactile landmarks only it knew. Another followed the chest strap to its buckle and pressed the tongue deeper by a single hole. He felt the strap’s fibres take a new set, as if they had been waiting for permission to settle.

“Increment,” the nurse said. “Chest minus one.”

He pictured the entry on the slate in his head: E432 chest strap tension increased by one hole; response compliant; respiration managed by filter. The formality of the imagined sentence soothed him even as it tightened him. If there were words, then there was a place in the system for this. If there was a place, he could be inside it correctly.

The hood warmed under his breath. He tasted antiseptic; he tasted himself. Saliva slid from the gag down the inner padding and into the soft cradle beneath his chin. The sack insisted he notice his body as a set of conditions rather than a set of choices. Thirst was a condition. Heat was a condition. The slow insistent pressure at his groin where the nappy’s padding met the cage was a condition, too—humiliating, persistent, impossible to name aloud.

He thought her name instead, an old reflex. The hood made the thought too loud in the silence and the collar came down harder than before—rear and front together—until the idea dissolved like a lump in a solution. The correction did not need pain to succeed; it needed duration. It held for the length of two breaths, then eased as if pleased.

“Neck response adequate,” a voice near his shoulder said. The language pared him down to a measurement and, obscenely, there was comfort in that.

A new sequence began, one he recognised by feel from the chair: micro-provocations, micro-corrections. The nurse placed two fingers against the side of the sack where his ribs flared; the touch was light, exploratory. His breathing rose to meet it, the blue line in his imagination inching up. The collar answered with a soft pressure at the front, a hand’s worth of heat that encouraged the line back down. The fingers withdrew. The collar eased. Lesson completed.

Then the fingers pressed near his larynx through the layering, not sharply, but with intent. Instinct pushed a hum into his throat before he even caught himself. The yellow trace in his head leapt; the collar snapped shut at the front nodes, stopping the sound before it became anything at all.

“Voice-trigger intact,” the nurse logged, satisfaction invisible but present in the efficiency of her movement. “Suppression sustained.”

They did it again and again, in different orders, with different intervals, until reactivity itself bored of the game and slid off him. His body learned to offer the flat line before the collar had to produce it. The warmth at his neck became less of a pressure and more of a habitat.

It was not all correction. There were approvals, too—small gifts the system gave him for being what it wanted. After a particularly even sequence—breaths compliant, heart unremarkable, throat inert—the front nodes released a little of their heat, a loosening that felt almost like a hand stroking down from the base of his throat to the notch above his sternum. It was nothing anyone could have seen. It was everything his body craved. He breathed into the sensation like a treat.

“Reinforcement delivered,” the nurse said, confirming that even comfort arrived as protocol.

They rolled him onto his side again, but farther this time, completing a slow half-turn that made the world a soft-walled centrifuge. Blood moved in his head; the hood made it louder. He swallowed against the gag, found the swallow had nowhere to go, and accepted that, too. The sack’s straps pulled different lines under gravity; each found its hold. A hand tested the knee strap where it crossed the patella, then lingered a fraction too long, as if listening for whatever passed for a heartbeat under canvas. He felt seen and not seen at once.

His mind tried for time and failed. It tried for Sabine and found the shape of her mouth without the sound. It tried for his name and ended up with a number. He let the number sit at the centre of his thought like a pebble in a pond: E432. The ripples calmed more quickly than he expected. The collar approved. The sack approved. The hood breathed back.

“Isolation level one maintained,” the nurse said. “Hold until notified.”

He felt the instruction enter the room and settle like temperature. Hold. He could do that. He had been built for it.

They stopped touching him. The absence of hands was as absolute as the seal. The room’s character changed—no scuff of soles through the floor, no slate being raised. The only things left were his engineered breath, the quiet canvas music of his own containment, and the patient hum under his skin where the collar lived.

He tested the edges of this new universe with thought very carefully, like running a tongue along a newly placed crown. Move? No. Speak? No. Remember? The collar warmed, a hint rather than a blow, and he understood the preference. Be here, the heat implied. Be nothing but here.

A long minute—an hour—arrived and left. The hood ensured there was no practical difference. Sweat cooled, then warmed again. The quilt lining took his shape and would give it back later, perhaps, if there was a later. He felt owned by the geometry. He found, in the embarrassed privacy of his own head, that there was relief in that.

The straps murmured as they settled deeper into their decisions. He had become baggage done properly: tested, tagged, stored. Somewhere beyond the hood, a pen would be writing it down in words that would outlast the sensation: Breach contained. Patient E432—immobilisation and correction successful.

He breathed his rationed air and let the correction become not interruption but climate. The collar held him at the centre of the weather it made. The sack kept him. The hood curated his world to the size of a chest’s rise and fall.

No slack detected. No seam failed. No sound permitted.

And, to his own crawling shame and strange, soft gratitude, no choice required.

At first there was the crispness of new containment: the sharp awareness of each strap, the way the hood’s filters portioned every breath, the collar’s patient warmth insisting on tempo. That clarity didn’t last. Containment ceased to be a set of edges and became a weather system. It moved through him rather than around him.

He learned the map of himself by heat.

Heat where forearms lay welded to shins. Heat in the hollow between thigh and belly where the nappy’s padding sat implacable. Heat at the base of his skull where the hood hugged the ring of the collar, and deeper heat beneath the ring, the slow, regulated tide of the nodes as they negotiated with his nerves. The rest of him cooled in comparison. Even the air felt cool as it arrived, antiseptic and thin through the filters, a ration he accepted without argument.

Time dissolved at the edges, then in the middle.

He tried to count breaths. Ten, twenty, fifty—each one identical to the last until the numbers turned on him and became a second gag. He abandoned arithmetic and tried to listen instead. The hood made sound into touch: the faint thrum of something electrical translated as a pressure against the crown; the scrape of webbing far away became a vibration under his ribs; somewhere, a relay kissed its mate and the kiss travelled to him as the smallest tap on canvas. None of it helped. If anything, the confirmations of life outside made his interior feel larger and more formless.

Saliva gathered and chose its own path. He felt it pool at the back of his tongue against the spoon of the gag, learned to breathe around it, then felt it break and wander down into padding along his chin. The damp cooled, warmed, cooled again, a small tidal zone under his mouth. He tried not to mind it. He tried not to want to swallow harder than the hood allowed. Wanting was a form of movement; movement had been abolished.

The collar intervened so gently he almost missed it. A small deepening of warmth at the rear nodes corrected an unregistered rise in heart rate. He adjusted his breath back to the given pace. The warmth eased. Approval, then. He chased the feeling like a child chases sunbeams, and the collar taught him not to chase—let us bring it to you—with a firmer, longer pulse that emptied him of the impulse to reach.

He thought her name.

Not aloud. The lesson of the yellow trace was too well learned for that. He thought it the way one touches a scar under clothes. Sabine. The syllables formed and dissolved without sound. He tried to attach them to a picture: a mouth, a line of jaw, the clean cruelty of her gaze. But the hood dragged at the image as if the dark had a gravity of its own. He found her lips and lost the voice that animated them. He found the weight of her hand on his shoulder and lost what she had said. Was it lower? Was it warmer? The questions arrived with spikes attached; the collar clipped them off, one by one, until they were too blunt to harm even him.

Do not anticipate. The text from the other room was stamped somewhere behind his eyes. He obeyed it here in the only way left: he stopped reaching into the past. The present, at least, had rules. The present had straps and straps kept promises. The past was sloppy. The past leaked.

He tried, once, to count the tightening pulses that rose from the collar when his breath went ragged remembering Isla’s whisper in the training hall. The count failed by the third pulse. Not because the device refused to let him measure—because the purpose of the pulses had already been achieved. The rise was gone. The memory became a shape without weight, a picture he could carry only if he forgot why he had picked it up.

At some point, sweat found the seam of his spine and ran under the quilt lining to his coccyx, where it stalled and waited for gravity to make a decision. He discovered that even that uncertainty could occupy a whole minute. Maybe an hour. He followed the droplet with his attention because it was easier than following his own name, which had begun to feel like a riddle with too many wrong answers. Elias. The letters were separate stones now, round and smooth, rolling away inside his head. The number in the corner of some imagined screen was easier. E432. Numbers didn’t ask to be loved. They asked to be correct.

He drifted. Not sleep—sleep required surrender to something unmonitored. This was drift with supervision. The collar kept him skimming along a surface where thought could blur but not sink. Half-dreams tried to bloom and the nodes trimmed them back to hedges. A room with mirrors; a hand on the back of his neck; the sound of a chair being wheeled across vinyl—each time a rise, each time a correction. In the end the half-dreams learned not to risk the attempt. They hovered just out of reach like fish in cloudy water. He watched their shadows and felt grateful they lacked the courage to come closer.

Somewhere beyond the hood a nurse must have checked a slate. He felt it as a change in pressure near his hip, a gravitational assent as a gloved palm pressed canvas down for a second and left. The brief contact certified his existence the way a stamp certifies paper. Still here. Still sealed. The thought came without heat now. The first time he had been certified he had flushed with shame. Now, the record comforted. Records meant order, and order meant there was a place for the shape he had become.

He found a way to be sensual without being disobedient. He treated the sack’s pressure as texture rather than invitation. The strap over his thighs was a heavy line he could lay his idea of himself against and feel the edges. The chest band was a horizon he could point his breath toward and arrive exactly at its border. Even the nappy became a field of sensation he could map with honesty: warm here, heavy there, pressed here, tolerated there. Arousal lived, but as a trace. It rose in tiny, dismal increments at the thought of being looked at like this—hooded, gagged, useless—and each increment flattened with quiet efficiency until all that remained was a warm, obedient ache that belonged to the sack more than to him.

Once, a panicked thought punched through: What if they forget me? The hood made the question enormous; the collar made it small. Rear and front together, slow and inexorable, turning the panic into a fact. If they forget you, you will still breathe this way. If they remember you, you will still breathe this way. The answer was more soothing than any reassurance would have been. Choice had been extracted. Relief flooded the space it left.

He understood then why the Hall loved hoods and sacks—not for cruelty, not primarily. For clarity. The world shrank until the only remaining tasks were to breathe and be held, and he could excel at both. I exist to fit, he thought again, and this time no correction followed. The collar warmed as though it agreed.

The filters dried his mouth steadily. The gag’s spoon harvested his saliva and fed it to padding. Thirst became an acquaintance he could tolerate as long as it stayed formal. Somewhere, a schedule would bring water. Schedules honoured good behaviour. He had a schedule face now, even with a hood on.

He drifted into a memory—not of Sabine, not even of Isla—but of the wall monitor’s lines. The perfect horizontals had been lovelier than any face. He pictured them here, laid over the dark like threads. Green steady, blue regular, amber muted, yellow gone to nil. He practised being those lines, and the collar rewarded him with a loosening that felt like a hand lifting off his throat. He nearly cried at the gentleness of it. The hood ate the impulse and left no trace.

He tried—quietly—to imagine his body outside the sack and failed. The straps had rewritten his geometry. Limbs that once joined with their own vocabulary now conjugated only as canvas required. Ankles knew buckle before they knew bone. Knees knew aligned before they knew hinge. Wrists knew confirmed. Chest knew minus one. The lexicon made humiliation feel like literacy. He had learned a language and was being graded kindly for fluency.

He might have slept then. Or he might simply have drifted into a region of stillness so exact that it looked like sleep from outside. When he came back to himself—if he had been gone at all—his cheeks were damp where breath had condensed and cooled, and the sack’s quilt had printed a faint grid into the tops of his thighs. He catalogued both facts as if to a nurse and found the act easing. Moisture present. Pressure marks noted. The imagined pen ticked an imagined box. He was both patient and clerk, perfectly unnecessary to the outcome either way.

A relay kissed its mate again. Pressure like a fingertip at his hip. Air moved differently for a second and returned to its previous recipe. He offered the only response permitted—remain—and was rewarded by nothing happening. Nothing had become a lavish gift.

He tried the name one last time. Not hers. His. Just to see if it still fit. The letters arrived out of order, then in order, then as letters only. He let them float. The number came unbidden and sat in the centre of him with calm gravity. E432. He loved it a little for how little it asked.

At some unmeasured point—five minutes, five hours—the sack loosened not at all and yet he felt looser inside it. The difference lay not in equipment but in permission. He had stopped offering resistance so small he hadn’t known he was making it. The discovery made him almost laugh. The hood turned the impulse into a hotter breath against padding and the filters drank it down. Nothing on any console would have spiked.

He didn’t notice when the nurses returned until the slightest succession of floor-pressures found him through padding. The hand that settled briefly at his sternum could have been a trick of memory, but it wasn’t. Two beats only, then gone. The collar stayed exactly as it had been. He understood the touch to be neither comfort nor test. It was simply a present-tense verb: are.

He breathed the next ration of air and gave it back. The sack held him at the size he had chosen—no, not chosen. Accepted. The hood made acceptance feel like depth rather than lack. He drifted there, not as a man in waiting, but as a number at rest.

You did this, a thought said without blame. You asked for a rule you couldn’t break. They gave it to you. The thought should have wounded. It didn’t. It joined the others in the quiet and went on breathing.

When the world changed again, it would do so without warning. He knew that now as intimately as he knew the straps across his thighs. For the moment, there was only this honest weather: antiseptic air in, warm air out; the collar’s low tide; the quilted cradle; the unseeable, unarguable fact of being held.

He let the fact be enough.

The world didn’t end; it altered.

The first change was a pressure outside him becoming a pressure on him: footsteps written through the floor into the sack’s quilting, a weight of attention collecting over his ribs the way weather gathers over a field. A hand settled at his sternum and stayed for two heartbeats. Present. Counted. The collar didn’t change its warmth; the filters kept their ration. Somewhere above his crown, a relay clicked and the room breathed differently by a single, deliberate degree.

“E432,” a voice said, as if reading the label on a crate. “Extraction.”

Not the end of punishment. Merely the next movement.

Gloves spoke in sequence. The strap across his chest released first—one hole back, then the tongue eased from the buckle—and the world expanded by the width of a rib. It didn’t feel like freedom; it felt like air remembered. The thigh strap loosened a fraction; the knees were granted the grace of a millimetre each; his ankles were touched and told not yet. The harness at his forearms slackened and then remained. They were careful where they allowed space to return.

“Chest plus one,” the nurse logged. “Knees hold. Ankles hold.”

Zips travelled. He felt the teeth part up his torso, two lines of decision undoing themselves with the clean satisfaction of a suture removed from healed skin. Cold room air slipped into the vertical seam and found sweat; the first touch of it made him flinch inside an obedience he had believed complete. The collar noticed and pressed at the rear nodes until flinch and breath became synonyms not opposites.

The sack’s throat stayed married to the hood a little longer, confirming that the system did not trust his head to be a head yet. The outer seam opened to the sternum; the inner followed. Quilting unpeeled from his arms. The weight across his thighs eased again, and he learned that even mercy could be method: nothing rushed, everything announced to the slate.

“Circulation check.”

Fingerpads walked his calves through canvas, paused at the backs of his knees, pressed and counted. Another hand tested the fleshy web between thumb and index finger where it lay hidden by the inner sleeve; a small pinch, the tiniest sting, a beat, then a release. He recognised capillary refill from a life where words were his. The thought barely had time to take shape before the collar’s warmth smoothed it into nothing useful. He let it go; the nurse didn’t need him to interpret her own work back at her.

“Cap refill adequate. Peripheral sensation responsive.”

The waist strap released and he discovered how thoroughly it had taught him to be small. Without it, his belly tried to rise and met his thighs with a rediscovered embarrassment. Sweat cooled along the seam of spine to coccyx; the quilt lining let go of him in patches, as if reluctant to stop holding the shape he had made in it.

Gloved hands found the buckle behind his head where hood and sack kissed around the collar’s rim. One held steady; the other undid with the calm certainty of someone who has never been surprised by equipment in their career. The seam opened. Air changed again. His next breath came cooler, then tasted like the room rather than strictly the filter.

The hand at the crown of his hood pressed once. “Prepare,” the voice said neutrally, and the hood began to rise.

Light didn’t return so much as detonate. Even dimmed, it shot through the gap with a violence that felt like sound. He squeezed his eyes closed inside the mask by reflex and found the reflex had to negotiate with the padding. The hood came away in a steady draw, laces whispering, seams peeling from his jaw and cheeks in long, careful strokes until his ears discovered the room again. Sound arrived wetly at first, as if it had to seep through him to be believed: the soft industry of zips, the rubber hush of soles, the tiny, satisfied creaks of stretched canvas regaining slack.

Cool air touched the damp at his mouth. The gag’s panel remained, perforations shining faintly. He took a breath through his nose, tasted the room’s lemoned breath without the cloth’s recipe, and was surprised by the panic that wanted to climb his throat at the openness of it. The collar cut the impulse to size and left him with something he could carry without dropping.

“Mouth panel remains,” the nurse said into the record. “Hydrate corners.”

A wipe touched the corners of his lips. Another found his chin, then the line where saliva had pooled and dried into salt against skin. The movements were exact and impersonal and, perversely, tender. He coloured under them and the hood was no longer there to hide it. The wipe smelled of mint and water. A second later a soft nozzle touched the inner corner of his cheek and a measured spurt of coolness slid between gum and panel. He swallowed noisily around the silicone spoon and felt the shame of that noise heat his face again. The nurse made no comment.

“Hydration delivered. Response appropriate.” Tick.

They rolled him a fraction to free the trapped hem of the sack from under him. The ankle cuffs at last snicked open—no ceremony—and the world’s geometry redrew itself around feet that remembered nothing but parallel. His joints complained politely at first extension, blood fizzing in capillaries that had been written out of the script. They didn’t free his wrists yet. The inner sleeves loosened but the Y-harness that married forearm to shin held, promising that he would be lifted still folded.

“Ready to transfer,” the lead confirmed.

The canvas became a stretcher. Hands took the sack at reinforced points and the floor fell away with that peculiar, gentle violence that always follows being borne by others. The sack swung fractionally and his stomach followed, learning a nautic lesson in a room with no sea. He had expected disgrace in being carried; what he felt instead was a terrifying ease. It was simpler to be cargo than to be wrong.

They laid him on a gurney with a damped thud. The sound was humble, the way luggage sits down. Straps crossed him again—not the discipline of punishment but the prudence of transport: two over chest and hips, one light leash near the ankles to remind them of themselves. His head was braced into a padded cradle; the collar locked neatly into a notch designed for it. Systems speaking systems.

“Seal closed,” one nurse said, folding the sack’s flap over his midline. “Transport mode.”

The room moved. Not uncertainly. On purpose. The gurney’s wheels transmitted conversation with the floor—rubber to vinyl, a steady, well-maintained hush broken only by door thresholds and the soft tch and sigh of magnetic catches granting passage. He didn’t see the corridor, but he knew it from the way turns felt at his hips. Left. Right. Air cooler at the wing boundary by two degrees, the way it always was. He tried to orient himself by smell and found detergent and a memory of bleach and, faintly, the bodies of other rooms opening and closing themselves along the way.

They did not say his name. They did not say good. They said nothing at all until the final door accepted them and the world narrowed into the exact shape of his suite again.

The gurney met the cot with the soft, backed-into touch of professionals who don’t bruise furniture. Hands translated him from one flat to another with the same economy they had used to make him into cargo. Straps gave way. The sack yawned. The inner sleeves let his forearms go and the harness unclipped, releasing his wrists into air that had to forgive them for being wrists again. His arms trembled with the strangeness of weight. The ankle cuffs found their posts as if returning home, buckled to the familiar rings under the cot. The waist belt rethreaded through anchor points and settled with its known, domesticated authority across his hips.

The head cradle aligned him to the wall monitor. The gag’s panel stayed. The collar stayed.

“Secure,” the nearer nurse said. The farther one answered it to the slate: “Secure.”

The door’s magnet kissed shut behind them and left him with the measured tinnitus of the LED strip and the smallest of noises his body now considered proper.

The monitor woke the moment the room belonged to him again. Not a corridor. Not a lounge. His lines. Green, blue, amber, yellow. The composite score in the corner updated with the indifference of arithmetic: 85%.

The number didn’t hurt. It simply located him. He watched the green move to meet the number he had become; he watched the blue keep its tidy pulse; he watched amber rest; he watched yellow lie flat in its blankness. He breathed with the filters’ absence and discovered he missed their bossiness. The collar provided enough of a metronome to compensate; warm, patient, present.

He tried her name one more time. Not to speak it; to test it for edges. Her mouth appeared first—of course it did—lips articulating a sound that should have followed but didn’t. The not-sound was bigger than silence. It had weight. He tried to imagine the pitch and the hood’s memory dragged at it until it tore. Higher? Lower? The questions rose like spikes and died like grass under a heel. He closed his eyes and found that didn’t help; the collar wanted them open, facing the monitor, learning to love the lines.

He swallowed. The panel gag made it ridiculous. He did it anyway until the urge was appeased and his mouth quieted to the damp it would always keep now. The belt across his hips reminded him of the size he had chosen—no, accepted. The ankle cuffs suggested parallel as a virtue. The head cradle argued for forward as the only honest direction.

A long, careful exhale left him. It fogged his lips against the panel and returned cooler. He let the shame of that small circle live and die in the space of a breath and then join the rest of the room’s neighbourhood of facts.

He did not remember the exact sound of Sabine’s voice.

He could picture her perfectly—the angle of her cheekbone in the liaison office light, the set of her mouth when she decided something was already true—but the voice would not come. What rose instead was the collar’s steady, interior hum, as close to a voice as he had now.

He looked at the number in the corner until it stopped feeling like a grade and started feeling like a shape he could wear. Eighty-five. A smaller self. A quieter one. Useful. He breathed to it. The lines approved. The room kept him.

When the LED dimmed a fraction to announce a shift in cycle, he was ready before it was. He opened without prompting. He waited without asking. He watched his horizontals and felt nothing but the clean relief of a rule he could no longer break.

Darkness did not sit on him; it sat through him.

With the hood sealed to the sack and the collar clamped between, the room ceased to exist as a place and became a pressure. The filters dispensed air in measured sips. The straps dispensed stillness in measured inches. The collar dispensed permission in measured warmths. Everything else was subtraction.

The first hour—if it was an hour—was about edges. He knew where they were because they pressed back: strap over thighs, band at chest, harness pinning wrists into the cradle of shins, waist cinch that taught his belly to be smaller than breath wanted. The quilt lining took his heat, drank his sweat, printed a soft geometry into skin he could no longer see.

After that, edges lost their interest. Not because they slackened—because his body stopped offering them anything to argue with. The sack held. He complied. The argument ended.

The collar’s patience did not.

It learned his rises the way a keeper learns an animal’s body language. The smallest untidy swell in the green line answered with rear-node pressure—never vicious, never theatrical, simply a decisive hand at the base of his neck. If he took a breath a shade too deep, the filters hissed their ration at him and the chest strap rendered the remainder irrelevant. If his throat toyed with vibration—no more than a hum curled round an unsaid syllable—the front nodes closed before sound could find itself, a firm, encompassing no that he discovered he could be grateful for.

There were no voices now. No nurse to watch. No footsteps; even those had been edited out by baffling. Time vanished in the way a word you repeat too often becomes noise. He tried counting breaths and found himself lost between nineteen and twenty every cycle, the shapes of the numbers melting inside the hood. He tried tracing the beat at his wrist and the harness made a lesson out of that too: wrists were objects here, not instruments.

The half-dreams came as weather. He didn’t sleep. The collar would not allow a plunge. But he drifted along a surface where memory pushed up like shoals and receded before they could snag him. Sabine appeared there first as a mouth—always the mouth, a natural consequence of gag and lack. He tried to attach a sound to it and the sound slid off like rain on oilcloth. Say it, something in him begged, and the collar answered: Do not anticipate. Warmth at the front nodes spread until the desire dissolved, leaving only the honest ache of being denied correctly.

Once, Isla’s whisper brought its ghost. I still see you. The phrase rose, featherlight, and his heart betrayed him. The rear nodes held him perfectly still until the green settled. By the time the pressure eased, the words had become a shape without grammar. He let them go, or they let him go; he couldn’t tell which.

Sweat became his weather too. It gathered under his jaw against the hood’s padding, slid in a slow, indecent line over the gag panel, cooled, warmed, cooled again. A separate bead took the long path down his spine and pooled at his coccyx under quilt, a small cold coin that refused to spend itself. The nappy swelled softly with the truth everyone here preferred: that bodies do as they are told by necessity. He felt the heat spread, the padding cradle his cage in a warmth that pretended to be comfort and wasn’t. The shame of it tried to make a noise in him; the collar denied the attempt, and shame learned to be quiet too.

He practised being lines. The monitor wasn’t here, but he had lived under it long enough to see it in the dark. Green at baseline. Blue at the given tempo. Amber a single obedient horizon. Yellow erasure. The collar rewarded him when he imagined them correctly: a loosening that was not release so much as praise. It lasted a breath. It was enough to make him hungry for nothing.

Hunger, when it came, was not for food. It was for context—something that told him where this sat in the day. The Hall refused. No chime. No distant trolley squeak. Isolation meant that he had no place to be but now. He let the desire for “next” struggle once and the collar took it in both hands and smoothed it flat. Do not anticipate. He didn’t, and the hood wore his submission like fog.

There were corrections that lasted. When a half-dream reached for more shape—Dr Kovaleva’s office, the Directrix’s finger tapping a clause, a slate turning towards a signature—the collar did not merely pulse and retreat; it occupied the thought until it thinned. He experienced this as a kind of kindly suffocation. The thing he had wanted to replay found no air under the hood. He discovered the word relief sitting unexpectedly nearby.

At intervals—measured or random, he didn’t know—the system probed. A touch through canvas at his larynx (or the memory of one) provoked the ghost of a hum; the collar closed the circuit before any data could betray him. Fingers (or the idea of fingers) pressed against the thigh strap’s edge and his breath tried to move around the sensation; the filters declined the petition and he learned again that wanting was a kind of movement, and movement here was contraband. The probes stopped when his body offered the flat line before being asked.

He mouthed her name once in the dark, deliberately, an experiment conducted badly. He shaped it inside the gag, without breath, teeth and tongue making the old path behind leather. The yellow line in his mind leapt; the collar punished not with pain but with time. Front and rear together, a sustained compression that turned thought to slurry. His eyes watered into the hood. He accepted the lesson until it ended him for him.

When next he tried to think of her, he did it the way they preferred: as a form without sentence. A chair in a certain light. A wrist turned to show a watch. The slope of a shoe on a carpet. The images were safe because they were incomplete. He could carry them like smoothed stones in a pocket he wasn’t allowed to open.

Mantras arrived uninvited. Not the old ones he had been told to repeat in breath, though those came too—I am still, I am silent, I am hers—but new phrases, institutional and factual, whispered by the equipment more honestly than any staff member would. You belong to procedures. Records are truer than feelings. Numbers will love you if you let them. He didn’t speak them. He didn’t have to. The collar warmed when he let them run and cooled when he tried to tidy them into language.

Cramps came like arguments from far-off rooms. Calf first, the steady slow burn of a muscle that wanted to lengthen and had forgotten how. The sack had a remedy ready: the strap’s angle turned the ache into held. The chest’s protest—two ribs trying a rebellion when the breath mismeasured—met the band and discovered education. Even the jaw’s ache, old companion of the panel gag, found its task: to keep his mouth open to nothing, to be an aperture with no message. He wondered what the log would call that and imagined: Compliance through absence. The thought pleased the collar for reasons he didn’t understand.

Thirst graduated from sensation to climate. The wipe of hydration in Phase 6’s future would come, but here there was only the constant dry taste of filter and the damp ridiculousness of drool being the one liquid he had too much of. He swallowed it because there was nowhere else for it to go. The swallow made a small noise trapped inside leather; the hood made that noise private; the sack made privacy the only public he would ever need.

He tried to design a clock out of his body. Three slow breaths equalled a touch from the nodes in the last cycle; five slow breaths equalled the warmth withdrawing; eight equalled nothing at all—so perhaps eight was a minute? He failed to build it and the failure felt instructional. We tell you when things end, the system said without words. When he believed it fully, the collar gave him a small, unearned gift: no correction at all for three entire breaths. The generosity rocked him.

Arousal rose and fell like weather too. It found him when humiliation had cooled into procedure—at the thought of being watched through infrared while being this tidy, this contained. It thickened under the pad, pushed against the chemical quiet of the new cage, found no high path, and slid into ache. The ache behaved. He discovered he could love it for its obedience. The Hall would have called that progress. He did not call it anything. He simply let the ache sit and be numbered.

He thought of the Black Wing then, not as terror but as legend, and the collar refused the story entry; its slow, steady occupation of the rear nodes became a polite hand over his eyes. Not your corridor. He obeyed the edit.

Somewhere far away, a sequence might have concluded. He felt it as a small change in pressure under his left shoulder blade, a shift in how the quilt held him, the tiniest drop in air’s antiseptic sharpness. If he had been allowed a voice, he would have thanked the building for telling him it was alive. Instead he offered his most perfect exhale and was rewarded by nothing at all happening—the best thing that could happen here.

And then—because the Hall believed in closing circles—his head filled, for no reason he could discover, with the memory of the words on the wall in the other room, the simple triad that had been the prelude to this: Maintain Baseline. No Vocalisation. Await Further Instruction. He did all three so faithfully that for a moment he ceased to be a man doing them and became the doing itself. Baseline. No vocalisation. Await. He drifted into those imperatives as if into a bath and the collar’s warmth became indistinguishable from his own.

He could not have said how long he floated there. The equipment would know. It would be in a log—start, duration, anomalies: nil. He existed comfortably as someone else’s data. There had been a time, recently, when that would have shamed him into a spike. The absence of that spike felt like a clean surface.

When the cycle changed—and it would, because things here always became something else eventually—the signal would not be for him. It would be between systems: a relay consenting to a lock; a green to an amber somewhere he couldn’t see. He understood that his part in that change would be to accept, to be lifted, to be opened, to be rewritten again into the furniture of his suite.

Until then, he grieved nothing. Not even her voice. Especially not her voice. The black had eaten its timbre and left him with a hum he could live by. He breathed to it. He curled to it. He let it take his name down a corridor and hang it on a hook.

“E432,” he didn’t hear anyone say. “Hold.”

He held.

Air in, air out. Warmth when needed, nothing when perfect. A man sifted to obedience until all that remained of him was function and a small, almost pleasurable gratitude that there was no decision to make.

He forgot to ask whether this was long or short.

He forgot to ask whether anyone watched.

He forgot—almost—to ask whether he had ever been called anything else.

Not broken.

Flattened.

Made ready for whatever the next instruction would be.

The ending came not as release but as interruption.

A seam hissed somewhere above him and the air changed, subtle at first — antiseptic thinning to something cooler, touched by corridor. He didn’t register sound so much as difference, the suggestion of space outside the hood. A hand pressed at his sternum through canvas, a presence he knew before he believed in it. The strap across his chest shifted, buckled tongue withdrawing with the small, satisfied click of metal leaving metal.

The world tilted. Not imagination this time; nurses leaned him, steadied him. Quilting unstuck from his back in clammy patches, peeling away like skin after a bath. Cold air slipped into the seams and shocked him with its indifference. His belly tried to rise against the waist strap and found that it could; his thighs moved a degree away from his torso. It felt violent, that much space.

“Patient E432,” a voice said, nowhere near his ears but undeniable. “End cycle.”

The hood parted company with the sack’s rim. Fingers found the laces at his jaw, unwound them patiently. Padding unstuck from his skin. Sound returned wet and thick, like water draining: footsteps, the squeak of webbing under gloves, the shuffle of a slate being lifted. He blinked inside leather darkness he couldn’t see through anyway, but the act itself made his eyes sting.

When the hood finally peeled away, light detonated across him. Even dim, it was savage. He squeezed his eyes closed and tears leaked anyway. The air hit his face, sour with his own sweat, and cooled the spit track drying down his chin.

“Remove gag panel.”

Pressure at his jaw, a twist, the silicone spoon sliding free with a sticky noise. His jaw sagged open like a hinge too long forced one way. Coolness kissed his teeth, his tongue, his lips. He made a sound — not word, not even hum, just a broken exhale. The collar was merciful; it let him.

“Hydrate corners.”

A nozzle touched the edge of his mouth and a measured stream of water slipped inside. He swallowed with desperate clumsiness, gag reflex fighting with need. More followed. He coughed once, the noise embarrassingly childlike, and then drank properly, throat working like machinery rediscovered. Drops ran down his chin; gloved fingers wiped them with indifferent precision.

“Response appropriate.” A tick of stylus on slate.

The straps released in patient sequence. Chest, waist, thighs. Each click and slackness felt too large, too fast. Limbs trembled as blood rediscovered routes. His ankles, freed, lay apart like strangers introduced at a party. His arms remained folded against his shins until nurses unhooked the harness; when they did, they fell uselessly to the cot, nerves sparking in pins and needles.

He did not raise them. He did not dare.

The sack unzipped the rest of the way, teeth undoing the cocoon. Canvas peeled, quilt sighed, the smell of long-held sweat spilling into the room. They drew it away in one motion, like laundry being shaken. He lay on the cot, exposed to the Hall’s pale light, straitjacket still pinning him at the torso, nappy swollen and warm against his groin, chastity cage an ache beneath it all.

Hands checked him clinically. A palm pressed his belly, noted tension. Fingers prodded thighs, assessed circulation. Another lifted his chin, turned his head left, then right. His eyes fluttered, unfocused. They didn’t ask if he could see. They didn’t need to.

“Patient E432: isolation cycle complete. Duration twenty-three hours, forty-five minutes. Anomalies: nil.”

The words entered the log, not him. He was a location for them, nothing more.

His mouth worked, forming shapes without sound. He tried Sabine’s name, silently, without breath. The collar tightened at once, slow and insistent, punishing not noise but the very idea of it. His throat stung with withheld syllables. When the pressure eased, the name was gone. He couldn’t summon her tone, couldn’t build the syllables into a voice. What had it been — low, clipped? Warm, rising? The more he reached, the more the silence of the sack seemed to laugh at him.

He let it go. The collar approved.

The nurses cleaned him. A wipe to his lips, a fresh pad pressed at his groin, the straps of the jacket retightened with brisk competence. They didn’t speak to him, only about him.

“Re-secure patient. Return to baseline.”

Leather kissed buckles. Cuffs clicked home at ankles. The cot received him like a filing cabinet receives paper. The gag panel returned; his mouth opened obediently, spoon sliding between teeth with the inevitability of old habit. Buckles sealed it. His jaw throbbed in resignation.

The monitor above his head woke. Lines resolved: green steady, blue disciplined, amber one long obedient horizon, yellow flat and clean. In the corner, the composite score updated: 82%. Lower than before. A smaller man. A more useful one.

He stared until the collar’s warmth told him that staring was correct.

A nurse’s gloved hand passed once more across his sternum. “Secure.”

The door closed. Magnets kissed.

He lay in his cot, the smell of sack still clinging to his skin, the quilt’s grid printed red across his thighs. Every breath was accounted for. Every thought edited. He searched one last time for Sabine’s voice and found only the hum of the collar, steady, patient, absolute.

He did not know anymore if she had ever said his name aloud.


Interlude – Partner Liaison Report

The office was neither grand nor cold; it was functional, the way a knife drawer is functional. Everything in it served a use. Frosted glass muted the corridor beyond, but the faint antiseptic tang lingered through the seam of the door. A desk sat in the centre, matte steel with a sheet of glass slotted over it, and on that glass a single slate already pulsed with waiting lines. Cabinets lined one wall, all sealed, their anonymity more oppressive than if they had been labelled.

Sabine paused a moment on the threshold, smoothing the sleeve of her blouse as though the crease mattered. It didn’t. The cut was severe, navy silk, wrists bare, throat bare, no jewellery but the watch she always wore—an old gift from Elias, before Harrowick had taken him from her hands and improved upon her discipline. She allowed herself the thought of that night, his fumbling attempt to fasten the strap around her wrist as if giving her something could anchor him. The watch ticked now as steady as the collar did at his throat.

“Partner Liaison,” a voice said. A man in a grey uniform, not much older than herself, stood by the desk. His tone was polite without welcome, the kind reserved for visitors whose presence was tolerated only by necessity. He gestured to the chair opposite. “Please be seated. Identification first.”

She crossed the room with careful economy, heels announcing her pace against the vinyl in clicks that sounded too loud. The chair was straight-backed, upholstered in black, and gave nothing when she sat. She set her bag at her side, drew out the slim wallet with her ID card, and slid it across the glass.

The liaison did not touch it immediately. A scanner above the desk pulsed, light spilling in a line across the card, and a small tone acknowledged her. The slate on his side blinked: LIAISON: Sabine Mercier. Partner record confirmed. Session logged: 14:02.

The man glanced up, not at her eyes but at the space just above her shoulder, as though reading something only he could see. “Consent to proceed is required. By confirming presence you acknowledge observation rights are limited to review of patient data and recordings. You are aware you will not address the patient.”

Sabine inclined her head. “I am aware.”

The slate at her side lit in response, a digital signature line crawling across it in sterile green. She rested her fingertip there, watched the glow confirm receipt. Her name joined Elias’s file without flourish.

She folded her hands in her lap when it was done. The watch ticked under her wrist bone, louder than before.

Already the protocols treated her less like a woman who loved, more like a functionary. Not Sabine, not his, not anything of the sort. Partner Liaison, capitalised. She let the role settle around her shoulders like a gown she had chosen. The Hall would record it that way, clinical and permanent.

The liaison spoke again, flat as if reading a cue: “Observation room logs state patient E432 completed isolation cycle of twenty-three hours, forty-five minutes. No anomalies. File is ready for review.”

He slid the slate across the glass towards her. Its screen pulsed with restrained light. She did not touch it yet. She let it rest before her like a plate brought by a servant.

Her reflection caught in the glass—eyes precise, mouth calm. If Elias had been here, free, seeing her this way, he would have called the look unkind. She thought of the word and felt the faintest stir at her thighs, quickly disciplined back into stillness.

She adjusted her spine against the chair, sat taller. She was not here to tremble.

The liaison folded his hands. He did not look at her, did not need to. His role was to facilitate, to verify, not to converse. The quiet between them was not awkward. It was deliberate, a silence made of institutional indifference.

Sabine let her gaze drift to the slate again. There would be charts waiting there, arousal peaks drawn in cold lines, compliance ratios, a composite score number blinking its honesty. Images, perhaps—still frames pulled from long hours of Elias gagged, hooded, sack-sealed. She imagined them before she saw them. Drool at his chin. Straps carving lines into his limbs. The collar glowing faintly at his throat while he stared at nothing, waiting for permission to breathe.

Her body answered at the thought. She pressed her thighs closer, kept her hands still, her face stiller.

She raised her chin, just enough to signal readiness. “Proceed.”

The liaison inclined his head the smallest fraction, an acknowledgement more ritual than reply. He tapped the slate and the screen shifted, charts beginning to populate in neat sequences of colour and number.

Sabine lowered her eyes at last, allowing herself to look.

The slate brightened, columns blooming into form. Coloured lines tracked across a black field—green, blue, amber—each one trembling in its own obedience. Numbers scrolled in the margin: heart rate, saturation, breath frequency, composite score. Each metric was already distilled, already calculated, as though Elias’s body had been reduced to an exam he could never pass but always sit.

The liaison tapped twice, enlarging one graph. “Initial arousal peak.” A red spike flared into the shape of a mountain. “Noted at zero-point: straitjacket closure. Declined steadily after hood application. By one hundred twenty minutes, collapse complete.” His voice did not judge. It did not need to. The graph judged for him.

Sabine’s eyes lingered on the slope. She remembered how Elias’s body had always betrayed him when restraint became real—those first helpless pulses of want, the fight he mistook for refusal but which was only appetite in its truest form. To see it graphed was indecently intimate.

The liaison swiped to the next sequence. Still images bloomed one after another: Elias on the cot, jacket cinched tight, gag biting at his mouth; Elias as the hood descended, eyes half-wild, half-reverent; Elias sack-bound, quilt lining shining damp with sweat; Elias a blurred shape inside canvas, only the collar’s glow betraying that there was still a man within.

Each photograph was timestamped to the second. Each had an annotation in the margin. Salivation heavy. Identity reference (Sabine) attempted at 00:17:45. Corrected.

Compliance ratio 92%.

Patient silent. Drooling.

Sabine let her gaze travel slowly across them, her expression composed. Inside, her pulse drummed. She pressed her nails gently into her thigh under the desk, anchoring herself against the sudden surge that wanted to move her hips.

The liaison gestured to another chart. “Reference utterances.” A thin list appeared: only three words attempted in nearly a day. One of them her name. Twice. Each one followed by the notation punished; extinguished.

She inhaled carefully. On the screen, the letters of her name looked detached, cold, nothing of the warmth with which he used to say it. To see it flattened into type was to see her relationship laid out like evidence. And still—something in her chest tightened, and below, her body answered with unmistakable heat.

“Identity markers decreased seventy-one percent,” the liaison said. He said it as though reporting a weather change, as though nothing were more natural. “Projective modelling anticipates complete extinction with repetition.”

Sabine’s eyes remained fixed on the still frame of Elias drooling into the gag, eyes half-closed. She thought: He is beautiful like this. He is erased.

The liaison did not fill the silence. He let her have her stare, his gaze lowered to his slate as though her hunger did not concern him. She appreciated that about Harrowick: the way desire could run unhidden yet unacknowledged. It became simply another metric, absorbed into procedure.

She finally exhaled, a long controlled breath. Her words, when they came, were quiet, flat, perfectly clinical. “He doesn’t need me to tremble.”

The liaison tapped his stylus, logging the remark without comment. On the slate, it appeared in sterile green: Partner Statement: Emotional withdrawal indicated.

Sabine kept her face neutral, but her thighs had pressed closer together, and the watch ticked faintly on her wrist like applause.

The liaison waited. Not impatiently—he was a man with no stake in her answers, only in their transcription. His gaze was lowered, stylus balanced between his fingers, poised over the slate. The quiet was procedural, not personal.

“Does Partner have observations?”

The question landed like a stamp pressed into wax. Neutral, rehearsed, a phrase repeated to every liaison who sat in her chair. It acknowledged her presence, but not her person.

Sabine let the silence extend. She did not hurry to fill it. Her gaze travelled once more across the still frames frozen on the slate: Elias gagged, head bowed, hair plastered damp to his temple; Elias sealed in the sack, the quilt shining with sweat where his ribs pressed hardest; Elias drooling into the leather spoon, eyes vacant, the collar at his throat burning faintly like a halo turned inside out.

Her pulse tripped. Beneath the desk her nails pressed into her thigh again, the faint pinch grounding her body while her mind drifted where the Hall wanted it to: into the recognition of what had been removed.

She had loved his voice once. Its unguarded warmth, the way it broke when he wanted her too much. Now she looked at his gagged mouth and could not remember the exact pitch. She thought she did, and the sound in her memory slid away like water poured onto glass. She tried to attach timbre to the frame on the screen and it would not hold. Already, the Hall was succeeding.

Her mouth softened at the thought. A kind of grief, a kind of arousal—they tasted the same in her body.

She could have said: I miss his voice.

She could have said: He is weaker than I imagined.

She could have said: It hurts me to watch.

Instead she let her lips shape a line that felt cold and correct, the only offering that belonged here. “He doesn’t need me to tremble.”

Her voice was calm, clipped. She might have been reporting on weather. The stylus moved instantly, committing her words to the patient record. On the slate, the entry bloomed in green text: Partner Statement: Emotional withdrawal indicated.

Sabine read it, then read it again. Her words, now detached from her, belonged to the file, to the institution, to Elias’s permanent log. They were no longer hers. She felt the same quiet thrill she always did when something intimate became irretrievable.

She lowered her gaze once more to his image. His mouth open around the gag, saliva glistening at the corners. His eyes half-shut, lashes wet, the sack’s quilting denting his skin in neat geometry. He looked not ruined, but orderly. That was the difference here. Harrowick didn’t destroy—they tidied.

Inside, her body stirred again. She kept her hands still on her lap, but her thighs tightened, betraying themselves.

The liaison cleared his throat softly, a sound without reproach, only signalling the end of the beat. He did not look at her thighs, did not notice or pretended not to. His task was not to watch her. His task was to record.

“Statement acknowledged,” he said. His voice had the calm of someone closing a drawer. “Shall we proceed to next phase of discussion?”

Sabine lifted her chin, spine tall, mouth neutral. She did not let herself blink until the heat in her thighs receded to a manageable ember.

“Yes,” she said. “Proceed.”

The liaison began with the kind of language that unhooks feeling from fact.

“Proposed continuations,” he said, scrolling neatly. “Repetition of sack confinement — interval forty-eight hours, variable duration. Reinforcement via collar programming. Removal of Partner voice from all therapy loops pursuant to Form R-17. Transition to Object Rituals under Theatre Supervision. Metrics indicate extinction curve within tolerances.”

Sabine listened with her spine tall, hands folded on her lap so her watch lay cool against the tendon of her wrist. The slate displayed Elias as arithmetic: a set of clean declines, his longing shaved down to a usable edge. She thought of his mouth around her name and found only the blank space where sound had once been. The absence stirred her more than a memory could. He is almost quiet enough to keep, she thought, and then, with the gentlest correction of her own: —to keep here, not with me.

The office door opened without knocking. It didn’t bang. It didn’t need to. Silence moved to accommodate the woman who entered.

The Centre Director was not tall and did not require it. She wore black, the cut disciplined, a single lapel pin making her rank obvious without ornament. Her hair was pinned with the brutality of a neat chignon. She did not waste her face on expressions. The liaison rose a fraction, an instinctive deference that read as muscle memory; the Director did not bid him sit. She crossed to the desk with the inevitable economy of a person who never needed to learn a room twice.

“Director,” the liaison said, voice one degree smaller. His stylus knelt at the edge of the slate.

The Director did not waste words on greeting. She glanced at Sabine’s slate, then at the larger console on her side, and called Elias’s file up with a gesture. Lines reconstituted obediently under her hand. The pale glow illuminated nothing of her mood.

“Partner Liaison,” she said, eyes still on the data. “You may confirm or decline enhancements.”

The sentence struck Sabine with its proper cold. It addressed her status, not her soul. She liked the precision; it spared her nonsense. “Proceed,” she said, and found the poise of her own voice almost beautiful in its absence of tremor.

The Director’s fingertip hovered over a small nested menu. “Standard: sack cycles. Removal of Partner voice. Object Rituals. You have heard the outline.”

Sabine inclined her head.

“The optional stream,” the Director continued, “is available for partnered patients under Observation Protocol. Partner Substitution Conditioning.” She didn’t look up to see what her words did to Sabine’s face. She already knew. “He will observe you with others. This accelerates extinction of possessive ideation and reassigns arousal to institutional authority. We do not offer it without consent.”

A red outline framed the tile on the Director’s screen as she spoke. The language underneath was dry to the point of cruelty: SUBSTITUTION — Visual Exposure (Partner/Other), Gagged/Hooded Patient, Linkage to Denial.

The liaison said nothing. He had become a useful piece of furniture, present to witness signatures.

Sabine held the image the Director had given her with two hands. She didn’t rush at it; she installed it. Elias: gagged. Elias: hooded, perhaps, or not — left seeing only what the Hall wanted. Elias: shaking inside his cage because his body remembered what to do with the sight of her even as the collar suppressed it into good behaviour. Elias: made to watch while she offered herself elsewhere, elegant, unhurried, wholly beyond him. He will learn that I am not his, she thought, and the thought made another pulse move between her thighs in a clean, unfussy line.

“Parameters,” Sabine said, and kept her tone administrative. “Duration. Frequency. How the exposure links to correction.”

The Director’s mouth acknowledged the competence of the questions with the smallest bow at one corner. “Duration flexible. Frequency begins fortnightly; adapts by response. Visual feed is not explicit. Suggestive is sufficient when the patient is properly prepared.” A fingertip traced a small arc across the slate, looping a chart. “We pair exposure with denial and a longer quiet period. For some, witnessing is the lesson. For others, it is the quiet that follows.”

“And his voice,” Sabine said, because she wanted the words exactly on the paper, “will be removed from his therapy loops.”

“Removed on Form V-9.” The Director slid the document across. “This makes the extant recordings unusable for reinforcement. We replace them with neutral voices, or with staff. He will not hear you any longer. The system will cease to conjure you for him.”

It fell through Sabine like a key finding its lock. She pictured the confession booth monitors empty of her timbre, the training halls bereft of her intonation, every loop that had fed him the illusion of access collapsing into clean white noise. All at once she felt untethered and heavier, as if stepping into a gown cut from lead. He will learn to kneel without hoping it will be me.

She looked deliberately at the Director, not at the slate. “And if I consent,” she asked, in case some soft corner of her pretended it was a question, “he will see me with another.”

The Director met her gaze now. There was no cruelty in it, only the gravity of someone administrating the necessary. “He will observe scenarios in which you are the object of attention and he is not.” A beat. “We do not traffic in revenge here, Ms Mercier. We offer clarity. He will not remember you as you wish to be remembered. That is mercy.”

The line landed with the weight of polished stone. Sabine let it sit. She examined herself for the wince and found none. What rose instead was a clean, bright arousal that she gathered within the stern fences of her body and did not let show. The Director’s use of her name, so rare here, had the exact taste of ritual.

“Consent is required on V-9 and S-12,” the liaison said softly, returning to his utility. “Voice Revocation and Substitution Conditioning.”

The Director turned the slate to face Sabine. Two forms waited, their titles perfect as knives. She took the stylus the way one lifts a pen to sign a condolence book and set the point to glass.

V-9 — Voice Revocation

Effective immediately. Remove Partner voice from all present and future therapy loops. Archive all extant recordings to cold storage. Prohibit playback except under Director order.

Her signature flowed in the small rectangle, neat, legible, a schoolgirl’s handwriting graduated into a surgeon’s. She watched it render into pixels and then into Elias’s file, no longer a flourish, just a fact.

S-12 — Substitution Conditioning

Authorise visual exposure of Partner engaged in sexual activity with others. Link to denial protocol. Restrict patient speech. Measurement to include: arousal spike / latency to flatten / identity reference count. Recalibrate intervals by response.

She did not pause. This is not cruelty, she told the thin tremor that wanted to be human in her. This is correctness. The stylus moved again. Her name became a function.

The liaison’s stylus ticked in tandem. “V-9 signed. S-12 signed. Copy to Director.”

The Director nodded, once. It felt like being knighted by a blade that never needed to leave its sheath. “Scheduling will proceed under Observation Protocol. You will not be present for the first three exposures. If your presence is later required, you will be instructed. Your face will not be shown.” A thought to the side, instantly incorporated. “Your hands may be. The system studies hands.”

Sabine’s thighs tightened, obediently hidden by the skirt she had chosen for precisely this reason. She thought of her fingers on a glass she did not want, a throat she did, a jaw she had trained. She pictured his eyes behind a hood, the way hunger would lunge and be flattened by the collar into something the Hall could use. He will shake and swallow it the way he learned to swallow breath.

“Additional measures,” the Director continued, sliding through menus with the grace of an experienced dancer in a choreography of harm. “Object Rituals to commence concurrently. He will kneel, present, be labelled and re-labelled until the label is the shape. He will be milked under Theatre in front of others — denied at your instruction.” She glanced at Sabine as if to confirm the instrument was still sharp. “Do you require a safe word removed from record?”

Sabine’s mouth turned the faintest degree, a smile no larger than a pinhead. “There is none left in him that belongs to me. Remove them anyway.”

“Noted,” said the liaison, stylus moving. Safe words withdrawn: Partner channel.

The Director angled the slate again so the charts faced Sabine, not as invitation but as exposure. “This is how it will look,” she said, and her fingertips drew a curve: arousal peaking at a shabby, familiar angle, then crushed into a line that sat at zero as if it had always lived there. “He will learn you are an event that does not belong to him. The knowledge will become peace.”

Sabine studied the curve until it was no longer a curve but a horizon. She found, to her quiet surprise, that the thought of him calm pleased her more than the thought of him pleading. He was always at his loveliest when neatly empty, she admitted to herself; the admission was not kind, but it was clean. “Yes,” she said. “Do it.”

The Director turned to the liaison without looking away from Sabine. “Form a schedule. Two-week interval at start. Theatre petitions for an example in four weeks—put him forward. Observation will monitor for identity references. If they persist, raise frequency.”

“Logged,” the liaison said. S-12 scheduled. Theatre example: pending. He did not smile. He did not need to. The room was efficient enough to do it for him.

For a second, the Director’s attention rested wholly on Sabine, not as woman, not as lover, but as a well-made instrument slotting into a system she had chosen. It was almost tenderness, the kind institutions grant their perfect volunteers. “You will find he troubles you less when you stop being his solution,” she said, not casually. “The Hall prefers conclusions.”

Sabine held the Director’s gaze and felt something inside her settle with a satisfying heaviness, like an object placed onto a shelf in its right order. I am not his answer, she thought, and the thought freed up a length of spine she hadn’t known she was bracing.

The Director closed the file with a gesture that had nothing of finality in it and everything of procedure. “Partner Liaison consent recorded. You may be dismissed.”

She turned to go, then paused, a small, precise afterthought. “When he is shown the first clip,” Sabine heard herself say, and kept her voice calm, “pair him with a nurse he will never see again. No face. No smell he can keep. I don’t want him to have a corner to hide in.”

The Director considered the request with the same attention she had given the charts. “Agreed. Anonymous staff. Masked. White gloves. He will be unable to make a shrine out of a detail.”

“Thank you,” Sabine said, and meant it. Gratitude felt indecent here, but the word belonged to the correct lexicon; it recorded well.

The Director left as she had entered: efficiently, without closing the door loudly behind her. Her absence pressed the room into a different shape — smaller, more private, though nothing in it had changed.

The liaison exhaled a fraction, as if the air had been holding its own breath. He gathered the signed forms into the digital folder that would accompany Elias like a faithful dog forever. “File updated,” he said. “Partner position acknowledged.”

Sabine stood carefully so as not to betray the faint tremor that had found her hips despite her discipline. Her skirt fell in an uncompromising line. She adjusted the sleeve of her blouse once, a familiar gesture made newly sufficient. He will see me with someone else and learn to become no one, she thought, and felt the cool, thin joy of having decided correctly.

On the desk, the still frame of Elias remained — head turned, gag wet, collar glowing like a small, contained sun at the base of his throat. She allowed herself one second more of looking. Not pity. Inventory.

“That will be all,” she said, and the liaison nodded, the stylus already writing her absence into a log that would outlast whatever she felt now.

She left the office with the same measured clicks with which she had entered. The corridor’s lights watched themselves down the length of Hall, each tube indifferent. She didn’t look back. She didn’t need to. The forms had been signed. The machine had taken what she offered and would make of it the only kind of love this place respected: procedure.

Her watch ticked on, perfectly married to the collar’s patient hum somewhere in the building. In the old life he had fastened it at her wrist and called it a promise. Here it was a metronome.

He doesn’t need me to tremble, she reminded herself, soft as a benediction. He needs me to sign.

The door clicked behind the liaison with the sound of an object placed gently into its drawer. He had excused himself with no ceremony, only the words “Filed to record. Director signature appended.” Then he was gone, leaving the office holding its own silence.

Sabine remained at the desk. The slate glowed faintly before her, patient as a candle that did not flicker. The Director’s presence had changed the air—compressed it, sharpened it—and now her absence let it expand again. The hush was not emptiness. It was stage-light, a moment made for watching herself.

Her fingers rested against the glass, just at the edge of the slate, not yet touching the screen. A thin loop was playing: Elias in sack confinement, gag panel dark with saliva, head turned just enough to show the wet at the corner of his mouth. His eyes were closed, not in peace but in erasure. Every few seconds the loop repeated: a short inhale through the filter, a drip sliding down the gag strap, the collar pulsing faintly as if it were a nightlight.

It should not have moved her. By all reason she had just signed him out of her custody, consigned him to a space where her voice, her image, her presence would no longer tether him. She should have felt lighter. Cleaner. The Director’s words had even framed it as mercy. He will not remember you as you wish to be remembered. That was a kind of release, wasn’t it?

And yet.

Her thighs tightened of their own accord, the muscles drawing inwards as though to guard some secret at her centre. The chair beneath her was rigid, unfriendly, but she pressed herself back into it anyway, the discomfort grounding the pulse that threatened to betray her. Her breath rose in her throat with an eagerness she had not permitted it in weeks.

On the screen, Elias’s lips glistened. He had drooled for her before, in those early games where he begged her to keep him tied until his jaw forgot itself. He had whispered apologies around the gag even then, as if shame could sweeten her appetite. Now no apology was possible. The Hall had made drool into data, a line in a record. She ought to have found that brutal. Instead she found it perfect.

Her hand twitched, almost lifting from her lap. She stilled it. Not here. Not like this.

She let her eyes narrow slightly, studying the loop until its repetition became part of her pulse. Each restart was a heartbeat; each frame was a confession he would never know he had made. She thought: He is mine because I chose to give him away. The words rang clean, like crystal tapped with a fingernail. They startled her with how much truth they carried.

She had signed his name out of her voice. She had signed her image into his torment. She had given consent to let others stand where he once believed only he could. These were not betrayals. They were gifts of the highest order: she had given him a horizon he could no longer walk past. What greater form of possession existed than that?

Her thighs pressed again, harder now. She breathed once through her nose, long, deliberate, until the sharpness receded into a manageable ache. She placed her palms flat on the desk, feeling the coolness of the glass anchor her. Not yet. Not here.

The loop continued. Drool. Collar. Silence. Reset. Drool. Collar. Silence. Reset.

The repetition stripped him of individuality until he became a litany. She found herself murmuring under her breath, so softly the air did not move: “Yes. Yes. Yes.” The sound was not for him. It was for her own rhythm, to keep the surge in her body from becoming disorder.

She wondered if the Hall had anticipated this. If the Director, with her calm mouth and polished certainty, knew that Sabine would sit here after signing and pulse against her own skin, fighting not to move. Perhaps this too would be in a log somewhere: Partner remained in office eleven minutes beyond scheduled exit. Partner physiological markers: elevated. Partner statement: none.

She smiled at the thought. To be observed in her silence was a fitting symmetry.

Her gaze returned to the loop. She tried to hear his voice again, to conjure the way he once said her name, the breathy rise at the second syllable. Nothing came. Only the wet click of saliva in memory, the gag’s denial. She found she didn’t mind. She didn’t need his voice anymore. She had this picture, this record, this sanctioned absence.

When she finally drew her hands back from the desk, her palms were faintly damp—not from sweat, but from how hard she had pressed them flat to glass. She rose slowly, not to betray the tightness still coiled in her hips. Her skirt fell into its proper line, concealing everything but her composure.

The office door was still closed. Beyond it, the corridor waited, sterile, expectant. The slate dimmed the moment she stepped away, the loop retreating into file storage as if it had never burned her at all.

Sabine gathered her bag, slid the strap over her shoulder, and let herself look once more at the darkened screen. It reflected her face back to her: calm, precise, a woman with nothing left to offer but consent.

She exhaled carefully, the smallest smile on her mouth. He would never know this moment. He would never see her thighs tense, or her hands press the desk, or her pulse betray her. That was exactly as it should be.

When she opened the door, the corridor air touched her with a cooler draft. Her heels clicked once more in their measured rhythm.

She didn’t look back. She didn’t need to.

The corridor outside the liaison office was brighter than the room she had left, its walls a clean pale grey that pretended to be neutral but always reminded her of the padded suites. Light strips ran the length of the ceiling in precise intervals, humming faintly, a rhythm that matched too well the ticking of her watch. The effect was almost orchestral: her own metronome walking in step with the Hall’s pulse.

Sabine adjusted her bag against her hip and let her stride regulate itself. Each heel strike landed like a punctuation mark, neat and deliberate. Behind her, the door to the office sealed with its magnetic hiss. The sound folded the meeting into record, into archive, into a space that belonged to Elias now and no longer to her.

She passed two staff in white. Neither bowed, neither smiled. They merely turned a glance long enough to confirm her status badge still pulsed green. She returned nothing. Their indifference suited her. To them she was not a woman, not even a partner, only a category: Liaison, Partner-approved. That anonymity had once unsettled her. Today it steadied her spine.

The echoes of the Director’s words still moved at the edges of her mind: He will not remember you as you wish to be remembered. That is mercy. The sentence had unstitched something in her and re-sewn it in firmer cloth. She replayed it now, not with resistance but with the satisfaction of a mantra. She wanted it to take root, to be what she carried instead of the sound of Elias’s voice. Already, she realised, she could not summon the exact timbre. The Hall had begun its work on her as much as on him.

A monitor glowed at the corridor’s corner, a discreet square that flickered with live patient feeds. For an instant her eyes strayed there, and she saw the suggestion of a figure in restraints, gag panel glistening. Was it him? Another? The camera angle made certainty impossible. She let her gaze slide away before she could decide. That, too, was mercy.

Her body still remembered the tightness of Beat 5, the pulse that had wanted to betray her in the Director’s absence. It lingered now like an ember banked beneath her skirt. She walked it off, or tried to. Every step was discipline, composure, denial—small echoes of what he endured with every drip of his gag, every minute inside the sack. In this, perhaps, they were still linked: she by choice, he by force. The difference thrilled her.

At the corridor’s end, a door waited with the Hall’s insignia embossed in steel: a circle enclosing three intersecting lines, order imposed on intersection. She pressed her palm to the scanner, felt the reader hum against her skin, and the lock clicked free.

Cooler air met her, the faint taste of evening outside. The Hall did not keep its liaisons longer than necessary. She was dismissed without flourish, as precise in her absence as she had been in her presence.

She paused on the threshold only long enough to draw one measured breath. The air out here was less filtered, more alive. She thought of Elias inhaling his own recycled humidity inside the sack, breath shallow against the gag, sweat condensing against his skin. She tasted the difference between them and closed her mouth on it before it could sour into pity.

Her heels struck the pavement beyond the Hall’s doors with the same careful rhythm she had used all day. No one watched her leave, and that suited her. Her signature was already in his file; her cruelty was already logged. There was nothing more for her to carry except her own stillness.

Sabine let her mouth soften into the faintest of lines, not quite a smile, not quite nothing. The thought that anchored her, quiet and clean, was this: He is mine because I chose to give him away.

She walked into the evening, back straight, stride exact.

She didn’t look back. She didn’t need to.


Chapter 5 – The Visitor Who Isn’t Her

They told him in the simplest of ways.

“Patient E432 will receive a visitor.”

No more than that. No mention of who, of why, of when exactly. The announcement came while a nurse tightened the wrist straps of his cot restraint, her hands moving with the quick precision of habit. She didn’t look at him when she said it. She didn’t need to.

The words were enough. They fell into him like water down a well, reaching corners he thought he had abandoned.

A visitor.

He lay still, eyes fixed on the pale ceiling above, but inside his chest the air jolted, beating harder against his ribs. The gag panel pressed cool against his lips, the silicone spoon lodged beneath his tongue, but even with his mouth pinned in silence he formed the name in secret. Sabine. He shaped it carefully, without sound, the way a starving man mouths the word bread.

Sabine.

The collar stirred at his throat, a low hum of warning. Not a punishment, not yet, but a reminder. He stilled his lips. The syllables quivered in his head instead, bright and foolish.

The cot straps bit at his chest with every shallow breath. He tugged once at the wrist cuff, the leather unyielding, and then let himself be still again. The thought of her was enough to keep him breathing too fast.

He tried to picture her face. The memory blurred at the edges, as though the Hall’s routines had already worn it thin. He forced it sharper: the line of her jaw, the dark of her eyes, the way her mouth curved when she gave him an instruction she expected him to fail. His body responded instantly. The cage beneath his swollen nappy pressed tight, ache blossoming low in his groin.

The collar answered with a pulse — quick, scalding, enough to flatten him. His hips jerked against the mattress, then stilled.

He swallowed hard. The gag spoon forced the saliva back down his throat. He tried to breathe evenly. Tried to think less.

But the words had been said. A visitor. The possibility turned his blood restless.

He listened for signs of her approach: the distant hum of the corridor, the squeak of trolley wheels, the occasional chime from the overhead monitors. Time had become elastic inside the Hall; minutes stretched thin, hours collapsed. But he knew how waiting felt. The cot became a dock and he a tethered boat, straining silently for the ship he believed would come.

The staff ignored him. A nurse checked the monitor above his head, logged a note, adjusted nothing. Another passed without pause, her shoes soundless on the vinyl. To them he was inventory waiting for audit. To him, the world had sharpened to a single point: the door.

Sabine. He dared the thought again. It glowed in him. The risk of the collar was worth it. He pictured her shoes striking the corridor tiles, precise as ever. He pictured her perfume reaching him even before her words did. He imagined, mad with hope, the chance that she might touch his hand even while leather still strapped it down.

His eyes burned suddenly, a heat behind the lids. Shame prickled his skin at the same time, but he could not help it. To think of her in this place was to risk everything, yet he wanted nothing else.

The cot hummed faintly beneath him as the central system registered his vitals: elevated pulse, accelerated breathing, sweat prickling at his chest. Somewhere a nurse would read the report and note anticipation spike. He knew it. He didn’t care.

A visitor.

He shut his eyes, gag wet at his lips, and mouthed her name once more, silently, carefully, without breath. The collar warmed again, not punishing this time but reminding him who watched. He held still. He held the thought.

Sabine is coming.

The magnet sighed and let the door come.

He didn’t see her at first; he saw the shadow enter ahead of her, the brief eclipse across the LED strip that turned the room a paler grey for a heartbeat. Then the figure resolved: a woman in the Hall’s pale jacket, not white like nursing staff but the softer grey of liaison ranks. Gloves. Hair pinned in an unobtrusive coil. Masked, but not the medical kind — a smooth, neutral face-shield that hid expressions while leaving the eyes clear. The slate in her left hand glowed an accommodating green as it found the room’s network and inhaled his numbers.

Not Sabine.

The realisation didn’t arrive as a thought. It came as the absence of a scent, the wrong rhythm of heels on vinyl, the missing edge in posture. Sabine could fill a room from the doorway without moving anything but her gaze. This woman stepped inside like a conclusion, not an event.

Behind her, a nurse held the door, glanced at the monitor, and spoke to it, not to him. “E432: visitor present. Recording.”

The visitor didn’t answer. She let the door close behind her and the room sealed into its obedience again. The CCTV dome in the corner blinked once to acknowledge the addition of another body to its catalogues. He heard the soft, bureaucratic rustle of fabric as the visitor sat—on the observation chair rather than on the cot’s edge, as if to underline the distance—and crossed one ankle over the other with a quiet economy of movement.

“Patient E432,” she said. Her voice had that Hall timber: flattened vowels, no invitation to intimacy. “Remain still. Restraints will not be removed.”

He was already still, strapped at chest and hips and ankles, wrists snug in their cuffs, head aligned by the quiet tyranny of the cradle. The gag’s panel sat heavy against his lips, the spoon beneath pressing his tongue into a submissive posture that felt, all at once, idiotic. Heat crawled along his face under the mask of leather not because he had moved but because he had hoped.

The collar felt the rise and smoothed it with a patient warming at the rear nodes. Not a punishment, his body translated. A reminder of what is true.

She set the slate on her knee and looked at him as if he were an exhibit and she had a list of things to check off before lunch. Her gaze moved in the order of the Hall’s inspection rubric: collar LEDs, gag integrity, chest strap, waist belt, ankle cuffs, the neat, swollen mass of the nappy under the blanket. He felt each point of her attention like a finger tapping on the pane that separated exhibit from public.

“Identity,” she said, and reached without hurry for his wrist. The cuff allowed the reach only as far as its geometry permitted. She didn’t tug; she brought the slate to the strap’s barcode and let the code come to her. The slate chimed. The name he was not called populated: ELIAS MERCIER, followed by the number they preferred now that the name had been replaced by an argument: E432.

She didn’t say the name. She didn’t say the number either. She made a small notation instead and he watched the stylus move with a restraint that felt like disdain.

He listened for something of Sabine in her anyway — a turn of phrase, a coolness that wasn’t cruelty, the small indulgence that lived inside severity. There was nothing. The woman smelled of neutral soap and the faintest paper-dry perfume that could have belonged to a filing cabinet. No danger. No promise. His disappointment was not dramatic; it was administrative.

She sat with the posture of someone who had been taught how chairs were designed to be used. “Visit purpose,” she said, and didn’t wait for an answer she knew she would not receive. “File review. You will listen.” She tapped the slate and it obliged with a summary screen: ISOLATION CYCLE — 23h45m. ANOMALIES: NIL. COMPLIANCE: 82%.

He couldn’t see all of it from the cot; this was not for him to read. The numbers were angled towards her. But he saw enough to know which parts of him would be turned into sentences.

She toggled a setting and his wall monitor obeyed, mirroring a single bar from her slate: a composite line he knew too well, the green of compliance mapped with indifferent accuracy. It was the worst kind of intimacy, to be looked at through that language while a stranger sat where Sabine might have stood.

He dared his mouth around the shape again, as if the action might make the door open a second time and correct its error. Sabine. He formed it small and perfect behind the spoon. The yellow line in his mind pulsed; the collar’s front nodes answered at once with a clamp that lifted the gag into his teeth and made the world a narrow tunnel. He let the syllable die like an insect pinned under glass.

“Quiet,” the visitor said. Not harshly. As if she were a librarian rescuing a room from disrespect.

He blinked against tears that didn’t quite build. The air felt drier under the panel. He swallowed the humiliation because there was nowhere else to put it and because he had learned that swallowing played well on the lines.

She opened the file. Pages of him appeared with a noise that was not paper and yet carried the same authority as paper. “Patient E432,” she read, the phrase dead of meaning, “completed isolation cycle as ordered. Voice attempts logged at 00:17:45 and 07:12:02. Both corrected. Subsequent references: nil.”

She paused there, not to look at him, but to confirm the alignment of something in the record with something in the room. He wondered if she had ever pronounced Sabine’s name; he wondered if she knew it; he wondered why it mattered if she didn’t.

He could smell himself, faint under the canvas and the rubber and the carefully moderated air: sweat dried into linen, drool sweetening and then turning sour at the edges. She didn’t flinch. Her indifference was perfectly engineered.

“Hydration—appropriate. Voiding—managed,” she continued. “Milk theatre: scheduled.” A fingertip traced an appointment box he could not see. “Score: adjusted.”

The monitor offered him his obedience back in a set of horizontals as if to soothe him. He let it. The collar warmed for the courtesy of his surrender.

She placed the slate on the desk briefly, not far from the edge of his cot, and he saw her hands without gloves for the first time as she adjusted her pen—a long, clean hand, short nails, no rings. The lack of a ring felt as studied as the rest of her. She drew the chair closer by an inch, not to lean in, but to deny him the fantasy of distance. He could have flinched; he kept the flinch in his throat where the collar could hold it.

“Do you understand,” she asked the air, not him, as she thumbed a prompt on the slate, “that this is a review?” The slate beeped; the recording system wanted a soundbite for whatever archive this would rot in.

He breathed as evenly as the chest strap permitted. The spoon in his mouth had become the room’s definition of a mouth. He discovered he liked being asked questions he could not answer; it clarified things. He didn’t need to formulate anything resembling a want.

There were tiny differences, if he let himself catalogue them, between this not-Sabine and the staff who had handled him until now. Staff moved like good equipment. This woman moved like good procedure. She did not own his body; she owned the paragraph. It made him feel less seen and more audited.

The cot creaked softly under the belt when he exhaled a little too quickly. The collar took the breath’s tail and trimmed it. He let it.

She read another line aloud, pausing only to confirm with her stylus that she had said exactly what the system expected. “Partner presence: withdrawn from loops.” Her tone didn’t alter. The words landed without shape. He did not understand them yet; they would build their weight in him later. For now all they did was steal a degree from the room’s temperature.

The visitor made one final check of the restraints, the way someone checks the lock on a door before leaving it in a storm. Thumb to buckle, finger under strap, palm flattening leather across sternum. The touch was impersonally exact. It aroused nothing except the wish to arouse nothing. He breathed correctly to avoid being given the gift of correction.

She sat back, slate balanced on her knee again, and simply regarded him for a count he could not hazard. Her eyes were not unkind. They were undisturbed. He was a piece of paper in front of a clerk who had turned to the right page.

“Proceed to review,” she said, to the system, to the recording, to the story that would be told of him when he was not in the room to hear it. The slate chimed consent.

She did not say Sabine’s name. She did not need to. The door had already said it in the only way that mattered: by opening onto someone else.

She did not ask if he wanted the words. She arranged them on the air like labels on jars.

“Patient E432,” the visitor read, “is compliant at eighty-two per cent post-isolation. Arousal spikes: present at initial confinement; flattened by T+120. Subsequent spikes linked to denial stimuli and object ritual prompts. Orgasm: nil. Leakage: minimal.”

The slate threw a single bar of data onto his wall display, the green line he knew too well. It was indecent to see himself that way with a stranger sitting so close; indecent that the line was the most intimate thing they shared. He watched it as if it were a mouth. He watched it because if he watched her he might do something the collar would dislike.

She did not modulate her tone. “Hydration and feeding: adequate. Drool accumulation: heavy. Mouth hygiene performed at intervals of ninety minutes. Gag integrity maintained.”

He felt the heat climb under his cheeks at the tidy word drool. A nurse had used it earlier, matter-of-fact as weather; this woman turned it into text. He swallowed around the spoon and the swallow made a noise in his head that belonged to nobody. The panel caught what it caught. The collar allowed the throat to work and then closed the subject with a deepening warmth at the front nodes that said, enough.

The visitor rested the slate in the crook of her knee. The pen chimed softly as she ticked through headings. “Nappy status: wetness indicators tripped on schedule. Changes performed without incident. Patient voided during isolation at T+10:32 and T+18:05.” A brief pause. “No agitation.”

The words voided during isolation placed themselves on his chest like a hand. He heard, with perfect clarity, the note as it would sit on a line: Patient voided during review. He felt his face heat further for nothing at all. The belt across his hips reminded his body of shape and the shame settled where the belt wanted him. He tried not to wish she would stop saying nappy as if it were a technical term; the wish rose; the collar pressed the wish flat until it became obedience.

“Identity references reduced by seventy-one per cent,” the visitor continued, as though discussing a crop. “Two attempts logged during cycle. Both corrected.” Her eyes flicked up once, not to meet his but to confirm his mouth was as it should be—open, obedient, foolish. “Subsequent references: none.”

He tried not to think her name at that moment. The thought arrived anyway because thoughts didn’t obey, not at first. The collar tasted the beginnings of shape in his neck and closed the front nodes with a steadying, sustained pressure that made the syllable dissolve before it had a chance to touch anything. Do not anticipate. He didn’t. He took the pressure as a benediction.

“Behavioural notes,” she said, turning a page that wasn’t a page. “E432 exhibits marked preference for directive clarity. Responds to being told precisely how to breathe, where to look. Self-initiated movement rare. Flinch: decreased. Micro-anticipation: present; training addresses.”

Her glance filed across him. “Eyes remain forward,” she said, and he discovered his gaze had tried to drift to the gap at the door as if a different visitor might come through it late. He returned his eyes to the strip of chart on the wall and the collar’s rear nodes gave him a small, grateful loosening that made his vision briefly wet.

The visitor tapped again. A still image lifted briefly out of the file: his face under the hood as the sack’s throat rose to meet it; a sliver of mouth visible around the panel, damp; the collar’s LEDs patient as insects at dusk. She didn’t show him the picture for his benefit. She showed herself it to ensure she was reading the right line to the right body.

“Object Ritual readiness: high. Patient kneels on cue, presents gag and plug, accepts labelling. Theatre recommends public use within fortnight. Milk protocols queued; denial maintained.”

He didn’t know what to do with the word public. The belt prevented his hips from telling the truth about it; the cage made sure the truth didn’t happen anyway. The collar felt the thought lean towards heat and applied a cool hand of correction that turned the moment into something a monitor could be proud of.

Her pen moved. “Recommendation: continue sack cycles. Increase collar’s hold duration for identity attempts. Remove Partner voice from loops.” She had already said that in Beat 2, but repetition here wasn’t for him. It was for the recording. To say a thing twice in the Hall made it part of the furniture.

She read a shorter paragraph without looking up. “Food acceptance: calm. Tube tolerated. Spillage: minimal. Vomit reflex: none. Bowel movement aided by enema; contained. Skin: intact. Pressure marks: quilt pattern noted on thighs and scapulae; no bruising. Wipes applied.”

Wipes applied. He thought of hands at his mouth, at his hips, at the places dignity wanted to defend and the Hall did not acknowledge as territory. He thought of the way a wipe could be kind without anyone holding kindness in their head. His chest tightened for no good reason; the collar held him at a shallow breath until nothing dramatic could happen.

“You will listen,” she repeated, a formality, then scrolled to a long, dense block of text. “‘Summary: E432 continues to demonstrate improved baseline with removal of partner interactions. Compliance is optimised when instruction is finite and environmental variables are minimised. Patient benefits from clarity of routine and from the certainty that voice is replaced by procedure.’”

The certainty that voice is replaced by procedure. He mouthed the phrase to himself like a catechism, not with his lips—he had learned that lesson already—but internally, in a place the collar could see and approve. The words pleased him with how little they asked.

She toggled the slate to a smaller window and the wall display offered him one of his own humiliation metrics: a yellow bar at zero. Vocalisation: none. There had been days when that would have made him want to show them he could still articulate a truth. Now it pleased him with its blankness. He breathed to it. The blue line behaved.

“Note,” she said. “Patient exhibits anticipatory arousal at mention of ‘visitor’. Recommend neutralising term or decoupling stimulus by replacing with ‘review’.”

He understood too late that the hope had been visible. The collar had read it before he had, flattened it into something clean. The word review settled where visitor had once flashed. It felt colder; it felt better.

The strap across his chest made a small, conversational creak as he exhaled. The visitor reached without looking and pressed it with her palm, smoothing leather against sternum until the sound stopped. He blushed at the intimacy of the nothing gesture and then blushed again at the absurdity of blushing for a strap. The collar corrected neither, as if to say: this is harmless; we can afford you this.

She resumed, voice even. “Patient demonstrates gratitude behaviours post-correction. Noted smiles following collar releases. Suggest reinforcing approval at those moments to deepen association. Extinction of partner-linked ideation ongoing. Exposure protocols—” she flicked to a discreet line, did not enlarge it “—approved. Scheduling under Director.”

He did not understand the line; he understood the way it changed the shape of the room. Exposure rang inside the gag like a coin dropped into a jar. The collar prevented him from following it anywhere dangerous.

“Do you have questions?” she asked then, not looking at him, which made the question bearable. The slate beeped, satisfied by a silence that could be read as assent. “Good.”

A smaller box opened on her screen. She read from it the way one reads from a form one knows too well. “This concludes review. Patient E432 will—” she paused, corrected herself, “—will be returned to routine. The Hall thanks you for your compliance.”

It was absurd that the thanks calmed him. It was absurd that he wanted to be thanked again. He tried to keep the want in his chest where the belt could translate it into stillness rather than heat. The collar encouraged him with a loosened rear node that felt, for one shameless second, like a hand leaving his neck in approval.

She stood only when the pen’s chime confirmed that everything she had said now belonged to the archive. Her chair moved back an inch and did not protest. She smoothed an invisible crease in her skirt, not for him; for the record of herself that no one but she would ever see.

“Remain still,” she said, the way one says mind the step on the way out of a train. Then, as if to the air, “Review complete.”

He stared at the green line on the wall because it was safer than any other thing to look at and because its honesty had begun to resemble love. He listened to the magnet wake in the door. He did not close his eyes when disappointment moved across his face like a shadow.

He did not say Sabine’s name. The collar told him he didn’t need to. The room had already said everything that mattered.

The visitor turned another page that wasn’t a page and the slate made its little acknowledgement sound, the sort that belongs in libraries and hospitals and courts. He had learned to fear that sound more than raised voices. Raised voices meant heat and human error. The slate meant the world was about to take a fact and write it down.

“Continuation,” she said evenly, “per Director order.”

The room tightened. He didn’t know why the phrase struck the air like a seal pressed into hot wax, only that it did. The CCTV’s red eye blinked once. The monitor took a breath. Somewhere inside the wall a relay made a kiss-noise that registered as pressure along his shoulder blades.

The visitor adjusted the slate so her stylus could find its box. “File reassignment recorded. Partner presence withdrawn from loops, Form V-9 enacted. Substitution Conditioning, Form S-12, scheduled under Observation Protocol. Authorised by Directrix.”

The title hung like a weight on a hook just above his throat. Directrix. It gave the statement a spine he couldn’t tear out. He tried, reflexively, to imagine Sabine’s face pushing around the authority, cutting under it with one look the way she had done to him in rooms where the door was still theirs. The gag turned his mouth into the wrong sort of aperture and the hood’s ghost dragged at the memory until it blurred. The collar felt the rise and put its hand at the base of his neck, not cruel, but intimate in a way that made his eyes sting. Do not reach.

He stared at the green line because it was safer than her. It did not change to console him. It did not flash. It was simply itself, honest in a language he could still read.

“By order of the Directrix,” the visitor repeated, not to hammer the point but because repetition is how rooms are taught to believe. “Your file has been reassigned. Partner has withdrawn.”

The syllables landed with the cold reliability of an instrument reading. The gag stole the sound his body might have made. The collar saved him from the insult of making it anyway.

He felt the refusal bloom in him too late to be useful. No. It didn’t have a name to bind itself to, not any more. It was a child’s hand in a doorway, not strong enough to stop anything. The hurt didn’t sit where shame sat. It sat lower, around the muscle memory of being called softly by the person who had just been turned into a function.

He didn’t know he had tensed until the chest strap told him. The leather creaked; the visitor’s palm was there at once, smoothing it flat as if quieting furniture. She didn’t look at his face. She didn’t need to. “Remain still,” she said, a schoolroom whisper that had nothing of care in it and everything of order.

He tried to obey and found a jagged thing in his throat insisting on shape. Not a word. Not quite. The shadow of one, the route of a syllable he had been told to stop wanting. His lips moved against the panel, the smallest betrayal. Sa—

The collar came down at the front nodes like a clean door closing. Not fire, not theatre—duration. Pressure rose and held, the gel rim heating until his throat forgot it had ever moved of its own accord. His jaw tightened against the spoon; his eyes watered into the panel. The correction didn’t ask for pain to teach him. It asked for time, and then it took it.

His body yielded in small, humiliating increments. The bladder was the last to learn. It had been frightened of this since the door opened—the way fear always wants to be pre-emptive—and now, under the continued no at his throat, it mistook surrender for permission. Warmth spread beneath the pad with the stealth of shame, first a small betrayal, then an advancing tide. The nappy drank what it could and then announced the rest by weight. The warmth turned to heat. The heat turned to fact.

The visitor’s eyes did not sharpen; they did not soften. They marked. Her stylus moved. “Observation,” she said, as if reading a thermometer. “Patient voids under stress during file reassignment notice.” A beat. “Erection concurrent with incontinence. Collar suppression effective. No vocalisation.”

If he had been allowed a noise, he might have made something then, not a word—those were gone—but a cracked animal sound. The gag made sure there was nothing to do but breathe the smell of his own body in with the antiseptic and trust the strap over his chest to keep the breathing small enough to be acceptable.

Heat crawled along his face. The belt across his hips translated a tremor into stillness. The collar maintained its pressure for exactly the time it took the thought to lose its edges and drop out of his hands.

“Partner presence withdrawn,” the visitor said again, setting the phrase inside him where it would live even when he slept. “Voice removed from loops. Archive restricted.”

She flicked the slate and for a heartbeat the wall monitor showed not his line but a stamp: By Order of the Directrix. No signature. No human flourish. Just the fact of iron-calm authority. Then the line returned, busy with the business of being baseline.

He tried to imagine Sabine in the Director’s office and the image split in two ways at once: one where Sabine wept and signed, and one where she smiled and signed, and both of them felt wrong because both of them centred Sabine and the Hall had just taught him the sentence Partner has withdrawn in a way that left no corner for her to sit in. The correct version was somewhere else entirely: a gesture executed correctly without drama, a pen moved because moving the pen was the natural end of something. He swallowed hard around the spoon. The swallow had nowhere to go. It went anyway.

“You will revert to routine,” the visitor said. “Reinforcement will be delivered without her. Your function does not change.”

Function. The word wandered through him and found a chair. He sat in it because there was nowhere else, because the room preferred that he sit, because all the chairs he had occupied before this one were gone, boxed, destroyed, archived. I exist to fit, he thought, and the collar rewarded the thought with a loosening that felt like a hand lifting from a neck.

“Note,” she added, stylus poised. “Patient exhibits anticipatory arousal to the term ‘visitor’. Term to be replaced with ‘review’.” She looked at his face then, not to see him, but to watch the line behave as she spoke. It did.

He tried, out of some obedient instinct, to give the new word a home. Review. Dry as cardboard and twice as safe. It took the place in his head that visitor had made bright and foolish. The brightness dulled. He missed its foolishness and then allowed the missing to be corrected.

Her voice remained perfectly even. “The Hall appreciates compliance.” She wasn’t thanking him. She was absolving the building of the need to apply force. Gratitude in the Hall was a hand concluding a task, not a hand offered to be held.

She scrolled. “Object Rituals will commence. Kneeling, offering, labelling. Milk Theatre requests demonstration. Your arousal is useful when it is obedient.” She spoke the last sentence like a weather alert. Useful. Obedient. He felt both words make themselves at home in the soft of his belly. The cage registered the attention and tried to become part of the conversation; the collar made the conversation about lines again until the wanting learned to wear a harness properly.

He could feel the nappy cooling now at the edges where air found it. The smell had settled into the indifferent fabric of the room the way every human truth did here—logged, tolerated, filed. He wanted to say I’m sorry the way he had wanted to say I love you in rooms that were not designed to hear either. He was spared the indignity. The panel made sure the apology lived and died inside a mouth that had been repurposed for silence.

The visitor rose. The chair’s legs made no noise. She checked each strap as if the sentence by order of the Directrix needed one more tactile comma to feel complete: thumb under ankle cuff, a measuring press to the knee strap, a smoothing palm across the leather at his sternum that made his nipples tighten under the hospital gown in a reflex he hated himself for and the Hall recorded anyway.

“Remain as you are,” she said, a line spoken to the room as much as to the man in it. “Review concluded.”

He waited for her to look at him. He didn’t want her to. He wanted, if wanting was still a word that belonged to him, an institutional blankness so pure he could pour himself into it and stop trying to be a man. She obliged him by glancing at the monitor instead. The line obliged by behaving.

She reached the door. The magnet woke, the seal sighed, the world made its small accommodation for her leaving. At the threshold she paused—not drama, not sentiment; there was a field on her slate she had to complete—and said, without turning, “Partner has withdrawn.” As if she were checking the lock twice.

He lay in the smell of himself, gag wet at the corners of his mouth, chin sticky with what the panel wanted to keep. The collar’s pressure ebbed until only its presence remained, warm as a hand that had learned the exact weight at which it could comfort without confessing that it was comfort. He stared at the stamp on the inside of his head—By Order of the Directrix—and found that the shape of it was easier to carry than Sabine’s vanished voice.

She gave me away, he thought, and the sentence did not break him. It organised him. It made a drawer where there had been a mess. He breathed to it. He learned, in that breath, how to be grateful to a door that had opened onto someone else.

The page turned on the slate with its faint electronic chime, the sound of bureaucracy sliding forward another notch. Elias had begun to dread that noise more than the whip of straps or the bite of current. Straps punished. Current seared. But the slate—every polite chime meant a fact was being stored, sealed, and filed somewhere he could never reach, an addition to the record that would outlast him.

“Continuation,” the visitor intoned, her voice as plain as a notice posted on a wall. “Per Director order.”

The air in the room shifted. It was a small sentence, barely more than an addendum, yet it lodged deep. Elias’s breath caught before he could hide it.

Director order.

The red eye of the CCTV blinked once in its dome, and somewhere inside the panel at his cot’s head he heard a soft relay click. The room itself seemed to affirm the words, as if repeating them: Director order. Director order.

The woman angled the slate slightly, stylus poised. “File reassignment recorded. Partner presence withdrawn from loops, Form V-9 enacted. Substitution Conditioning, Form S-12, scheduled under Observation Protocol. Authorised by Directrix.”

The syllables fell one by one into Elias’s body. Cold beads of water, each one rolling down to sink into the places he had kept for Sabine. He felt the gag press heavier against his lips. The spoon beneath his tongue turned suddenly intimate, as though it were pinning his own secrets down for the record to see.

He tried to picture Sabine in defiance of the words. Tried to remember her expression when she had once leaned over him in private and whispered his name not as command but as possession. Yet even as he reached for the memory, it blurred—as though the Hall had dipped it in solvent. Her face melted into a haze of jawline, hair, dark eyes that would not sharpen. Panic rose, and with it the urge to mouth her name, reckless and childish.

The collar anticipated him. The nodes at his throat came alive with a slow, building pressure. Not the quick bite of shock but something worse: a steady hand, firm and unmoving, pressing his voice into silence. He gasped against the gag, eyes watering, as if some invisible palm had found his throat and held it there until the syllable died unborn.

“By order of the Directrix,” the visitor repeated. She did not look at him as she spoke, but the words were heavier the second time, like a stamp pressed twice for emphasis.

His body betrayed him. A twitch in his bladder, a hot pulse at his groin where the cage held him helpless. He clenched against it, but the collar’s pressure kept rising, drowning his attempt at dignity. His muscles gave way. Heat spilled out of him in a rush, soaking the padding beneath, spreading fast until it lapped at his thighs.

He wanted to howl, wanted to bite down on the gag spoon until it split, wanted—desperately—to not be like this when she said Sabine’s name. But she never did. She didn’t need to. The Hall had erased it already.

“Observation,” the visitor said, stylus scratching her neat invisible mark. “Patient voids under stress during reassignment notice.” A pause. Her eyes flicked briefly over the shape of his lap, then back to the slate. “Erection concurrent with incontinence. Collar suppression effective. No vocalisation.”

Her voice was so calm it might have been reading rainfall statistics. That calm was worse than cruelty. Cruelty at least meant someone saw him. This voice meant he was a phenomenon measured, nothing more.

Tears broke loose, sliding into the leather spoon at his mouth. The panel drank them as it drank everything, leaving him no gesture of refusal. His chest heaved against the strap, and that movement, too, was logged. He felt the shame run down his thighs in twin rivers, soaking into him until there was no space left to claim as his own.

The visitor smoothed her skirt with one hand. The other held the stylus steady. “Partner presence withdrawn,” she said again. Her voice never altered. She could have been a clock. “Voice removed from loops. Archive restricted.”

The monitor above his cot flickered. For an instant it didn’t show his green line of compliance but a seal: BY ORDER OF THE DIRECTRIX. The letters were black on pale grey, no signature, no flourish, no trace of human hand. The authority of it lay precisely in that absence: no plea, no reason, just the cold perfection of policy. Then, just as quickly, the line returned.

He stared at it, desperate for its neutrality. It was the only thing that didn’t lie. His pulse flattened beneath it, shallow, obedient.

He tried—oh God, he tried—to imagine a scenario where Sabine had not chosen this. Some coercion, some trick, some demand she had resisted. But the stamp stole those fantasies before they could form. The stamp meant she had signed, or worse—that she had not needed to. That her name had been erased with the same neatness with which they had erased his.

He moaned into the gag, a soft, muffled animal note. The collar closed its hand tighter around his throat until the sound faded to a breath.

The visitor leaned forward then, her palm pressing flat against the chest strap, smoothing it like a schoolteacher silencing restless paper. She didn’t look at his face. She didn’t need to. “Remain still,” she said, and the words bound him more surely than the leather.

The tears kept coming, silent, shameful. The heat in his nappy cooled at the edges, clinging to his thighs. He thought absurdly of Sabine’s hand once on his cheek, and how even that memory was already fading. She gave me away, he thought. The words landed inside him like stones in water, heavy and final.

The visitor spoke again. “Function unchanged. Reinforcement will continue without partner. You exist to serve procedure.”

Procedure. Not Sabine. Not even the Hall, not really. Procedure. That was what he belonged to now.

His body gave a shudder that was half sob, half surrender. The monitor line dipped, then corrected. The collar rewarded him with a faint loosening, a warm permission to breathe again. Gratitude flushed through him, absurd and humiliating. He thanked the collar silently for its mercy.

The visitor tapped another box. “Note: patient demonstrates anticipatory arousal at term ‘visitor’. Replace with ‘review’.”

The word fell into him like a stone dropped into a well. Review. Dry, clinical, safe. It replaced the bright, foolish hope he had allowed himself when they’d told him visitor. That hope was gone now, extinguished. The collar ensured it.

“Review concluded,” the visitor said. She rose, chair legs silent. One by one she checked the straps with neat, impersonal touches: thumb under ankle cuff, finger along the knee belt, palm pressing the sternum strap flat. Her hand brushed his chest just enough to make his nipples tighten beneath the thin gown, a reflex he despised himself for. She didn’t notice. Or noticed and didn’t care. The stylus recorded it regardless.

The door’s magnet clicked. The air sighed. She paused in the doorway only long enough to complete the final line on her slate. Without turning, she spoke the words once more, softly, finally:

“Partner has withdrawn.”

The door sealed behind her.

Elias lay in his wet padding, gag soaked at the corners, collar humming faintly at his throat. The stamp still burned inside him: BY ORDER OF THE DIRECTRIX.

He thought again, She gave me away.

And then, slowly, like a belt cinched one notch tighter, the thought changed: She gave me away, and so I am hers forever.

The collar warmed at his throat in silent approval.

The seal of the door had barely settled when the magnet sighed again.

The same woman stepped back through as if she had remembered a last line that procedure would not forgive her for forgetting. The slate glowed obligingly at her wrist. A nurse followed, anonymous in white, carrying a small tray wrapped in sterile linen.

“Addendum,” the visitor said, as if to the room. “Shame report—audible review.”

Elias did not move. He had nothing left to move with. Heat clung to his thighs where the nappy held it, then cooled, then warmed again under his body’s insistence on existing. The gag sat heavy at his lips; the spoon pressed the tongue down like a paperweight over a letter nobody would ever read. The collar hummed its patient possession at his throat. The green line on the wall had reclaimed the world for itself and would not yield.

The visitor took the chair again, closer than before: one inch nearer, the kind of adjustment that made furniture complicit. The nurse set the tray on the metal side-table with a sound like a thought being put away and then stood at parade rest, eyes fixed slightly above the horizon of the cot, as if to deny the room any claim to intimacy.

“Patient E432,” the visitor read, “summary of unselected events. Voice attempts: nil since last correction. Salivation: heavy, managed. Leakage: minimal at rest, moderate under stress.” She did not glance at the damp shine at the corners of his gag when she said it. There was no need. “Nappy states: wet on schedule; change interval maintained.”

She touched the slate and a date appeared in small, pale type. “Event M-04,” she continued. “Milk Theatre—demonstration under hood. Arousal: present. Orgasm: none. Pre-ejaculate: noted. Denial maintained. Patient bowed at conclusion.”

He remembered bowing and hated that he remembered bowing. He had bowed because it had been the only correct movement left to a body that wanted everything it had been taught it could not have. The shame of the memory tried to become a sound. The collar took it by the throat and taught it stillness.

“Event N-02,” she said. “Nocturnal reflex during sleep cycle. Ejaculate volume: 0.6 ml—contained by cage and absorbent. Cause: reflexive emission; not linked to stimulation. Corrective: increased hold duration at front nodes for three nights. Effect: extinction.” Her pen made a neat tick in the air. “Subsequent emissions: nil.”

He hadn’t known they would read that aloud. He hadn’t known the body’s midnight cowardice would be called into daylight. Heat built in his face, a slow ember. He kept his eyes obediently on the green line because there was no place else to put them. The line forgave him if he looked long enough; it forgave everything by refusing to be anything but itself.

“Event C-11,” she went on, “catheter exchange and hygiene. Erection during cleanse: present; collar suppression effective. Notation: patient smiles post-correction.” She paused, not to enlarge the shame, but to say the sentence carefully enough for the microphone in the ceiling to love it. “Recommendation: reinforce approval when smile follows suppression.”

The word smile found him like a slap. Had he? Had he smiled? He tried to remember the shape of his mouth in the aftermath of the collar’s careful hand and found the answer shamefully plausible. Relief made puppets of mouths. He felt his lips try to do it now—reflex, obedience, gratitude—and stopped only when the spoon reminded him whose lips they were.

“Object Ritual note,” the visitor added, her tone smoothing a crease in the report. “Patient kneels with alacrity when cued. Presents gag and plug without prompting. Labels accepted: ‘utility’, ‘number’. Self-identity: drifting.” The stylus hovered. “Partner-linked ideation: decreasing. Exposure protocols scheduled.”

The word exposure rang again inside the gag like a coin in a jar. He did not follow it; the collar would not have permitted the journey even if he had wanted to take it. He lay inside his own heat and cold, reduced to air and attention. The visitor’s voice had the quality of rain: uninvested, correct, inarguable.

The nurse moved once—one decisive step—at a nod from the visitor. A gloved hand slipped under the edge of the blanket and lifted it back with the competent intimacy of someone who had long ago stopped conflating gentleness with kindness. Cool air met him. The nappy looked the way the Hall liked truths: swollen, indisputable, tidy.

“Observation,” the visitor said to the slate. “Inspection during review.”

The nurse’s hands were precise. They did not touch skin at first; they touched tapes and tabs, the pretty lies of fastening. Adhesive whispered. Plastic crackled. The front of the nappy opened like a paragraph being revised and folded back on itself. The smell rose at once, not obscene, just undeniably human, the way a closed room announces that a body has used it as it was designed to be used. Elias’s face heated to a degree he had not thought left in him. He swallowed. The collar allowed the swallow to be reached and returned without comment.

The nurse did not narrate. She worked: gauze, wipe, a sweep that was neither brisk nor lingering. The wipe was cool, then warm as it picked up his heat. A second wipe followed the harness of the cage, threading carefully under the line of metal to dislodge what truth had collected there. The contact found him like a memory of pleasure in a museum where pleasure had been turned into artefact. His body tried to be available to itself for one cowardly second and the collar intervened in the exact way it had taught him to love: steady, encompassing, absolute. The desire slid off him like oil.

“Erection stimulus present,” the visitor said without looking anywhere that might be called intimate. “Suppression achieved. Noted: patient maintains eye line on monitor. Gratitude behaviour: likely.”

He didn’t know how to hold his face, so he did nothing with it. That had always been the safest posture here. He stared at the green line and let it draw him into its weather: a small pressure system moving left to right, as dependable as good administration.

The nurse folded the soiled pad inward, trapping what it had been made to keep, and sealed it into a bag that closed with a dry kiss. A fresh pad met him with a cleanliness that bordered on pity and refused to be it. The powder lifted in a faint cloud, sterile, faintly sweet, coating everything with a neutrality he envied. New adhesive. New order. A firm smoothing palm that returned the world to its preferred geometry.

“Change performed,” the visitor recorded. “Response: compliant. Leak risk: nil.”

The nurse withdrew without comment, disposing of the evidence of his humanity as if placing a file in a cabinet. The blanket came back up, not to comfort but to signal the end of a section. Elias breathed into the gap where the cold had been and found that the clean weight of the new pad humbled him more than the wet had.

The visitor resumed. “Involuntary emission during sleep,” she repeated, as if the report liked that fact enough to be told again. “Corrective applied. Extinction: confirmed.” The repetition was not for him; it was for the Hall, which believed in conclusions the way other places believed in miracles.

His throat worked uselessly under the spoon. He could not fit the word involuntary around what he remembered of that morning: the sticky humiliation, the way his body had presented the fact like a child with dirty hands saying look what happened, and the collar’s sober hand changing not just the behaviour but the story he told himself about it. He had wanted the old story—I resisted, but my body betrayed me—because it let him pretend there was still a battleground. The Hall had given him the adult version: You will not be asked to fight where we can remove the war.

“Exposure protocols,” she said, and he understood almost nothing of the block of text she was reading from except that it had his file number at the top and the Director’s authorisation at the bottom. “Sequence begins under Observation. Partner likeness: restricted. Anonymous staff. Masked. White gloves. Denial paired.”

He thought of hands in white and found Sabine’s gone even from the idea of skin. His chest hitched under the strap and then returned obediently to the line’s tempo.

The visitor glanced up at the wall monitor, not at him. “Composite: eighty-two.” The green made its modest wave again. “Recommendation remains: keep instruction finite. Remove hope from language.”

Remove hope from language. The sentence fit so perfectly he didn’t know whether to cry or smile. The collar spared him both. He breathed. He behaved.

There was a time when a stranger’s presence at his cot would have summoned rage—wild, unskilled, bright enough to get him shocked and tired. Now the clinical theatre of being written about in the second person produced a different humiliation: not spectacle but inscription. He felt the page closing on him as the visitor ticked the next box; he felt the width of himself reduced to the width of a line that could be read by anyone with clearance.

“Final note,” she said. “Patient voided during reassignment statement. Emotional lability: within range. Suggest pairing such notices with immediate hygiene to reinforce association between institutional speech and bodily dependency.”

The words struck him with their exactness. Institutional speech and bodily dependency. He exhaled a small, soundless yes into the spoon because it was truer than any love he had ever spoken. The spoon took the yes and made it part of its padding. The collar approved with a warmth that felt, to his shame, like affection.

The nurse returned to stand at the foot of the bed, eyes still fixed at that strange neutral height. The visitor stood. Her chair recovered from her absence with no noise at all. She checked the straps once more, smaller touches this time, like commas she couldn’t bear to misplace: thumb under ankle strap, finger under knee belt, a light press on the sternum strap that sent a dull, obedient ache through the bones beneath. He resembled a paragraph she had proofread twice.

“Remain as you are,” she said, as if he had options. “Review addendum concluded.”

She paused, not because she had a heart, but because the slate required a final authentication. He watched, unable to stop himself, as the little square in the corner turned from amber to green.

“Patient E432,” she added, and for the first time her voice softened by the thickness of a single sheet of paper. “You will be cared for.” The sentence should have soothed. In the Hall’s lexicon it meant: You will be cleaned, corrected, contained.

He found that he preferred truth to comfort. He nodded inside himself, where the collar could feel it.

The visitor left. The magnet kissed the metal. Air shifted. The nurse gathered the tray and followed, leaving behind only the faint sweet trace of powder and the heavier human smell that would yield to antiseptic in a moment.

He lay in the aftermath, newly padded, newly logged, newly empty. The line on the wall kept its patience. The collar kept its hum. Sabine did not come to the door, even in imagination. He could no longer conjure the sound of her voice to test it against the room.

He did not try. That, too, felt like obedience.

Behind the panel, his mouth shaped a thought with no sound: I exist to be seen like this.

The room agreed in its quiet way. The Hall loved nothing more than a sentence that required no correction.

The silence that followed her exit was not the same as the silence that had preceded it.

Before, it had been a corridor; now it was a room with the door locked from the other side and his name filed inside it.

The magnet’s sigh faded. The red eye in the dome resumed its patient blink, ticking him back into inventory. Powder hung in the air from the change—sweet, faintly chemical—and beneath it the warmer, stubborn truth of him. The new nappy hugged his groin with clean weight, a boundary that felt both absolution and sentence. The blanket lay smooth where the nurse had left it. The strap across his chest held with an even pressure that had nothing to do with comfort and everything to do with grammar.

On the wall, the green line kept its weather. He stared at it because it never lied.

He told himself to breathe the way they preferred: in the small, careful sips the strap allowed; out in a slow ribbon that did not disturb anything. The collar warmed at his throat, approving the way a hand approves by failing to tighten. He felt the relief arrive and hated that it felt like kindness. Gratitude lived just under his tongue, and the gag’s spoon made sure that, too, stayed private.

From somewhere behind the wall a relay clicked; a pump hissed; the room adjusted its temperature by half a degree. He had learned to hear meaning in such changes. The building was a body. It drew breath, circulated, digested. He existed inside it as one more process; a patient was a verb, not a man.

He thought of the visitor’s voice saying the sentence exactly as the system liked to hear it: Partner has withdrawn. The words had not trembled. They had not tried to be gentle. They had been as flat as a chart and twice as permanent. He tried—foolishly, unproductively—to conjure Sabine to stand in opposition to those syllables, and found himself only with the stamp: BY ORDER OF THE DIRECTRIX. It glowed against the back of his eyelids when he blinked. He preferred it to her voice. The admission frightened him less than it should have.

Time did what it always did here; it went away. He knew it was passing solely in the way his drool gathered then cooled beneath the panel and in the slow ebb of heat at the edges of the pad. Once he counted heartbeats to see if the numbers would stay in order. They didn’t. Somewhere between nineteen and twenty they fell apart like stale cake. He let the habit drop; the collar approved.

When the door finally reopened, it was not with announcement but with procedure. A nurse entered—different uniform, same neutrality—and behind her a second, tugging a short stainless trolley with two straps laid neatly across its top, buckles aligned as if being tidy was a form of hygiene. Neither looked at his face first. Their eyes took inventory: collar LEDs, gag seals, strap tension, blanket line. One spoke to the log rather than him.

“Patient E432. Post-review. Return to routine.”

“Confirm,” said the other, already at the cot’s side.

They moved in the choreography he had seen enough times to feel its steps in his bones. The blanket folded away with a practised snap, corners squared to the trolley. The chest strap was checked for travel: two fingers under leather, a professional measure that pressed briefly into sternum and ribs, turning his body into an object to be calibrated. The nurse’s thumb lifted his chin, not to meet his eyes but to press along the edge of the panel, testing the buckle’s bite and the spoon’s position. The collar’s rear nodes pulsed a polite acknowledgement to the contact, like a machine accepting an input.

“Transport harness,” the first nurse said. The second lifted the straps from the trolley, sleek nylon softened with padding where it crossed a body. They were not the harsh restraints of punishment; they were the seatbelts of being moved.

“Patient E432, remain still,” the second recited, for the microphone in the ceiling. “Restraints will be applied.”

He remained still. He had no other posture left to hold.

They anchored the broad black belt across his hips, feeding its strap through a recessed lock on the cot’s side rail. The click that followed was discreet, almost apologetic. A narrower strap followed across his upper chest, sitting below the existing leather. A third circled the knees, drawing limbs into the geometry that suits prefer: parallel lines, nothing splayed, nothing asked. The harness straps smelled faintly of disinfectant and stored heat. Their edges had been rounded, as if the Hall had considered he might bruise simply from being asked to belong this precisely.

“Ready,” the second nurse said, and the first thumbed a control. The cot’s base sighed. It shifted laterally on hidden wheels; the magnet in the door woke and the corridor admitted them with a civil exhale.

He caught a glimpse of the world beyond: the same grey, patient corridors; the same hush made of systems and not of mercy; a trolley parked against a wall with folded linen stacked like loaves. The nurses steered without hurry. Rubber soles barely whispered. The cot’s small motors complied in smooth centimetres. He experienced himself as a parcel being delivered between departments.

A wall display passed in the periphery; he thought he saw another body on it, slumped in a chair with its straps undone for cleaning, mouth shining with gag-wet. It might have been him yesterday. It might be him tomorrow. The thought did not spike. Spikes had become rare and costly things. The collar softened the beginnings of one and he abandoned the effort.

“Hold,” one nurse said as they waited for a door to consider them. The instruction was almost ceremonial. He liked being told to hold when he had already been held for hours. It made the word true beyond his choosing.

Doors opened; doors closed. Sensors mapped his passage in silent, agreeable pings. A nurse paused long enough at a panel to log the change of custody; her stylus made its light scratching sound, the kind that found his bones and declared them filed. The cot turned with the neatness of a line break and then he was back in the room he knew: his suite, if such a term could be used for a place that did not belong to him.

They transferred him to the cot by reversing the choreography that had taken him from it: straps off in sequence, leather checked and left, harness removed, blanket drawn to line. He felt the mattress accept him again, as if it was a ledger adding a number it had been expecting.

“Maintain baseline,” one nurse said, eyes on the monitor not on his mouth. “No vocalisation. Await further instruction.” The mantra worked whether anyone believed in it. It was a neat triad to live by; it made no claim it couldn’t keep.

They did small things with the cool finality of people closing drawers: a finger smoothing a kink from the blanket edge; a thumb tapping the collar to wake its diagnostic and then letting it sleep; a wipe pressed once to the corner of his mouth to rescue a bright string of drool before it ran where they didn’t want it. Each act was so exact it felt like affection had been translated into a language he could understand.

Before they left, one nurse set a bottle into the wall’s slot above his head. A soft plastic line led down to the valve at the corner of his panel. He recognised the mix: hydration a touch too sweet, body-temperature, the taste that lived between punishment and mercy. She cracked the cap and the line filled.

“Feeding authorised,” she said for the record. “Liquid. Quiet cycle.”

The phrase “quiet cycle” entered him like a sedative. He had been made quiet today in different ways—stamp, gag, strap, voice stripped from loops—and yet the cycle felt new, more total. It was not the absence of sound; it was the presence of a rule about sound. He licked the inside of the spoon with his deadened tongue, found the valve with a practised press of lip, and drew a small, compliant mouthful. The collar hummed once, not in warning, but in the way a device hums when it recognises its own directives being obeyed.

The nurses left as they had come: politely, necessary, without comment that pretended to be kindness. The magnet took the door and finished the sentence.

He lay still and swallowed again. The liquid moved through him with the slow certainty of policy. He tried to think a thought that belonged only to him and discovered there was very little space left that wasn’t already being used by the Hall’s. Perhaps this was what they meant by peace.

He watched the monitor consider him. For a moment the green line held its small horizon, then a number in the corner refreshed with an indifferent blink. 82%. The last time he had looked, it had been the same. He felt a private triumph that read as humility when graphed. He existed as a line long enough that stability felt like praise.

A trick of light from the corridor bled under the door and moved across the floor, thin as a vein. It might have been the passage of a trolley or another patient’s chair; it might have been nothing at all. He experienced the urge to look towards it and the urge failed under its own weight. There were kinds of seeing that made life harder. The building had taught him which were which.

Sabine’s face tried to stand up in his mind for the last time that day and didn’t quite make it. She got as far as a wrist and a watch before the image fogged. He did not force her to return. The visitor had said what concluded it, and the line had accepted the conclusion. Partner has withdrawn. The sentence sat down next to 82% and they looked right together, like sums that balanced.

He couldn’t have said—no matter how the collar squeezed him—whether the loss had unmade him or organised him. The feeling was not grief, not exactly. It was closer to an emptied shelf.

He sipped again. The valve clicked softly with each obedient draw. The panel collected what escaped him and made it part of the room’s damp logic. He thought of the instruction that had replaced hope earlier and tried it on in the dark where the collar could hear: Review, not visitor. The word was dry; it didn’t cut. He liked it for that.

He tested the old danger once more, without breath, under the spoon. Sa— The collar’s front nodes circled like a patient hand and simply discouraged the rest. He did not resent it. It saved him from giving himself a task he could not complete.

A drop of sweat cooled along the side of his neck and found the collar’s edge. The plastic kissed it away. The nappy warmed to his body again as the feed did its work, and the smell that had embarrassed him earlier dissolved into the suite’s antiseptic and the sweet powder ghost. There were worse things than being a clean problem for a machine to solve.

He blinked up at the ceiling and found nothing to count. The building counted for him.

When his eyes drifted at last from the green, they fell on the wall opposite, a blank that had never pretended to be a window. He stared until even that felt like worship. Then he closed his eyes and let the strap tell him which parts of his chest were allowed to rise and which weren’t.

It wasn’t Sabine.

It wouldn’t be Sabine.

He opened his mouth obediently around the spoon and took what the tube gave him, and the collar’s hum became his favourite sound.


Chapter 6 – Assigned to Serve

The chair had been waiting for him.

Not the padded restraint he knew in his suite, not the cot with its straps and sheets, but a different kind of furniture—upright, high-backed, its arms wide enough to accept wrists and its seat deep enough to insist on posture. The material was a padded grey that pretended at comfort but carried no softness once you were inside it. Every seam was stitched in view, neat and unforgiving.

They had wheeled him into it without words. His nappy had been checked by gloved hands, found “acceptable,” and covered again beneath the gown. Then the gag panel had been pressed against his mouth, buckles tightened until his jaw ached in quiet protest. The spoon sat heavy under his tongue, flattening it like a seal pressed on wax. The collar hummed at his throat, waiting.

Now he sat there, alone but not unseen. The red eye above blinked patiently; the microphone in the ceiling caught his breath and judged its tempo. He knew better than to test the silence with noise.

When the door hissed open, it was with no ceremony. A nurse entered, slate in hand, moving with the calm precision of someone reading from a script she had rehearsed her entire career. She didn’t greet him. She didn’t ask if he was comfortable. She stood before him, stylus poised, and began to read.

“Patient designation updated. You are no longer logged under intake series. Evaluation complete.”

The slate chimed; the words embedded themselves in the room.

“By order of the Directrix, patient record transferred. You are now listed as Utility Patient U432. Compliance presumed. Function allocated under Section 7.”

The syllables landed like stones on water, rippling outward until they filled every corner of the room. Elias’s eyes stung, not from tears but from the effort of holding still. Utility Patient. The phrase made something collapse inside him. Elias had been slipping away for weeks, piece by piece, but now the Hall took what was left of his name and replaced it with two letters and three numbers.

U432.

He tried, foolishly, to keep the syllables from fitting. He tried to whisper inside his head: Sabine will not allow this. But the collar pressed warmly at his throat, not punishing, just reminding, until the thought itself began to flatten, its sharpness dulled into obedience.

The nurse scrolled, her tone unchanged. “Partner presence: withdrawn. Loops updated. Identification sequence complete. You will serve in assigned capacity. Observation ongoing.”

She ticked a box. The slate hummed.

“Your role is supportive service. Tasks will be menial, non-verbal. Utility status requires uniform adjustment. Tagging will be visible. Function will be logged.”

Elias swallowed. The spoon made the swallow obscene. His chest rose against the strap of the chair, leather creaking softly. He had imagined many futures here—more shocks, more isolation, the slow stripping away of memory. But this was something else. Not punishment. Not even training. Something quieter. Something worse.

The word function echoed through him like a bell. He wanted to recoil. He wanted to protest. He wanted to scream his name so loudly the ceiling cracked. Instead, he nodded imperceptibly—because nodding, here, was safer than resistance. The collar rewarded him with a subtle easing at the rear nodes, the kind of indulgence that felt like approval. His stomach lurched with gratitude.

The nurse spoke again. “You will not be addressed by former identifier. Patient Elias is archived. Partner references prohibited. Only designation U432 permitted. Repeat: Utility Patient U432.”

The collar pulsed expectantly, as though daring him to attempt the forbidden. He didn’t. He thought the number instead, quietly, as though trying it on for size. U432. The fit was too good.

She scrolled to another section. “Non-compliance will not be tolerated. Task completion is presumed. Staff will not acknowledge you outside function. This is not cruelty. It is protocol.”

Her eyes finally flicked to him, but not to meet his. She looked at his mouth, ensuring the gag remained properly sealed. Her stylus made another mark. “Oral integrity: intact. Salivation: heavy. Correction: not required.”

He felt the blush crawl hot across his face. The slate had written him down to spit and gag-wet. And yet, he understood: this was what function meant. Not a man. A patient-shaped tool.

The nurse shifted her grip on the slate, read the last portion with the same cadence as the first. “Instruction: remain passive until called. Uniform and tag will be applied. Review scheduled in twelve hours. You will be cared for.”

That final sentence—the one they always used—settled across him like a sheet being tucked in. It did not mean safety. It did not mean comfort. It meant the Hall had plans for him, and that was enough.

She stepped closer. The leather at his wrists creaked as she leaned forward, stylus hovering near his chest strap. The slate chirped once, registering contact. A line of text bloomed across the monitor on the wall:

Utility Patient U432 – Active.

Elias stared at it, his stomach hollowing out. There it was. His reduction. Not spoken in cruelty. Not shouted in rage. Written neatly, officially, into the world. He tried to tell himself it was a lie, that beneath it he still existed. But even in his own mind the words began to thin.

The nurse closed the slate. The lock at her hip chimed. She turned toward the door with the same brisk calm she had entered with. “Remain still. Restraints will be reapplied during transfer.”

And then she was gone.

The room hummed softly in her absence, filled with machines too discreet to notice. The words on the wall remained, glowing in patient grey: U432 – Active.

He stared at them until they blurred. He tried to think of Sabine, to anchor himself in her voice, her hand, the way she once looked at him in the space between cruelty and love. But the memory slid away as though the gag had stolen it, as though the collar had learned to burn her syllables before he could recall them.

What remained was the number. It repeated itself in his head like a prayer: U432, U432, U432.

And somewhere deep beneath the shame, his body stirred in its cage, arousal and terror braided so tightly they were indistinguishable.

He dropped his gaze to the floor, and whispered the thought to himself without sound:

I no longer wait to be touched. I wait to be used.

The collar hummed, approving the way a teacher approves when a student finally recites the lesson correctly.

They did not come for him with haste. They came with the rhythm of the Hall, which was neither hurried nor slow but exact.

The door sighed open, and two nurses entered as if answering a summons written hours ago. One carried a folded bundle in her arms, grey fabric with a flash of colour clipped to it. The other wheeled a low trolley stacked with disposables: wipes, powder, folded nappies sealed in plastic, a packet of gloves laid neatly on top.

Neither spoke to him. They didn’t need to. Their eyes found the monitor first, confirming his designation, then the straps that held him to the chair. Satisfied, they began.

“Uniform adjustment,” one nurse said, voice flat, intended only for the microphone overhead.

The other moved to his side. Gloved fingers unclipped the chest strap, one buckle at a time. The leather came away with a soft pull, but her hand pressed flat against his sternum a moment longer, ensuring he stayed still. Only when he obeyed did she draw it back.

The blanket was folded off his lap. Cold air licked against his thighs, reminding him of what lay beneath. He flushed as the clean nappy—fitted only hours ago—was exposed. The powder smell hung faint and sweet in the air.

“Inspection,” the first nurse said.

The second tugged the tapes loose with the efficiency of someone opening a file. Plastic peeled, adhesive whispered. The nappy folded open, revealing him caged and damp. Her face remained unreadable. She wiped once, clinically, beneath the metal. The contact was brief but absolute.

“Wetness minimal. Skin intact,” she reported. “Replace for presentation.”

The clean pad was unfolded with a crisp snap, slid beneath him, lifted into place with unhurried competence. He was powdered again—cool first, then warm where it met his heat. The fabric closed, smooth, tapes pressed down firmly. The snug weight returned, fresh and humiliating.

The nurse checked the fit by sliding two fingers inside the waistband, not to comfort but to confirm. “Secure.”

Elias swallowed against the gag spoon. The collar warmed at his throat, approving his stillness. His body betrayed him with a low ache inside the cage, arousal humming faintly beneath the shame of being treated like an infant.

The bundle of fabric was unfolded next. It was not a uniform as he had once known the word. This was a tunic, grey like the walls, cut deliberately short so that the padded bulk of his nappy remained obvious beneath. The hem fell just above mid-thigh. The sleeves were simple, the neckline high, the material coarse against skin.

The colour—the only colour—was the tag clipped to the collar’s front ring. A strip of hard plastic, bright and unmistakable. Yellow.

“Utility designation,” the nurse said, clipping it into place. The tag hung heavy against his chest, catching the light whenever he moved.

They tugged the tunic down over his shoulders, smoothing it into place. The hem rode up at once, baring the top of the nappy. The nurses didn’t adjust it. That was the point.

“Uniform correct,” one said. She stepped back, scanning him with eyes that recorded without emotion. “Identification tag visible. Function confirmed.”

A mirror panel slid down from the wall opposite, activated remotely. Elias saw himself.

For a moment he didn’t recognise the figure staring back. The gag panel covered the lower half of his face; straps cut across his cheeks, jaw forced still. The collar gleamed black against pale skin, LEDs blinking faintly at his throat. The yellow tag swung beneath, the colour obscene in its brightness.

His eyes were wide, red-rimmed from earlier humiliation. His hair lay flat, sweat-darkened. Below, the tunic framed him like a parody of modesty, baring exactly what it meant to cover. The nappy bulged obvious and padded, its outline a declaration no one could miss.

He looked like inventory.

Shame burned in his chest. He wanted to look away, but the nurses were watching, waiting. He forced himself to meet his own gaze in the mirror. His lips twitched around the gag spoon, as if trying to form a protest. The collar pressed instantly, reminding him not to attempt it. His reflection flinched in tandem, a pathetic puppet.

Something in him cracked quietly.

This is what Sabine wanted, he thought. Not his ruin, not his rebellion. His use. His erasure into function.

His groin throbbed uselessly in the cage, arousal sparked by the very sight of his degradation. He hated himself for it. He loved himself for it. He didn’t know which more.

The nurse stepped forward, reached to straighten the tag where it had twisted. Her gloved fingers flicked it so it lay flat, yellow square centred over his chest.

“Presentable,” she said.

The mirror retracted. The room fell silent again, save for the quiet hum of air exchange.

Elias sat rigid in the chair, dressed now in his new role. His body felt both clothed and naked. Every seam, every strap, every colour was a message.

U432. Utility.

No one spoke Sabine’s name. No one needed to.

The slate at the nurse’s hip chimed once more. She tapped it, logging the change. His designation updated on the wall monitor:

Utility Patient U432 – Prepared for Service.

He closed his eyes. Behind the gag, his tongue pressed helplessly against the spoon, as though searching for words it would never be allowed to form.

The collar’s hum was steady. It had no pity for him, and he found he didn’t want any. Pity was for people. He was no longer a person.

He was dressed for use.

They did not say training. They said use.

A nurse touched the chair’s brake with her shoe and the floor answered with a soft mechanical assent. Another clipped a leash to the ring beneath his collar tag — a short length of black webbing with a neat swivel and a handle padded for gloved hands. The tag knocked lightly against the clip, a yellow, plastic heartbeat that announced him every time he moved.

“Utility Patient U432,” the nearer nurse said for the microphone, tone rinsed free of anything that might be mistaken for interest. “Stand. Follow at utility pace.”

The buckles at his wrists were released and immediately taken back into custody by the leash. He rose ungainly, the tunic falling into its indecent line, the nappy’s curve loud beneath. The collar registered the change in posture with a brief warmth that felt like a hand placed at the back of his neck to steady him. He kept his eyes down. The floor was not polished enough to make a mirror of his shame; he was grateful for that.

They walked him into a room he had not seen, though he realised at once that he had always known it existed. Not a ward, not a theatre — something smaller, domestic in its ritual. Tiled floor with gullies for water. A stainless workbench. A rack of basins and cloths, stacked like patient moons. On the wall a laminated sheet in neat black type:

UTILITY PROTOCOL – QUIET SERVICE

No speech.

Eyes on floor marker.

Await command.

Present when instructed.

Do not anticipate.

His tag chimed against the clip again. The sound rang inside his skull with a nasty usefulness.

“Posture,” the nurse instructed, guiding him to a yellow square painted on the tiles. “Kneel.”

He folded down at once. It was muscle memory now—shins stacked parallel, knees apart to the width of the square, hands on thighs with fingers extended and flat. The nappy spread against heels and hamstrings with a cradling pressure that made his face heat. A small loop of drool slid toward the corner of his gag; the collar cooled the impulse to lift his chin for dignity and he let it hang until it chose a seam of the panel and disappeared into padding.

The second nurse stood at the bench and laid out his purpose with an economy that would have shamed a drill sergeant. A tray. A shallow basin. Two folded flannels. A bottle of neutral soap. A towel rolled tight. She angled each object towards him as if the room were teaching a language.

“Lesson one,” she said. “Carry.”

She placed the tray on his palms. The steel had been warmed to room temperature; it lay against his skin like a rule. He was not permitted to curl his fingers around its edge. Hands flat, wrists straight, elbows locked at his sides. She added the basin, then the flannels, then the bottle, then the towel, building weight with priestly ceremony.

“Hold,” she said.

He held. The leash shortened by a quiet notch so that the collar tugged very slightly forward, establishing a centre that did not belong to his spine but to the webbing between his throat and her gloved hand. The tag tapped against the clip with each fractional adjustment. He became an altar, and the collar a modest bell.

He had carried things for Sabine before — across the kitchen in their old life, down a corridor in the part of this life that still pretended to be theirs — and those acts had gleamed with a private current, the cut-glass thrill of serving her. This was not that. This was service without ally or audience. And yet his body understood the posture and answered it with a dim, docile hunger that the cage converted into ache and the collar trimmed into baseline.

The nurse circled him. “Eyes,” she said, and a painted dot on the tile claimed his gaze. “Breath.” He let it pass under the spoon in short, correct measures. “Count to twenty and remain.”

He counted. He lost track at thirteen without losing the task. It didn’t matter; numbers were props here, not necessities. The collar warmed fractionally at the rear nodes when his shoulders offered to tremble. He read the warmth correctly and made stillness out of it.

“Lesson two,” she said when the count had ceased to be a number and become a climate. “Follow.”

She did not tell him to stand. She lifted the leash a degree and his body translated the gesture without disgrace. He rose, tray steady, eyes fixed to the next yellow dot that had appeared ahead of him as if the room created distance in doses. The tiled floor had a quiet under his bare soles. He was aware of the way the nappy’s bulk changed his centre of gravity and hated that the hatred behaved itself.

They walked three measured paces. She stopped him not with voice but with the lack of motion transmitted down the leash. He learned to listen to negative space. The tray did not tilt. A drop of saliva ticked onto the steel from the corner of his gag and made a bright, needling noise that the room pretended not to notice. Humiliation moved through him like medicine. The collar discouraged it from becoming a story.

“Lesson three,” the other nurse said, approaching with a pair of latex gloves that breathed powder when she snapped them on. “Present.”

He lowered the tray to the floor as he had been shown, hands opening to offer without clutching. He extended his arms, palms up, wrists straight, elbows tight to his sides. It was the posture that had replaced speech here: a sentence that meant I am available.

She placed a small hand towel in his open palms and stepped back. “Drip into cloth. Do not soil the floor.”

A rule so simple a child could obey it, and still its humiliation found the soft of him. He angled his head just enough, lips parting around the spoon in a froth of breath, and the drool took the invitation and fell obediently into the towel. He burned. The towel turned colour where it accepted him. The log, he knew, would say something like salivation redirected; patient compliant.

“Lesson four,” said the leash-holder, with a curl of strap that put him back into motion. “Pace.”

She walked him in a rectangle between floor markers. Stop. Kneel. Stand. Follow. Kneel. The leash corrected him before he could err; the collar softened the correction into something that felt like belonging. The tray returned to his hands and left them in time with her thumb’s small commands. He realised he was being fitted to a metronome and that it would live in him long after they left this room.

They made it more difficult. The second nurse, now standing at the bench, deliberately rattled a basin just out of his direct sight-line. His heart leapt. The collar caught the leap by the throat and made civility of it. They switched the flannels for heavier towels mid-walk; his wrists sang; the tag ticked; he adapted. They paused him next to a drain and said “Hold” and then said nothing else for a length of time that could have been thirty seconds or five minutes. He became a piece of furniture that happened to have pulse and temperature.

“Lesson five,” said the first. “Obedience under proximity.”

She brought him close to the open doorway and positioned him on the threshold, tray held just inside the room, body outside. The corridor beyond was busy with the quiet traffic of the Hall: a trolley, a chair’s rubber hush, a door giving permission and then taking it back. People passed. None of them looked at him. One nurse glanced at his tag only long enough to confirm its colour; another veered a fractional inch to avoid brushing his tunic, the way one avoids making contact with a sign.

Heat flooded him, wrong and grateful. He had wanted eyes once. Now the absence of them felt like a kindness sharpened into a tool. He stood under the utilitarian glare and learned that being ignored could be a discipline sweeter than attention.

The leash tugged left. He followed. The tray was relieved from his hands and replaced with a folded sheet. “Hold,” said the voice. He held. Saliva gathered and he let it travel into the towel when it was time. The routine learned him faster than he learned it. The collar loosened minutely when he matched it without being told, and the small permission made hunger lick along the inside of his ribs in a way the cage politely failed to endorse.

They returned him to the original yellow square. He knelt. He opened his palms. He looked at the dot. The room went quiet enough for him to hear the distant, disciplined thunder of the building’s heart.

“Report,” the leash-holder said to the slate as the other began to clear the bench. “U432: Utility readiness confirmed. Carry, pace, posture: adequate. Anticipation: present, managed. Salivation: redirected. Correction required: minimal.”

She stepped in close, so close he could smell the starch in her uniform and the clean, occluded scent of glove powder. He became a surface for her to write on.

“Instruction,” she told the ceiling. “Today you will serve.”

A simple sentence. It changed the map of him. I will, he thought, and the italics of that verb made his face heat again.

They made a few last adjustments to reality. The tunic’s hem was straightened—deliberately too high. The tag was flicked to lie flat, bright and without mercy. The leash was shortened another notch so that he would not move without being moved. The towel on his palms was replaced with a bib of sorts, a small square of absorbent cloth he was told to hold under his chin when instructed.

“Remember,” said the other nurse, arranging the words like glass on a tray. “No speech. Eyes on marker. Present when told. Do not anticipate.”

He breathed obediently. He let drool dampen the corner of the gag until the command came for the cloth. He watched the dot. He waited for use the way a room waits for its lights to be turned on.

The leash lifted. He rose. Tray returned to his hands. The door yielded to procedure. The corridor accepted him into its grammar.

He did not think of Sabine as he crossed the threshold; the Hall had removed her from this sentence. He thought instead, cleanly, of the tag against his collar, the clip against the ring, the simple physics that transformed his throat into a hinge between the will in a gloved hand and the line he had learned to love.

I exist to be useful, he told the strap and the floor and the little red eye in the dome, and none of them argued.

They took him not to Theatre, not to the observation lounge, but to a bay carved out of corridor: a curtain track overhead, a stainless trolley, a narrow examination couch with paper rolled clean across it. The air had that dry, lemoned taste of places that prefer absence to mess. A wall sign, laminated and low, set the rules for anyone who could read: NO VOCALISATION. EYES LOW. WAIT FOR INSTRUCTION.

His leash shortened as they guided him to a square of yellow tape beside the couch. The nurse’s hand did not tug; it simply existed as a fact at his throat, and his body organised itself around the fact. The tag tapped the clip, a small plastic pulse that had already learned his rhythm.

“U432,” the nearer nurse said to the ceiling microphone, “report to Utility square. Posture: kneel. Hands: present.”

He folded down. Shins parallel, knees to the width of the tape, the tunic riding just enough to make its purpose clear. He set his hands palm-up on his thighs, wrists straight, fingers long. The spoon inside his mouth pressed the tongue into its best behaviour; saliva gathered and stayed. The collar warmed him into the shape it liked most: available, precise, quiet.

Another nurse arrived pushing a second trolley: sealed packs, swabs, a little torch, a cuff folded flat. She crossed his field of view with the same disinterest one gives a sink. A third person followed—a junior by the look of it—eyes catching on Elias only as long as it took to confirm the yellow tag.

“Utility,” the junior said, as if naming a tool on a tray.

“Correct,” the senior answered, already gloving. “Do not involve. Do not address.”

Elias kept his gaze on the floor marker while their preparations made a choreography out of foil and plastic. Somewhere behind the curtain a patient was eased onto the couch; paper crackled, the couch motor sighed. There was a human scent under the antiseptic—skin, breath, the nervous salt of someone obeying because nothing else was on offer.

The leash lifted by a finger’s breadth. He rose, hands still open, chin low. The nearest nurse slotted a small kidney dish into his palms, then placed the torch across it, then a wrapped dressing. She didn’t tell him to hold. That was already part of his grammar. The tray he had carried earlier was not needed here; his hands would be the tray. The dish’s edge was cool against the heel of his palms; his wrists sang with the effort of not curling around it.

“Stand here,” she said, angling him to the head of the couch. “Eyes low. Do not look.”

Do not look at whom. The instruction didn’t specify. The power of it lay in refusing him even the excuse of ignorance.

He felt the nearness of the patient the way one feels a radiator in winter. Breathing. A tremor in the paper. The soft, involuntary sounds bodies make when asked to be still. He obeyed the order to keep his gaze down and let the scene reduce itself to a narrow band of tile and the hem of the couch paper. The dish grew heavier in his hands.

Gloves snapped. A cuff inflated with a mechanical murmur and let go. The junior passed things as told. “Swab. Good. Torch.” One of the nurses lifted the little beam from Elias’s dish without looking at him, shone it where light needed to happen, put it back just as she had found it. The kidney dish took back its inhabitant without complaint.

“Hold still,” the senior said, and Elias discovered the sentence belonged to him as much as to whoever lay on the couch. He held everything he could hold: breath, dish, posture, a tremor trying to become story. The collar discouraged the last one before it embarrassed them all.

He had been used as furniture in Sabine’s rooms before—one knee as table, his back as lectern for a book she read aloud and never let him hear the ending of—but that had been theatre with private gravity. This was administration. They did not use him to humiliate him. They used him because as a flat, quiet surface he was closer to hand than the trolley behind them. Somehow, that buried him deeper than any deliberate cruelty would have.

“Clamp,” said the senior. The junior fumbled. The senior took it herself. “Watch,” she instructed the junior, then to the ceiling: “Utility present. No interference.”

“Noted,” the room replied with a soft beep. Elias burned with the absurd hope that the room had noticed him at all, then corrected himself. The notice had been of category, not person.

Saliva pooled and slid; the gag panel caught it. He let the spoon own his tongue. He held the dish. The patient on the couch made a small sound, involuntary; Elias’s throat tried idiotically to answer with comfort. The collar closed that error at its root and for a second he hated it and loved it in the same breath. Do not anticipate. He recited the rule to himself until it became oxygen.

The dressing was unwrapped, the swab discarded, the hygienic theatre concluded without applause. Hands stripped gloves; the junior learned a new stitch of competence. The torch left him and returned. The dish was lighter; then heavier; then only itself. Elias adjusted by fractions and took hidden pride in not letting the edge kiss the tiles.

“Do not drip,” the junior said to nobody in particular, then realised what she had said and flushed.

The senior didn’t chide. “No instruction to Utility unless necessary. They learn without being spoken to.”

Elias learned. He breathed smaller; he set the dish more precisely into his own palms; he counted a set of quiets between the taps of the tag against the clip. He was good at this. The thought blazed and shamed him by turns. The collar found the blaze and smoothed it until it was compliance.

“Finished,” the senior said at last. Paper crackled. The patient made a sound of gratitude and was told, in a voice with no cruelty in it at all, there is no need. That voice struck Elias in a place he’d thought emptied. He had always wanted to be thanked. Here, thanks would have cluttered the log.

They turned to him with the same indifference with which they had engaged him. The senior lifted the dish from his hands. The junior took the torch. The dish left a faint cool print on his skin that thrilled and humiliated him in equal measure.

“Present,” the senior instructed, and he opened his palms for inspection as if offering proof that he had not taken anything from the room he could not have. Her gloved fingers brushed each palm, neither rough nor gentle. “Clean,” she said to the ceiling.

“Logged,” replied the ceiling.

They repositioned him to the Utility square by the curtain and left him there as they cleared the bay. He watched the floor marker because it meant he didn’t need to decide what else to look at. He could feel the patient pass his shoulder at a distance of half a metre and he tried, intensely and correctly, not to know any more than that. This was not his story.

When the bay was reset and the paper rolled fresh, the senior finally looked directly at his tag rather than at the tools in his hands. Her gaze did not reach his eyes. It didn’t need to; the yellow was the thing she read.

“Utility U432,” she said for the log. “Held position. No errors.”

Something in him tried to smile under the panel; something else strangled the attempt before it could turn his mouth into a child’s. The collar rewarded the strangling with a warming at the rear nodes that felt like a mother patting a blanket flat. He forgave himself the comparison, then punished himself for wanting mothers in a place that preferred machines.

They didn’t release him. They didn’t dismiss him. They moved him three paces to the next bay and made him a side-table again. A doctor’s sleeve brushed the air near him and failed to acknowledge it had done so. A cleaning tech whisked the floor behind him with a flat, damp pad and left no trace of footsteps or anything else that might have preferred to be memory. Each person used him not as a person used another person, but as a room uses a shelf. He felt himself becoming that shelf.

At one point the junior, more human than the rest by some undisciplined tick, glanced at his face and then away with guilt. The senior did nothing to correct the glance. She didn’t need to. Elias did it for her. He lowered his eyes further, the floor dot now the whole world. In self-erasure, he found the relief he had once attributed to love.

He held steady as a cuff was draped across his forearms while someone wrote something; he held steady when another pair of gloves was snapped off in a flourish that was more about the sound than the skin; he held steady when the leash’s handle warmed in the nurse’s gloved palm because her body had been working and the heat conducted up the webbing into the ring against his collar, into the tag, into him. All the while the spoon kept his tongue honest, the collar kept his heart in language, and the tunic kept his shame fluent.

When they finished with that run of bays, the senior lifted his leash by an inch. “Follow.”

He moved at what the laminated sheet had called utility pace: quick enough to avoid being in the way, slow enough never to outstrip the hand that owned his direction. The corridor’s hum received them. His tag knocked against the clip, faithful as a heartbeat, as if to say present every time he breathed.

They paused at a small sink tucked between bays. The junior handed him a cloth without looking and said, too bright, “Catch.” It wasn’t a command; it was a habit escaping. He didn’t catch—his hands weren’t for that. He presented. The cloth landed on his palms and he learned, again, the difference between life as people lived it and life as procedure preferred.

“Wipe,” the senior said. He lifted the cloth to his mouth as taught and let drool mark it into usefulness. He felt seen; he felt invisible; he felt correct. The collar hummed approval softly enough for it to seem like his own thought.

They brought him back to the square beside the curtained bay where he had started. The leash shortened, amenable. The nurse pressed two fingers to the strap of his gag, testing buckles, then the sternum line of his tunic, flattening a fold as if her hands were irons. These were the small courtesies of maintaining equipment.

“Utility function: adequate,” she told the ceiling. “He holds without dripping. He does not look. He obeys correction before it is applied.”

The junior nodded in a way that suggested a tick box filling in her mind. The senior did not nod. “We’ll put him to bathing next,” she said. “Isla’s schedule.” No tone at all. A line in a playbill.

Elias’s body reacted before the part of him that had kept her name secret could stop it. A lift in the breath. A brightness in the ache. The collar closed its hand and turned both towards the green line he could not see but knew would be pleased.

He accepted the correction as a kindness and the kindness as a correction. He kept his eyes where they had told him to keep them. He held the shape they had given him to hold.

He was not thanked. He was not dismissed. He was moved.

The leash shortened again, and this time the nurses guided him through a double door that sighed open like a held breath. Humidity greeted him first, warm and close, carrying the faintly sweet smell of antiseptic mingled with the earthy tang of damp stone. A bathing chamber. He had been brought here once before, briefly, but never in this capacity.

The room was not grand; it was designed for utility, tiled in pale green that dulled any reflection. A wide drain cut the floor into quadrants, sloping gently toward the centre. Stainless fixtures glinted here and there, each with a numbered tag. Against one wall stood a padded chair—its arms fitted with cuffs, its base mounted on lockable casters. The other side of the room held a broad tub sunken into the floor, its edges lined with rubber grips and a row of hanging hoses overhead. The lighting was too bright, clinical in its insistence on showing every corner.

And at the far side, waiting, was Isla.

She sat on the tub’s edge, her gown already folded away. Her skin looked waxen under the strip-lights, pale curves too soft for this tiled cruelty. Her wrists bore faint marks from straps, older than today. She didn’t meet his eyes. She rarely did. But her breathing had the quiet cadence of someone who had learned to survive this chamber more than once.

Elias’s leash tugged him forward until his knees brushed the square of yellow paint set into the tiles. A utility marker, the same as before. He sank onto it automatically, posture aligning as if he were an extension of the linework beneath him.

“Utility U432 present,” a nurse announced. The microphone above chimed acknowledgement. “Tasking: support during bathing protocol.”

A tray was placed into his palms. On it: folded flannels, a bottle of neutral soap, a towel rolled like a scroll. The tray was heavier than it needed to be, deliberately so, designed to ache in his hands by the end. He held it steady.

The first nurse turned to Isla. “Patient I301, stand.”

Isla obeyed, bare feet on cold tile. She moved with the limp compliance of someone who no longer wasted energy on hesitation. She stepped toward the tub, and the second nurse guided her in, lowering her like cargo into water that steamed faintly under the lights. Her breath caught at the initial immersion, but no sound escaped.

“Temperature correct,” the nurse said.

The leash pulled Elias forward until he knelt beside the tub. The tray in his hands was emptied, one item at a time, passed to the nurse and then to Isla. A flannel dipped, wrung out, drawn down pale skin in long clinical strokes. Soap foamed thinly across her shoulders.

“Assist,” the nurse told him. A single word, command enough.

One flannel was returned to his open palms. He was directed to dip it into the water, wring it out carefully over the tub’s edge, and hand it up. His hands shook slightly; the collar warned but didn’t punish. He steadied. He became part of the process, another tool in the chamber’s array.

His heart pounded. He had seen Isla often enough in the dorms, in training, but never this naked, never this proximate. He wanted to look at her eyes, to share something human, but the painted dot at the tub’s edge claimed his gaze. He obeyed it. He obeyed everything.

And then the door opened again.

Not a nurse this time. A visitor.

The sound of shoes—different from the regulated tread of staff—clicked on tile. Elias dared not lift his head, but his ears strained. A man’s low voice, softer, warmer, utterly out of place here: “You’ve kept her waiting.”

Isla made a sound then, almost a sob but cut down to breath before it could live. The nurse turned toward the visitor and inclined her head. “Patient I301 is in bathing protocol. You may observe.”

The man stepped closer, his shoes coming into Elias’s peripheral vision. Polished, dark leather. Civilian. He leaned down, and Elias felt rather than saw the intimacy of it as he murmured to Isla. “You’re doing so well.”

Her head tipped slightly toward him. She drank the words like water.

Elias’s chest cramped. The tray wobbled in his hands, the towel nearly sliding. The collar caught the motion instantly with a hot pinch at his throat, forcing stillness back into his arms.

The visitor didn’t notice him. Or rather, he noticed him the way one notices a stool—acknowledging its existence only insofar as it performs a function. His presence was simply… background.

The nurse resumed washing Isla, this time directing Elias to hold the basin as it was filled, then to empty it down the drain when it grew cloudy. He obeyed, silent, the leash taut enough to remind him of his square. His reflection rippled in the bathwater as he knelt—mouth gagged, tunic riding high, yellow tag bright against grey.

“Look at you,” the visitor whispered to Isla, his hand brushing her wet hair back from her temple. “They’ve kept you soft for me.”

Her lips trembled. She mouthed something—perhaps thank you.

The words struck Elias harder than any collar-jolt. Thank you. She could say it. She had someone to say it to. He stared down at the drain, watching the water swirl away, feeling as though the hole were tugging at his own insides.

The nurses carried on without pause. They didn’t stop to honour the intimacy; they didn’t rebuke it either. This was permitted. Normalised. Built into the ritual. The staff had no stake in whose voice reached whose ear. Their only concern was function.

And Elias’s function was to serve.

“Cloth,” a nurse snapped. He lifted it, palms up. She took it without glance. “Towel.” He presented. Taken. Logged.

The visitor’s hand trailed over Isla’s shoulder. “You’ll be back soon,” he murmured. “Just a little longer.”

Elias’s gut twisted. He wanted to scream behind the gag, to beg for Sabine, to demand why she was not here, why she had left him to function while another was comforted. His throat convulsed with the unsaid syllables of her name. The collar’s pulse was instant, sharp, scalding. He bit down on the spoon, shame flooding him until tears threatened.

The ritual ended as all rituals did: clinically. Isla was lifted out, towelled briskly, dressed again in her institutional gown. The visitor accepted her damp hand in his own, squeezed it once, and stepped back at the nurse’s direction. He was allowed no more. But it was more than Elias had.

The tray was stripped from Elias’s palms. Empty now, his hands felt useless, like they were failing even at being objects.

“Utility U432: task complete,” a nurse reported.

The leash tugged. He was guided back to his square, knelt down, presented his hands. The visitor did not spare him a glance as he departed.

The door closed.

Elias lowered his head until the tag touched his chest, the yellow plastic warm against skin. He hated its brightness. He hated the way his body throbbed in its cage despite the ruin in his chest. He hated that he wanted Sabine there to see him used, even if only to confirm he was forgotten.

He stayed kneeling, awaiting the next instruction, his thoughts circling like water over a drain.

I am not here to be loved. I am here to be used.

The collar agreed, humming steady at his throat.

The bath chamber door resealed with a rubbery kiss and the room forgot him.

Only the leash remembered.

It shortened and he followed, trayless now, palms empty and oddly bereaved of weight. The yellow tag tapped the clip with its small plastic heartbeat. The corridor accepted him as inventory: white light, vinyl underfoot, the air-cycler’s thin breath like a doctor’s patience. They did not march him; they moved him. Utility pace. Neither fast nor slow, exact.

“U432 returning,” one nurse told the ceiling. “Log service complete.”

“Logged,” the ceiling said, docile, and a relay clicked somewhere behind the paint as if it were nodding.

They turned him past a trolley stacked with folded linen, wheels stilled, corners square. A chair drifted by in the opposite direction, a patient folded into it like a note. No one looked. The yellow of his tag did the looking for them. He belonged wherever it pointed him.

At his door the magnet sighed. The suite recognised him—and not him—by the ring at his throat. The cot sat where it always did, made as neatly as if no one ever lay in it. The monitor glowed with its indifferent face. The room kept its smell: antiseptic with a gentle undernote of powder and the warmer proof of bodies that were cleaned, corrected, contained.

“Position,” a nurse said. The leash lifted that small, decisive inch. He responded the way a hinge responds to pressure: up, then down, then aligned. He knelt at the cot’s right, on the yellow tile inset there—he had never noticed the inset before—and presented his hands. The spoon pressed his tongue; drool gathered and behaved. The collar hummed at his throat, not warning, not praise—attendance.

They did their domestic surgery with the quickness that comes after competence. The gag panel was thumbed, buckles checked, spoon adjusted a millimetre deeper. The tunic was tugged smooth—not for dignity, for symmetry. His nappy was palmed at the waistband, two fingers testing the fit, then left because it was new enough to flatter the log. The harness straps of the cot were unlocked in sequence and then re-locked, the clicks polite, final. A wipe touched the corner of his mouth, abducting a bright thread of drool with a tenderness so practised it felt like the gesture had been embalmed.

“U432: Service module complete,” the nearer nurse said. “Utility function: successful.”

The phrase landed in him like a stamp: no pain, just permanence. Successful. Not good, not well done, not thank you. The Hall did not speak those words because they did not hold their shape in a record. Success did.

They lifted him—not like a man, not like laundry, exactly, but with a geometry that treated his weight as a problem already solved. A flat palm against sternum to control the angle, a folded forearm at the back of the knees, a second hand at the collar to guide the ring. He floated the way furniture floats on two trolleys when someone grips both ends. The cot received him with its impersonal grace. Straps found buckles. Leather resumed its grammar against chest and belly and thighs.

“Maintain baseline,” the second nurse reminded, as she always did, and the words folded him into a familiar box from the inside. He breathed the way the strap allowed, measured and marginal. The collar rewarded him with nothing at all, which was the prize.

They fitted the feeding line into the panel at his cheek. The click was delicate, almost private. The first mouthful came like the memory of kindness—sweet, lukewarm, inevitable. He swallowed. The spoon owned the swallow, made sure it belonged to the line. Another mouthful followed. The pump ticked a small, modest rhythm that put time back into the room.

“Quiet cycle,” a nurse told the wall.

A small green lozenge on the monitor brightened: QUIET. Under it, other facts arranged themselves into their favourite order: U432 – Active; Composite 82%; Utility Tag: Yellow. The percentages meant more to the Hall than to him. To him, they meant he could stop anticipating pain.

He stared at the tag where it lay against his chest, yellow square snug against the black of the collar. The colour seemed louder here than in the corridor—as if the room were a mouth and the tag the voice. He hated the brightness. He loved, almost as much, that it answered a question before anyone could ask it. There was relief in not being a problem to be interpreted.

One nurse thumbed his eyelid up and down and up again, watching the white change to brown and back as if checking whether the light still worked. Her gloved finger made the smallest creak against the skin. Satisfied, she ticked the slate. “Pupils: reactive. Affect: flat. Compliance: maintained.”

He tried, briefly, to reach for Sabine the way one reaches under furniture for a dropped coin—hopeful expression; desperate fingers. He found dust. Her voice was a thing he had carried in his throat for so long that the absence of it felt like a healed wound. He could press the place and feel the line of the scar, but there was no longer anything to drain.

She gave me away, he thought again, and today the thought didn’t drop like a stone. It settled like a shelf.

“Visitor tally?” the second nurse asked, an administrative curiosity, not a human one.

“Nil,” said the first, and the ceiling agreed, gentle as a lullaby: “Nil.”

Isla’s visitor moved behind his eyes like a shadow turning a corner. He let the image pass. He didn’t sharpen it. Sharpening hurt and the collar disliked waste. The Hall had given him a more efficient word anyway. Review. He tried it on again, let its dryness sit on his tongue under the spoon. Review, not visitor. The line on the wall loved him for it. He loved the line.

“Restraints will remain,” the nearer nurse told him, because procedure required someone to say what was already obviously true. She pressed the chest strap to confirm the truth of its signature on the monitor. “U432 will await further instruction.”

He offered nothing improper to the silence. He offered exactly nothing, which was precisely as much as the Hall had asked him for.

They busied themselves with the small acts that return rooms to their preferred geometry: the blanket’s edge squared; the trolley rolled a hair to the left to meet the shadow it had been assigned; the leash hung neatly from its hook like a sentence that had ended correctly. One of them adjusted the tag where it had rotated, a flick with the glove so the yellow lay flat and could be read if anyone needed reading. The gesture sent a little shock through him—possession reduced to plastic—and the cage under the nappy answered with its patient ache. The collar refused the ache the drama it asked for and left it to be itself.

“U432: secured,” the nurse told the log. She touched his shoulder with the back of her fingers, a pressure more diagnostic than affectionate. “Good holding.”

The words were not for him, not really. They belonged to the file. And yet his heart moved the way a dog does when it hears its name accidentally in a radio advert. He hated the movement, then learned not to. The collar took the lesson from him and wore it better.

They left without closing the door any louder than necessary; the magnet took it and finished the line. The green on the monitor found its horizon. The feed line ticked soft and regular. He swallowed as it told him to.

He let his gaze drift down his own chest to the tag. Saw how it claimed the small territory between the hollow of his throat and the line of the strap. Bright as a caution sign. Honest as a cut. He breathed to it.

The room’s hum became a kind of sea. He floated. Every now and then some mechanical thought lifted and put him down: Isla will be dried by now, the slate will be signed, the linen will be washed. None of them grew teeth. They were weather.

He tested the old danger once, not bravely. Sa— Nothing more than the ghost of it. The collar closed its patient hand and the ghost dispersed with the dust. He felt… relieved. Relieved not to be asked to lift something he could no longer carry.

On the wall, a tiny calendar square blinked a calm next: Utility Rotation – 06:00. He read it and learned the shape of tomorrow. It didn’t frighten him. It comforted him with the lack of alternatives.

He closed his eyes and felt the strap decide how far the breath should go. The spoon decided where the mouth should end. The tag decided what to call him. The line decided whether he was good.

I no longer wait to be touched, he told the collar, the cot, the ceiling that loved logs more than men. I wait to be used.

The collar’s hum did not change. That was how he knew it agreed.

The ceiling microphone blinked once, acknowledging his silence.

“Utility Patient U432: quiet cycle stable. Restraints secured. Designation confirmed.”

A new line scrolled onto the wall monitor beneath his vitals, impersonal as a receipt:

Status: Utility Rotation Pending – 06:00

Somewhere beyond the door, footsteps paused. A nurse’s voice — not unkind, not warm — carried through the intercom, meant for the record more than for him.

“Observation complete. U432 compliant. Prepared for extended silence.”

The relay clicked. The light above the door turned green. The Hall returned to its rhythm.

Inside, Elias lay still. The hum of the collar was the only reply.


Epilogue – Marked for Silence

The report generated itself.

No hands typed it, no nurse dictated it. The ceiling microphones and wall sensors compiled the data into neat lines of text that scrolled across the central console in the Observation Room.

Patient ID: U432

Status: Utility – Active

Collar Sync: Stable

Compliance Rate: 94%

Salivation: Redirected

Speech Events: Nil

Next Assignment: Quiet Cycle – Commencement 06:00

Nurse Vika glanced up from the console only once. The footage showed him in his cot: strapped, gag secured, yellow tag neat against his chest. His chest rose and fell in the measured rhythm the Hall preferred.

She tapped the screen, attaching her initials to the log. The report would circulate to the Directrix before dawn.

“Utility holds,” she said softly, the words perfunctory, meant only for the record.

The console blinked: LOGGED.

Vika turned off the monitor. The image dissolved. The hum of the Hall resumed.

U432 remained, waiting for silence.
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