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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 – Transfer

The report arrived at 05:58.

Patient U432 – Quiet Cycle: Complete.

Compliance: 96%. Vocalisation: Nil.

Next protocol: Ritual assignment.

In the corridor outside, two nurses waited with a trolley. One carried a new gag, sealed in sterile plastic. The other signed the slate without comment, her initials registering on the log.

Inside the suite, Elias lay strapped to his cot. The gag spoon was wet, the collar lights steady, the yellow tag bright against the grey tunic. He did not stir when the straps were loosened. He did not speak when the panel was removed from his mouth. He only swallowed, once, and obeyed the collar’s pulse to remain still.

“Patient prepared,” one nurse said to the ceiling.

The console chimed: Logged.

The new gag was placed on the trolley. The leash was clipped to his collar.

“Transfer to Mirror Room,” the senior confirmed.

They wheeled him into the corridor. The Hall received him without notice, as it always did.


Chapter 1 – The Mirror Room (Re-Gagging Ritual)

The journey began as all journeys did now: with a leash, a collar, and no destination offered to him.

Two nurses guided him through corridors he had not yet mapped in his mind. The Hall was vast, and time inside it had dissolved into something slippery. Sometimes he thought he had seen all of it, only for a new door to unseal, a new chamber to reveal itself. He had learned not to try to anticipate. The collar preferred that he didn’t.

The corridor was quiet, humming with recycled air and the faraway murmur of systems that never slept. Their footsteps were the only punctuation. His own shuffling gait was softened by the thick nappy between his thighs, the plastic rustling faintly beneath the grey tunic. The yellow tag swung on its clip, clicking softly against the ring at his throat in time with the leash’s sway.

They stopped before a pair of double doors that bore no label. One nurse held a tablet to the black sensor, and the doors unlocked with a mechanical sigh.

The space inside was immediately disorienting.

Light struck him from above, clean and clinical. The chamber was rectangular and windowless—or so he thought until his eyes adjusted. The walls were not walls at all. They were mirrors, panels of high polish that ran floor to ceiling. He saw himself multiplied, refracted, repeated into infinity. Each surface returned him to himself, gagged and collared, a utility creature.

His stomach lurched. He looked down, but even the tiles beneath him gleamed faintly, catching fragments of his posture. There was no corner into which he could retreat. Wherever his gaze fell, Elias was waiting for him.

The nurses led him to the centre of the chamber where a yellow square had been painted onto the floor. The leash tugged once, and he folded down automatically into the shape required of him: knees apart, hands resting palm-up on thighs, eyes lowered. The gag spoon pressed his tongue into silence, drool already thickening behind it.

“Utility U432, present,” one nurse said aloud, her voice levelled for the ceiling microphone.

“Logged,” replied the ceiling, the word flattening into the same neutrality as always.

Elias risked the smallest glance upward—and was struck by his own gaze staring back from every surface. Dozens of Elias’s, gagged and tagged, arrayed around him like an audience. Their eyes were wide, red-rimmed, resigned. He had never looked so pitiful, and never so exact.

The collar warmed faintly, a reminder to still his breathing. He obeyed, forcing his chest to rise and fall more evenly. The gag distorted the motion, saliva stringing to his lip before sliding down to his chin. He watched the line of it appear again and again across the mirrored panels, a grotesque choreography of wetness.

One nurse wheeled in a trolley. Its contents were laid out with surgical neatness: straps, cloths, and several gags he recognised from earlier assessments. A thick panel gag with padded edges. A slender bit gag, black and glossy. A muzzle configuration with multiple buckles. All pristine, arranged like instruments on an altar.

But the nurses did not touch them yet.

Instead, one moved to the wall and keyed something into a recessed panel. With a muted click, the mirrored surfaces brightened. Behind each, unseen observers adjusted their positions. He could feel them. The sense of being watched sharpened. These were not simply mirrors—they were one-way glass. People were there, on the other side, seeing every detail.

Elias’s pulse surged, then faltered. His reflection betrayed it, showing the flicker of panic across his face. He tried to lower his gaze again, but the mirrors caught him no matter where he looked. A thousand helpless Elias’s knelt, trying not to see themselves.

The nurse turned back and spoke with the same clinical detachment as ever. “Observation initiated. Begin ritual.”

Elias shivered. His knees pressed harder into the painted square. His body understood before his mind did: this was not correction, not punishment. It was ceremony.

He watched his reflection swallow around the gag spoon, throat working visibly. Watched his chest rise and fall shallowly. Watched the yellow tag tap against his collar. Every detail was undeniable, unescapable.

The mirrors told him the truth: he was not hidden. He was spectacle.

And somewhere beyond the glass, Sabine might be watching. Or not. The uncertainty hurt worse than any certainty would have.

The leash slackened a fraction, leaving him free within the square but no further. The nurse’s voice cut through the silence again:

“Kneel. Present.”

He adjusted minutely, spine straightening, palms opening wider, thighs spreading until the tunic rode up to reveal the padded bulk beneath. The command was redundant—he was already kneeling, already presenting—but the redundancy was the point. Ritual required repetition.

The mirrors multiplied his obedience until he was nothing but posture.

Elias closed his eyes. Behind the lids, the reflections lingered. He could not escape them. He was made to watch himself kneel, gagged and tagged, until even the inside of his head belonged to the Hall.

The trolley’s wheels clicked faintly over the tiled floor as the nurse drew it to the centre of the chamber. Its stainless surface gleamed under the lights, and on it lay the gags—neatly spaced, aligned as if they were surgical tools awaiting theatre.

Elias’s eyes darted to them and away again, but the mirrors betrayed him. Every furtive glance was captured and echoed back: dozens of Elias’s stealing guilty looks at leather and buckles, then flinching from his own hunger.

The nurse’s gloves flexed once, audible in the silence. She addressed the ceiling. “Observation log: Ritual silence trial. Subject Utility U432. Commencing at 09:12.”

“Logged,” the ceiling responded, indifferent.

Then her gaze—not at his face, but at the yellow tag on his collar. That was all the acknowledgement he received.

“Utility U432,” she said, tone measured. “You will be presented with implements. You will not select by preference. You will not apply. You will hold. You will wait.”

Her hand hovered over the tray before pointing, slowly, to the gags in order.

“Panel gag. Bit gag. Muzzle configuration. All are valid. Selection is administrative.”

Another nurse reached across, gloved hands brisk, and lifted the panel gag first. It was broad, padded at the edges, the leather new and stiff. The spoon in Elias’s mouth pressed against his tongue as if to remind him he was already silenced. Still, the sight of the gag made his chest tighten.

It was lowered into his open palms. Reflex made him want to curl his fingers around it, but the collar warned, tightening hotly at his throat. He stilled, hands flat, the gag resting across them like a burden.

“Present,” the nurse instructed.

He raised it carefully until it hovered before his mouth, an offering to the mirrors, to the unseen eyes behind them. Drool slid down his chin, landing wetly on the padded leather. He winced, but the nurse said nothing. The stain was logged as surely as the act itself.

He held the gag there, waiting. Seconds, then minutes. The weight of it grew heavier. His arms trembled despite himself. The collar punished each micro-shake with a subtle pulse that seared and soothed in equal measure.

The mirrors showed him what he was: a man holding his own silence to his lips and not daring to take it.

After a long stretch, the nurse removed it, wiped it briskly, and set it back on the tray.

“Reset,” she said, and his hands fell to his thighs, palms open, the faint indent of leather still cooling his skin.

The bit gag came next. Black, glossy, slender between steel rings. She placed it in his palms, and again he raised it. This one seemed more obscene, its shape blunt and undeniable. His reflection made it look like he was begging for it, his lips parted slightly around the spoon as he held the bit just shy of his mouth.

He could almost feel what it would be like between his teeth, forcing drool to spill in a stream instead of a drip. He shuddered, and the collar corrected him. His reflection winced in unison.

Again, it was taken away, wiped, placed neatly back.

Finally, the muzzle. Straps, buckles, a web of leather designed to claim the entire lower face. It was heavier than the others, the buckles clinking faintly as it was laid across his palms. When he lifted it, the straps dangled, brushing his chin. The sensation was intimate, humiliating—like a lover’s fingers grazing his skin, except this touch promised only erasure.

The mirrors multiplied the image until there were a hundred Elias’s, all kneeling, all gagging themselves in waiting, all drooling down their own tunics.

The nurse let him hold it longer this time. His arms burned. The weight of silence dragged at his muscles, forcing obedience into his very sinew. His reflection trembled. The collar pulsed harder. He fought to still himself, eyes fixed downward, mouth watering uncontrollably.

Finally, she relieved him of the burden. Set it back. Straightened the tray.

“Log,” she said to the ceiling. “Subject U432 presented all three configurations without resistance. Compliance level: adequate. Latency: minimal. Vocalisation attempt: nil.”

“Logged,” the ceiling answered.

Elias wanted to sag forward, but the leash was taut. He remained upright, palms empty, chest heaving faintly. His reflection mocked him from every wall—obedient, gagged even without a gag.

The nurse stepped back, her voice clipped. “He holds silence. Even unbound. Prepare for application.”

Elias’s heart lurched. The ritual was not done. This had only been the instruction. The true silence was still to come.

And he would watch himself surrender to it.

The nurse did not choose immediately. She let the silence stretch, then pointed at the first implement again—the panel gag. Her gloved fingers lifted it from the tray with the care of someone handling an object, not a man’s future, and set it once more into his palms.

“Present,” she said.

The collar tingled, urging him upward. He obeyed, arms heavy, raising the gag until the padded leather hovered before his lips. The gag spoon already pinned his tongue, but the presence of this other, broader silence made him feel as though his mouth were doubly claimed, doubly erased.

The order was not to bite, not to close, not to apply. The order was to hold.

He did.

At first it was easy enough. His arms remembered the weight, his knees remembered the posture. But time is cruel in the Hall. A minute became three, then five. Muscles began to tremble, first at the wrists, then the shoulders. The collar corrected him with a mild shock, forcing him to freeze again, to still the tremor by sheer will. Drool gathered on his lip, slid down, and smeared across the gag’s surface. It glistened wet in the light, mirrored infinitely around him.

The worst of it was the watching.

Everywhere he turned, Elias saw himself. Reflections upon reflections, each one kneeling, arms extended, gag hovering like a prayer. They did not blink out of sequence; they did not waver independently. They were his every failing returned to him at once. If his arm shook, a hundred arms shook. If his lip quivered, a hundred lips betrayed him.

Behind the glass, he knew, others watched as well. Staff. Administrators. Perhaps Sabine. Or perhaps she was done watching. Perhaps she had given him away entirely.

The thought pressed harder than the collar. His body flushed hot, shame boiling in his chest. He wanted to whisper her name, even silently, but the spoon gag made it impossible. His tongue pressed, found only resistance. The collar throbbed at his throat, sensing even that attempt. He stilled again.

The nurse spoke at last, her voice level. “Log tremor onset: 02:41. Correction applied: effective.”

“Logged,” said the ceiling.

The words cut him deeper than reprimand. He was not being scolded—he was being documented. He was not a man failing; he was data adjusting.

The minutes lengthened further. His shoulders burned now, the weight of the gag like a stone pressed against his very breath. Sweat beaded along his temple, tracked down his jaw, and was caught at the gag’s edge. His saliva dripped steadily, marking him in the mirrors with strings of helpless wetness.

He could not look at himself, but he could not look away.

I am silence even without it, he thought. The realisation frightened him. He was gagged even when he was not gagged. He obeyed the command to be mute not because leather sealed his mouth, but because the Hall had taught his body that sound was no longer his to make.

His chest tightened with something close to grief.

“Hold,” the nurse instructed, though he had never faltered. Her voice was the steady metronome of the ritual, reminding him of what he already was.

He held. Arms trembling, collar warming at every tremor, reflections swallowing him whole.

The gag grew heavy as iron. His own body became enemy and cage both, demanding rest, demanding he let the implement fall. But the Hall had no interest in mercy. Mercy was wasted material.

The nurse noted again, “Latency extended. Muscular degradation acceptable. Continue.”

The mirrors agreed. A hundred Elias’s knelt, gag poised, dripping, waiting.

He was nothing but posture. Nothing but silence.

When at last the nurse relieved him, taking the panel gag from his hands, his arms fell slack against his thighs like broken branches. He did not dare flex them. His muscles sang with ache, but the collar demanded stillness even in relief.

The gag was wiped, reset on the tray. The nurse looked down at him, then away, as though confirming that the object had behaved, not the man.

“Log,” she said. “Subject U432 maintained silence for duration without vocalisation attempt. Submission level: appropriate.”

“Logged,” the ceiling confirmed.

Elias lowered his head until the yellow tag brushed against his chest. He felt emptied. Not punished, not praised—just used, like a vessel emptied of its contents and set aside.

And still, the shame burned hot in him, feeding into the locked cage, the ache between his thighs. Even here, even now, he wanted.

The mirrors returned that want to him in a hundred helpless eyes.

The panel gag returned to his palms with the inevitability of a verdict.

“Present,” the nurse said.

He lifted it once more, throat tight under the collar’s quiet hum. The padded face of the leather hovered a breath from his mouth. Drool trembled on the spoon and touched the panel with a soft, indecent kiss. In every wall, a hundred Elias’s offered the same obedience in perfect, mortifying synchrony.

A second nurse stepped into his peripheral vision and spoke to the ceiling, voice steady. “Ritual Phase Two. Application by staff. Vocalisation risk minimal. Commencing at zero-nine-thirty-two.”

“Logged,” the room replied.

Gloved fingers closed over the gag—never his hands, never his choice—and steadied it where he held it. The first nurse’s tone thinned until it resembled a metronome. “Remain still. Do not bite. Open.”

The word travelled down the leash and up through the collar into his jaw. He obeyed. The spoon kept his tongue pressed and his mouth obediently wide; the panel took the invitation with professional indifference. Leather came forward; padding settled against lips and teeth and the carved hinge of his silence. The flat pressure cut his breathing into two thin ropes through his nose. He stared at them in the mirrors—two threads of condensation appearing, collapsing, appearing again across the padded surface.

“Seal,” said the nurse, as if speaking to the device. The buckles at the rear straps kissed home. Each tongue of metal found its hole with a small, satisfied click amplified by the room’s microphones until it sounded ceremonial—one, two, three on the crown strap; one, two under the ear; a final line beneath the jaw, drawn firm across the hinge to keep the panel honest.

“Do not test,” the other nurse instructed, and he recognised the mercy hidden in the order: they would not record his failure if he did not provide it.

The chin strap settled last, its pressure disciplining the little tremors that liked to escape the jaw when the rest of him behaved. The world narrowed further. He felt the panel’s bulk even beyond his lips, as if silence had mass.

“Check,” the first nurse said. Fingers walked the edges of the leather, pressing along the seam where face met restraint. A gloved thumb lifted his chin, not to see him—there was nothing of him to see—but to verify that the spoon sat true beneath the panel, that tongue and teeth and will were caged in the correct geometry.

“Gag integrity: sealed,” she reported. The ceiling loved the sentence.

Elias couldn’t help the small breath that shuddered out of him. It fogged the panel and cleared. In the mirrors, a hundred fogs appeared and went, identical and uncomplaining. The collar warmed, not punitive, simply present, as though ratifying the new order: this is how your mouth exists now.

A short strap he hadn’t noticed before came forward, a neat addendum threaded from the panel’s lower edge to the ring at his collar. The nurse buckled it with a delicacy that felt almost tender. The panel and the collar married; his silence became part of his identification. The yellow tag knocked once against the new join, a small plastic assent that multiplied against the glass until the room seemed to approve with him.

“Lock,” said the nurse.

He felt it as a change in tone—a little metal stud pressed through a paired eyelet, a key turned in a hole so small it could have been ornamental. The faintest snick, and then the vultured certainty that buckles alone could not provide. The panel was not only secured; it was concluded.

“Silence flag active,” the second nurse told the log. A moment later, the collar acknowledged with a soft pulse. On the wall, a line of text appeared in gentle grey, as if this were merely another weather report: SILENCE – ACTIVE.

Elias watched that line as a drowning man might watch a buoy bob into view. It stayed. It did not ask anything of him beyond what had already been taken.

The nurse moved behind him. Two palms—flat, competent—smoothed his hair away from the crown strap, then pressed once to the hinge of his jaw to feel whether the strap’s pressure reached bone as intended. It did. She made a small, approving sound that was not approval, just correctness, and put the sound into the record with her stylus.

In the mirrors, the ritual acquired a surround-sound unreality. Every angle had its own small cruelty. One wall offered the strict punctuation of buckles along his cheek. Another returned the shine of drool already finding purchase at the panel’s lower edge. A third gave him the belt of his chest in profile, his breath abridged to make room for the device. Together, the images made a truth the Hall preferred: not the man, but the system working on him—hands, straps, ring, tag, panel, lock—each a syllable in a sentence that read you are quiet now.

“Baseline,” one nurse said. The other lifted a small microphone towards the panel and held it there. The room filled with his breath: the soft twin hiss of air through nostrils, the wet of saliva collecting, the faint creak of leather settling into skin, a sound like the page of a book being turned and held. The amplification was not for him. It was for the archive. Silence, made audible.

“Baseline acceptable,” the ceiling confirmed.

He felt an impulse—a little, stupid animal impulse—to prove he could still make a sound, a whine, any noise. The collar anticipated the muscle all the way down at its intent and closed a warm hand around his throat that did not hurt but took away the question. For a long moment, there was only breath and panel and the obedient ache in his jaw. He discovered that relief could be as sharp as shame.

The nurse stepped into his field of vision then and held up a small card to the glass. U432 – GAGGED. Somewhere beyond the one-way panels, a stylus ticked the corresponding box. The card lowered. He had been certified to himself.

“Instruction,” she said, although there was no air in which to place instruction any longer. “Remain still. Do not vocalise. Observe.”

He observed. He had no choice. The mirror directly before him returned the question he no longer had words to ask: who am I, like this? The answer rose without grammar and settled with the same weight as the lock stud. More myself than I am without it.

The thought carried shame. It also carried peace. He hated it for how cleanly it fit.

A strip of absorbent cloth was tucked beneath the panel’s lower rim, its edge drawn down across his chin with a gentle precision to train drool along a standard route. He watched the first bright string descend and vanish into its appointed cotton. The cloth blotted his humanity and made it tidy; the Hall didn’t mind humans as long as they were well managed.

Behind the glass, a shape moved—only a shift of dark, but enough to suggest eyes. The collar warmed without tightening, as if to encourage him: hold your shape; that is all that is asked. He found he could. He found that the device made holding easier, as if the panel lent spine to the rest of him.

“Note,” said the second nurse. “Gratitude behaviour likely post-lock.”

Of course. He could feel it trying to climb his face, a ridiculous smile that had nothing to do with joy and everything to do with the cessation of decision. The spoon made it a quiet thing. The panel caught the upwards motion at the corners and translated it into neat pressure. The collar let it live and then let it pass.

They completed their checks with the ceremony of closing a file. Chin strap: pressed and re-pressed. Crown strap: aligned. Collar link: intact. Tag: flat—one gloved finger flicked the yellow so it lay readable against his sternum. “Present for observation,” the first nurse said, and stepped out of the square with that particular economy the Hall taught you when your work never needed to hurry.

He knelt where the paint wanted him. His arms found the familiar open rest upon his thighs. His eyes learned the centre of the mirror and stayed there until he forgot he had chosen to keep them there.

The room dimmed by a careful increment. Not darkness; emphasis. Light gathered on him and withdrew from the peripherals. His reflection brightened at the edges, the panel’s padding catching it in a thin halo. Overhead, the dome lens adjusted, a faint click that felt like a fingertip to the temple. On the far wall—no, on all the walls at once—small insets bloomed, duplicating his image into smaller frames. Live feeds of the live feed. He became a grid.

“Observation steady,” the ceiling murmured. “Recording.”

He thought of the old life, of speaking simply because speech was there to be used. He tried to invent a reason to go back and found none that would survive in this air. Speech belonged to other rooms. Here, breath and looking were enough.

The nurses didn’t leave; they became part of the infrastructure, standing just outside the light, their gloved hands joined in idle precision at their waists. Their eyes were not unkind. They were indifferent in the way his gag was indifferent: made to do a job and proven correct by doing it.

“U432,” said the first in her level voice for the sake of formality, “you will be still for ten minutes.”

He had no means to argue the number, no scale with which to measure it. Time here was the length of drool to cloth, the interval between one fog and the next on leather.

He held. The panel held him. The collar made a soft halo of heat where it met the lock strap. The mirrors made a chorus out of the fact.

At minute two—he guessed because the nurses’ posture made a small shift—his shoulders offered to ache. The panel prevented the ache from becoming an excuse. At minute three, his mouth wanted to remember itself; the spoon insisted on forgetting. At minute five, he thought he heard something like a body sigh from behind the glass and felt his chest lift in reflex; the collar considered the lift and allowed that it could be breath, not presumption.

He watched himself with a tenderness he would not have admitted to in a louder world. He was ridiculous and proper and gagged and correct. He was an animal arranged into a sentence and then read aloud without error.

When the allotted time had been fed to the archive, the first nurse stepped forward and touched the panel with the back of her fingers—an engineer’s caress to a machine that had performed exactly to spec. “Baseline compliant,” she told the ceiling. “Vocalisation risk: minimal. Gratitude behaviour: present; contained.”

“Logged,” the ceiling said.

The urge to nod was strong. The collar felt it and permitted only the idea. He gave the idea everything he had and was rewarded with a loosening in the rear nodes that made his eyes sting as if someone had said his name kindly.

They did not remove the gag. Ritual did not end with the flourish of reversal. It ended by continuing. The nurses withdrew to their patient distance. The light stayed; the grid stayed; his breath stayed obedient. On the wall monitor a new lozenge brightened: SILENCE – VERIFIED.

In the mirrors, he studied the creature the Hall had made of him and accepted, with a clarity that frightened and soothed in the same breath, that the creature was true. I am more myself gagged than un-gagged. The thought no longer tore anything. It put things away.

Behind the glass, someone’s stylus completed a line. The sound did not reach him, but the room’s posture changed for a heartbeat as if a sentence had ended correctly. He found himself smiling again under the panel, the private, foolish curve of a man who has been given exactly the size of life he can carry.

He knelt, and he breathed, and watched himself kneel and breathe, and the Hall wrote his quiet into its book as if it had always belonged there.

The light changed without warning, not darkness so much as discipline. The room’s edges stepped back; the centre gathered itself around him. He felt the warmth on his shoulders sharpen, the panel’s padding catch a clean white rim, as if the gag were the subject and he the frame.

A soft motor whispered. From each mirrored wall, rectangular insets flowered and held—screens within glass. They took the live feed the dome lens already owned and multiplied it: crown angle, profile, collar close-up, the breastbone rising under the strap, the yellow tag knocking once against the join where panel met ring. A tiny window showed a metronome line that mapped his breathing into polite hills. Another offered a numerical comfort: SILENCE – ACTIVE; VERIFIED.

“Observation—Theatre mode,” one nurse said, her voice pitched for microphones rather than men. “Begin continuous capture. U432: maintain posture.”

“Logged,” the ceiling replied. The word landed like felt.

He fixed his gaze on the central pane and saw himself kneel in it with ridiculous accuracy. The smaller screens around the edge showed him kneel again from angles he had never imagined. The panel glistened where drool had found its appointed cloth; the strap at his chest made grammar out of his breath; the collar’s LEDs pulsed their thin patient light in time with a rule he could no longer see. In the lower right-hand screen he caught a close shot of the lock stud at his cheek, a neat dot like a beauty mark that announced the absence of choice.

Beyond the glass, shadows moved. Not theatre seats—this was no audience that paid—but the silhouettes of two, then three figures shifting their weight with the economy of staff whose attention had been trained to become a tool. He could not see faces, only the certainty of presence: a shoulder inclined, a stylus lifted, the cool geometry of people who recorded rather than felt.

The collar warmed a fraction, not to correct him but to hold him in place by agreement alone. Hold your shape; that is all. He did. The urge to test the panel—an old mistake, a child’s prod—rose like a fish and died the instant it met the gag’s flat, forgiving resistance. He let the dying be merciful.

“U432,” the nearer nurse said, not looking at him but at the status windows, “you will observe yourself. Do not anticipate. Do not attempt to communicate.”

He had been observing himself since the doors opened, but the imperative remade the act into ritual. He obeyed the new rule exactly as written, letting his eyes learn the rhythm of his own breathing on screen: fog, clear, fog, clear across the panel’s face; the wet cotton darkening in regular commas; the yellow tag’s tick against the clip when his heart ran a little ahead of itself and then came back to baseline under the collar’s hand.

On the left screen, a slow zoom took his throat. He watched the machine admire the place logic met leash—LEDs like tame insects at the edge of a summer evening. The image turned him tender toward his own neck, absurdly, as if the line from jaw to collar were a thing one could be proud of. I am tidy here, he thought, and the thought soothed something that had not asked to be soothed.

Behind glass, a stylus scratched. “Gratitude behaviour present,” the nurse murmured to the log, and he felt the collar restrain the tiny smile that had tried to lift, not punishing it, simply registering: seen.

A timer unrolled in one corner—ten minutes—then collapsed to nine-forty-three, nine-thirty, the digits polite as hotel clocks. Ten minutes used to be small; here it had substance. Time pressed at his shoulders like another strap and he found that he liked it. In the grid, his posture was exact from every angle. No single frame could catch him lying.

“Posture drift: one degree,” the second nurse said softly. A finger rapped the glass near the crown-strap feed and the collar warmed at the base of his skull in a way that felt less like punishment and more like a hand guiding the head back to centre. He adjusted by an amount so small it might have been belief.

On the right-most pane a graph recorded his salivation in absurd detail: peaks at first, then settling into civilised abundance. He watched and learned to be proud of the neatness of the cloth’s dark tide. When a thin string escaped the appointed route and hung indecorously from the panel, the nurse stepped forward, pinched it away with a square of gauze, and tucked the cloth more securely. Her fingers never met skin. He felt a grief for that and forgave it.

“Baseline stable,” the ceiling said. The words were an anaesthetic that did not dull him so much as allow him to be precise.

He wondered, for a single forbidden pulse, if Sabine watched. The thought didn’t sharpen into picture—her face refused him now—but it had a temperature: cool at the edges, warmer in the middle where the older mind still flinched. The collar felt the temperature change and laid a palm across his throat until the mind learnt to breathe again without making weather. If she is there, she is not there for me. The sentence came dressed correctly and did not trouble the numbers.

The screens made theatre of his compliance. In one, his palms rested upward on his thighs, lines at the wrist smooth as writing. In another, the tunic’s hem sat precisely wrong, revealing enough white bulk to satisfy the Hall’s appetite for confession without making a mess of it. In a third, the yellow tag sat as if it had been born to that ring, which of course it had. The bird’s-eye view flattered his kneel, made it abstract, almost aesthetic: two knees, two feet, the current of breath, the geometry of use.

“Silence window,” the first nurse said, and the microphones on the frame turned themselves up until he could hear his own nose like tide against pilotage buoys. The sound ought to have shamed him. Instead he fell in love with it for a minute because it had no syllables. It obeyed him the way his chest obeyed the strap.

He lost a little track of where the body ended and the screens began. His eyes worked a small circuit—panel close-up, collar LED, breath graph, timer, his face head-on—again and again until the circuit returned to itself without him asking for it. Past eight minutes, drool found a more eager rhythm. The cloth drank. The gag owned. The collar owned. The log owned. And he, without a single word to offer or withhold, became an owner of nothing and settled into the relief of that.

Somewhere behind the glass, a different voice, low and precise, not any nurse he knew: “Identity references?”

“None,” answered the nearer nurse. “Partner removal effective.”

A thin, useless heat slipped under the strap at his breastbone and made a bid for significance. The collar closed its warm hand and turned it into baseline, and for a shameful second he loved the device for saving him from a task that was already beyond his mouth.

At six minutes the grid did its cruelest trick: one pane replayed his last thirty seconds on a loop, half a beat behind the live feed. He watched himself watching himself—double obedience, the past agreeing with the present without being asked. I am consistent, he thought, and the pride came cleaner this time, not the flaring kind that drew correction, but a humble thing that sat where it was put.

“Note,” the second nurse whispered, partly to herself, partly to the tape. “He looks at himself as if at an icon.”

The word lodged. Icon. He wanted to shake it off; the collar suggested he let it lie. He let it. Perhaps this was what the Hall wanted: a figure he could kneel to that did not require a face. In the mirror his eyes softened at his own image, ridiculous and accurate. I am more myself gagged than un-gagged. He had thought it before; here it gathered proof.

The timer slid through five. A small ache bloomed between his shoulder blades, hopeful of becoming complaint. The panel declined to translate. He breathed and the ache took on the character of posture: dull, useful, reliable. He watched the edges of the gag reflect the light and thought of doors shut correctly, of drawers that sit flush. The thought came without bitterness.

“U432,” the nurse said at four, “hold.”

He held—not because she said it, not even because the collar made it easy, but because the screens had convinced him that this was how the world should look when he was in it. The quiet was not absence; it was order. From behind the glass came another scratch of stylus, a pause, and then the slow, satisfied exhale of someone who has brought a column of figures to balance.

The last ninety seconds stretched and then thinned until they were only a sensation at the edges of the room rather than numbers on a corner. He felt the collar ease a hair, the way one loosens a hand on a shoulder to say this can end well if you allow it to. He had begun, without noticing, to count fogs instead of seconds. The panel obliged him with a regularity that bordered on affection.

At ten, the grid did not collapse. Ritual did not rush to reward. The light did not hurry to make mercy. The only change was a small, agreeable tone from the ceiling and the nurse’s voice, brisk but not unkind: “Observation interval complete. Silence: maintained. Gratitude behaviour: minimal.”

Minimal. He liked the word better than praise.

The nurse stepped into the light just enough for the left-hand screen to catch the white of her glove as she adjusted the cloth at his chin. Her little finger brushed the edge of the panel—accident or calibration, he couldn’t tell—and the touch landed in him like a bell that no one else heard. He did not chase it. The collar absolved him of the need.

“Remain,” she said. “Do not anticipate removal.”

The command was so generous he almost laughed under the gag. Removal had not crossed his mind. He wanted—this startled him, then soothed him—to stay exactly like this until the building forgot he had ever been arranged another way.

The screens stayed up. He stayed where the square had told him to. Somewhere behind the glass, someone wrote complete. The word did not approach him. It didn’t need to. He was complete in the only sense that mattered to the Hall: arranged, recorded, quiet.

In the central panel his eyes looked back at him, not pleading, not proud, just correct. He let them be. He let himself be.

On one of the small feeds, the collar’s LEDs made a minor constellation—a private night sky he could learn by heart. He read it until the reading became breath again, and breath became numbers, and numbers became the only kind of devotion he could carry without spilling.

He knelt, watched, and was watched. The room liked him like this. He liked himself like this. That was not joy. It was function. It was peace.

The nurses did not release him.

For a moment, when the observation interval concluded and the panel lights dimmed, Elias thought he might be unbuckled, wiped, allowed to sag forward into the leash. But no order came. No hands reached for the straps. The panel gag remained a flat seal across his mouth, the spoon still locking his tongue down. The collar stayed warm, a steady little star at his throat.

The two nurses conferred quietly near the trolley, voices pitched for the microphones rather than his ears. He caught fragments, clinical and stripped of intent.

“Gratitude behaviour: present but manageable.”

“Identity drift stabilised at silence threshold.”

“Recommend increased exposure to mirrored confinement.”

Their words went into the ceiling and returned as record, not conversation. None of it was for him.

Elias swallowed against the panel, the action made thick by saliva. The cloth beneath his chin drank patiently. He lowered his eyes, but the mirrors multiplied him regardless. Even staring at the painted square on the floor, he saw his reflection bent and blurred in the polished tile. Gagged. Bound. Correct.

The leash tightened fractionally. Not to move him, just to remind him: still.

Time shifted. It no longer belonged to clocks or numbers. It belonged to the rhythm of drool escaping, fog forming and fading on the gag, his chest’s obedient rise and fall. Seconds stretched into something slower, heavier, as if each one had to be carried carefully across the room before the next could arrive.

At some point—minutes, hours—one of the nurses stepped back into the light and adjusted the cloth. She didn’t speak to him. She didn’t look at his eyes. Her hands were brisk, clinical, erasing the wetness he had produced as if clearing dust from a machine. Then she was gone again, folded back into the room’s shadow.

Elias shivered. The motion was small, contained within his frame, but the collar caught it and pressed its warmth tighter. He imagined it whispering through him: hold your shape; this is the aftermath, not the end.

He obeyed.

The ache in his shoulders became something steadier, almost like companionship. His jaw hurt in a dull, useful way, as though the gag had written its own name into the muscles. He could not imagine unbuckling it now. The thought of being unsealed filled him with more panic than relief.

I am more myself gagged than un-gagged. The sentence came back, clearer this time, not a question but a truth.

Behind the glass, shadows shifted. He thought he glimpsed the director’s silhouette, tall and still, stylus moving with mechanical certainty. His chest hitched. The collar let him have the hitch, then flattened it, returning him to baseline. Whatever notes the director made would not come to him. They never did.

The mirrors held him accountable. Every glance upward returned a chorus of Elias’s, silent, collared, gagged, still. They knelt in perfect posture. They endured. He began to watch them with a strange tenderness. They looked so obedient, so helplessly correct. They looked—he hated the word and loved it too—beautiful.

He had become his own icon.

Time stretched further. His knees began to throb against the tile, but the painted square bound him tighter than straps. He could no more step outside its yellow lines than he could spit past the panel. He was held.

The nurses spoke again, this time reading directly into the log.

“Subject U432 demonstrates increased comfort with gag presence.”

“Emotional state: shame-arousal equilibrium.”

“Recommendation: silence to be shifted from corrective to baseline protocol.”

Elias’s head bowed lower with each line, not in shame but in agreement. The words did not hurt. They relieved him. They proved what he had begun to suspect: silence was no longer punishment. It was his function.

He knelt until the edges of his body blurred. The pain in his shoulders, the ache in his jaw, the throbbing in his knees—all of it merged into something without name. Not torment. Not comfort. Something quieter, like a room inside himself he hadn’t known was there, bare and padded and infinitely still.

The gag anchored him to it.

At some point—he could not have said if it was after one hour or three—the nurses withdrew. The doors whispered open and closed. Their absence was total. No footsteps, no stylus scratches, no instructions. Only him, the mirrors, the collar, and the gag.

The silence deepened. It was no longer a ritual. It was simply the world.

Elias lifted his eyes to the mirror directly in front of him. The man there looked back, gagged and dribbling, tunic stained, knees spread, collar bright. And yet there was peace in his gaze, a calm he had not known outside of this square.

He trembled once. The collar tightened, then eased, and he let the tremor pass through him like a confession.

Drool slid, soaked the cloth, marked time.

Hours might have passed. The lights did not change. The collar did not loosen. The gag did not shift. Nothing ended.

And in that endlessness, Elias realised the truth the Hall had wanted him to learn all along.

He was not waiting for release.

He was not waiting for Sabine.

He was not waiting for anything.

He had become silence.

The gag was not the object—it was him.

And in that silence, finally, there was peace.


Chapter 2 – Isla’s Removal

They brought him to the padded room that pretended to belong to no one.

No windows, just pale vinyl stitched into quarters, the seams double-stitched like a promise. The air tasted lightly of lemon and damp foam. A domed camera blinked above the central seam. On the wall, black-on-white plaques set out the liturgy: NO VOCALISATION. EYES LOW. HANDS PRESENT. DO NOT ANTICIPATE.

Two posture frames waited—freestanding and almost kind, with their padded knee ledges and chest bars and the trap of two parallel belts. He knew their touch. He knew the way his body slotted into their geometry as if he had been measured against them in some previous life.

“Utility patient U432,” a nurse said, not to him but to the ceiling. “Present.”

He was already gagged—panel sealed and buckled, chin strap firm; the spoon kept his tongue obediently flat. The collar’s LEDs pulsed a patient amber. The yellow tag lay against the black ring at his throat like a warning painted cheerful. He was guided forward by the leash; the yellow square on the floor claimed his knees. When the nurse lifted the webbing, he folded neatly, shins aligned, thighs parted to the frame’s preference. The chest bar kissed his sternum. The upper belt drew him down into certainty.

Only then did he see that Isla had been brought in, too.

F301. The number hung from her collar in the colder white used for patients, not utility. She moved with a practised quiet, bare feet whispering on the vinyl, gown tied loose at the spine. The muzzle strap at her mouth had been buckled in a figure-of-eight that tamed her jaw without imitating a kiss. Her hair—always too soft for this place—was caught at the crown by the strap, a small imperfection the room would never bother to correct.

They placed her in the frame next to his. Close. Close enough that if the frames slid a finger’s breadth they would touch at shoulder and hip. They did not slide. The Hall’s pity was precise.

“Patient F301,” the second nurse said, tone level, “kneel. Present.”

Isla knelt. The pad took her knees; the belt found the hollow above her breasts; the lower strap hugged her waist. Her hands, mittened into white leather cuffs that replaced fingers with a rounded uselessness, were laid palm-up on her thighs by a gloved hand that neither hurried nor lingered. Her eyes stayed low. The muzzle’s lower strap had left a line on her cheek, a faint, bright welt that would fade into the colour of the room before the hour was out.

Elias breathed as the strap allowed. Fog formed and cleared on his panel in a small, reliable rhythm. The collar hummed in that steady register that meant stay. He wanted to turn his head and could not. The jaw strap and the shallow contour of the chest bar made a cradle of his posture. He belonged to it the way a word belongs to grammar.

The nurse with the slate stood between them. “Posture: adequate,” she said for the record. “Alignment: corrected.” She put two fingers gently to Elias’s chin and lifted it a degree, not to meet his eyes, but to confirm the arc of his neck. The same fingers touched Isla’s shoulder, drawing her a millimetre back into the frame’s exact middle. “Hydration ports: present.”

A third nurse wheeled in the trolley with the quiet of someone entering a library. On its top shelf: wipes, two short hoses with sterile tips, a small bottle of neutral soap, two folded nappies sealed in plastic, the white roll of paper the Hall used to render anything human into a clean line. On the lower shelf: nothing, as if emptiness had been curated there for effect.

“Begin routine,” said the first nurse.

Everything that followed had the calm choreography of a well-known rite. A hose was clipped to the little valve at the corner of Elias’s gag; the pump hummed, and lukewarm sweetness filled his mouth. He swallowed as the spoon permitted and was permitted to. Isla’s line was fixed to her muzzle with the same neat click; her throat worked, a small movement the strap turned into an official act.

“Hydration—accepted,” reported the nurse, eyes on the slate. “Salivation—managed. U432 drool redirect intact.”

Elias did not blush. There was no point. His drool had been a line item for weeks.

They wiped the corners of his panel with a square of gauze. They did the same for Isla’s muzzle, the gesture precise enough to be affection and not be it at all. When the nurse brushed the cloth against the notch of Isla’s chin, her eyes closed briefly—reflex, apology, gratitude, he could not tell. The cloth moved on, detached.

“Adjust,” the nurse murmured, and the collars’ rear nodes lifted in tandem, a small, shared warmth at the base of neck that felt obscenely intimate for something manufactured. Elias recognised how his body answered the signal—calm, open, ready—and hated the part of him that was grateful for the instruction.

Between them, the gaps were measured. The frames had been placed so that shoulders could not quite touch, so that the suggestion of contact could live at the edges of skin without becoming a breach. His peripheral vision held the ghost of her—pale arm, the curve where the gown opened, the steady cut of her breath under the strap.

I still see you, she had whispered once, when a gag had been a threat and not his home. That memory tried to stand up and was told, by the collar and the room and the yellow tag against his chest, to sit down again.

“Eyes low,” the nurse reminded, though neither of them had offered anything resembling a gaze. Habits were tended here the way brooms tend floors—whether or not the dirt is visible.

They were checked the way equipment is checked. Sternum strap: firm. Waist belt: firm. Nappy waist: snug—Elias felt the tug of two gloved fingers at the elastic, the little investigative slide that never belonged to kindness or shame, only to correctness. His tunic rode high over the padding, as intended. Isla’s gown had been arranged to cover nothing that mattered to the record.

“F301 posture: recall.” The second nurse’s palm hovered behind Isla’s upper back the way one braces a book as its spine is mended. Isla breathed once into the muzzle, slow and obedient, and the belt accepted the breath without complaint.

The room had a sound like held breath when the nurses stopped speaking: the faint sigh of the air-cycler, the whisper of drool finding its cloth, the soft drag of latex on vinyl as a glove repositioned itself, the little electricity of the collars reporting livable data. Elias took inventory of the sounds because counting them kept the urge to turn his head from sharpening. He did not turn. He tasted sweetness. He swallowed. He waited.

A nurse leaned into his periphery and lifted his yellow tag so the slate could read it. “U432—utility—active,” she said, and the ceiling agreed with a discreet chime. The same hand let the tag fall back against his collar with a tiny click. The sound repeated itself in the frame around them, multiplied to the shape of ritual. He felt exposed by so small a noise and then understood that exposure was the point.

When their shoulders almost—almost—touched, the frame corrected him, not with pain but with the promise of it. The chest bar invited his sternum back into its exact line. He complied. He felt the ghost of Isla’s heat through the shared air and told his body: do not anticipate.

Minutes unspooled in their tidy way. Gauze touched corners. The pump gave. The nurse’s pen made its delicate scraping noises into the slate, the sound of facts being born without asking permission. Elias found the metronome of the room and let it use him.

In that metronome lived the smallest thing he had left to himself: the awareness, as light as a hair on skin, of the girl kneeling within reach and beyond it. It was not hope. Hope had been audited out of him. It was not desire; that was a different department now, supervised by plastic. It was simply the knowledge of a second breath beside his own, the proof that he had not hallucinated her into the Hall to keep from going mad.

His body tried, as bodies will, to lean into the proof. The frame’s padding kissed him back into the square. The collar warmed, and the warmth said good. The spoon owned the tongue; the panel owned the mouth; the number owned the name.

“Routine complete,” the nurse announced at last, as if that were a thing that could ever be true here. “Maintain posture.”

They maintained it, side by side, so close that the absence of contact felt like a third person between them, relentless and kind.

Elias breathed, and in the rhythm he made room for a single, treacherous thought, shaped where the collar could hear it and like it: I still see you.

The belt approved the breath that carried it. The line above his heart stayed thin and green. The room moved on.

The room did not change its shape, but its temperature shifted.

Elias felt it before he understood it. The padded walls, so bland and impersonal, seemed to lean in. The faint lemon tang of cleanser sharpened into something colder, metallic. He could taste it in the back of his throat, bitter behind the gag.

The nurses, who until then had moved with the clipped rhythm of routine—hydration, wipes, posture checks—stopped speaking to each other. The silence carried weight, not the casual sort that fell between recorded commands, but the sort that thickened air before an announcement.

He tried to glance sideways at Isla, but the collar fixed his neck in its obedient angle. All he caught was the ghost of her profile: pale skin, the muzzle strap cutting its figure-eight across her mouth, the faint flutter at her throat when she swallowed.

The slate chirped. A new voice came through the ceiling—flat, official.

“Patient F301 is to be reallocated.”

Elias’s stomach twisted. Reallocated. The word had the taste of paperwork, but its echo in the room was catastrophic.

The nurses moved as if a switch had been thrown. One wheeled in a trolley Elias had not seen before: stainless steel, its surface gleaming under the lights. On its top shelf lay folded leather straps, two sealed syringes, a coiled canvas sack. The smell of disinfectant thickened.

Isla did not look up. Her eyes stayed lowered, lashes resting against her cheeks. She did not thrash, did not plead. She trembled only once—an almost invisible shiver that began in her shoulders and disappeared under the belt.

“F301,” one nurse intoned, “prepare for transfer.”

Gloved hands moved with clinical certainty. A wipe across the inside of her arm, the squeak of alcohol on skin, the plunge of a needle. Elias heard the faint hiss of air expelled before the plunger drove down. Isla flinched, then went still. The second syringe followed, slower, thicker. Her breathing slowed to match.

Elias’s own chest rebelled. He tried to shake his head, tried to form her name around the spoon pinned to his tongue. Isla. The syllables strained against his throat, muffled, broken. The collar flared red.

Pain shot through him—hot, electric, brutal. His body convulsed against the frame, back arching hard against the chest bar. His teeth pressed helplessly into the panel gag. His vision fractured white.

The nurse did not flinch. She logged, calmly: “Patient U432 attempted unauthorised vocalisation. Correction applied: effective.”

The ceiling repeated it: “Effective.”

Elias sagged, heart thundering, the collar’s heat now a punishment and a reassurance both. His mouth filled with spit, leaking steadily down the panel’s edge.

Isla’s head slumped against the brace. Her hair slid across her cheek, the muzzle strap holding it out of her eyes. The sedative’s weight was visible in every line of her body. She looked not frightened, not resistant—only impossibly tired.

A nurse guided her wrists forward and fastened them together with a leather strap. Ankles followed. A second belt cinched across her chest, binding her into stillness. Her breath came slow, shallow. The canvas sack was lifted—stiff, grey, waiting.

Elias fought the urge to thrash. His chest ached with the need to move, to reach, to do something. The collar quashed every flicker of rebellion with pulses sharp enough to make his stomach lurch. He sat frozen, forced to witness.

The nurses worked in silence. The sack slid over Isla’s body, swallowing her gown, her straps, her frame. Only her face remained uncovered long enough for the gag to be checked, its strap tightened one last notch. Drool gleamed at the edge of the muzzle. Then her head, too, was drawn inside, hidden.

A stretcher was wheeled in, white frame gleaming under the lights. They lifted her between them—limp, bound, hooded—laying her down like cargo. The belts snapped into place. Her yellow tag, F301, swung once from the stretcher’s corner.

The doors whispered open.

Elias’s body betrayed him. His chest tightened so hard he thought he would choke. He convulsed again, half a sob breaking itself against the gag, but the collar seared his throat and froze him in place. He made no sound. The nurses did not look at him.

Isla was rolled away, the stretcher’s wheels humming softly over vinyl. The tag swayed until it passed through the doorway and was gone.

The doors sealed shut.

The silence that followed was unbearable. Elias’s breath rasped against the gag, hot with spit, heart stuttering under the strap. He tried again to whisper her name inside his skull. The collar caught even that thought, tightening until he saw stars.

Not Isla. Not Sabine. Not anyone.

Only U432.

He sagged forward against the chest bar, tears gathering hot in his eyes, leaking sideways down his face to darken the panel’s strap. He could not wipe them. He could not name them. He could only kneel, gagged, collared, shaking in silence.

And then—unforgivably—smiling faintly through the drool and tears. Because the Hall had been right all along. Attachments were illusions. Names were breaches. Function was permanent.

He had lost her. And in losing her, he was one step closer to being complete.

The door’s seal finished its rubbery kiss and left him with nothing but the padded room and the echo of wheels already beyond it.

Something in him refused the ending. It reached for a word like a hand snatching at a sleeve as the lift doors close. Is— The syllable broke itself against the spoon.

The collar didn’t wait to be begged. The front nodes closed with a white, searing certainty that made the panel feel like a hot plate strapped to his mouth. His spine arched against the chest bar and slammed back, breath tearing in two useless pieces through his nose. The world shrank to straps and temperature and the tiny red LED that registered his mistake without spite.

“Patient U432: unauthorised vocalisation,” the ceiling said, gentle as a librarian. “Correction escalating.”

The heat didn’t spike; it held. This was worse. A door closed at his throat and stayed closed until the urge to reach for language burned itself down to ash. Drool flooded, obediently redirected into the cloth at his chin. He tasted iron at the edges of the gag where teeth met leather. He told his body to be still and discovered, to his horror, that it wanted to try again.

The absence on the floor where Isla had been knelt was a shape in its own right. He could feel the frame beside him cooling, the leather’s warmth going out of it in slow degrees. The straps lay where they had been opened, the curve of a belt like a mouth in a neutral line. He wanted to fill it with her. He wanted to scream her back into it.

Sab— The second attempt didn’t make it to the vowel. The collar read the muscles queuing under his jaw and shut them down with a sustained pressure that travelled to the back of his skull and sat there like a hand. Little points of light burst at the edges of his sight and went out. The room did not move to comfort him; it recorded him.

The magnet sighed and let a nurse return. She did not rush. She stood at his flank and pressed two fingers to the side of his neck, not to soothe but to take a reading that her slate had already taken. Her tone was level. “Log: identity attempt persistent.” A mild tilt of the stylus. “Apply Breach Protocol. Stage S-3.”

The ceiling approved. “S-3 authorised.”

She didn’t speak to him. She unhooked something from the trolley and brought it round, and he caught its shadow on the vinyl first: a smooth, black half-hood with a snug throat, the kind that swallowed sound long before it reached air. She didn’t pull it over him yet. S-3, here, meant escalation at the source.

“Hold duration—front nodes, plus twelve seconds,” she said, and the collar obeyed its mistress. Pressure firmed and then stayed. It didn’t punish; it contained. His body learned the difference with a shame that felt like gratitude.

“Jaw—stabilise,” she added, and set a strap from panel to ring that he had not had before—short, inelastic, a domestic leash between gag and collar. It removed the last, idiot freedom from his mouth. The yellow tag knocked once against the new join with a small, plastic consent.

Her gloved thumb examined the panel’s lower edge, feeling for give, finding none. “Gag integrity: sealed. Spoon position: correct.” She tapped the rear strap with a fingernail until the sound satisfied something in her head and therefore in the record. “U432,” she said for the microphone alone, “remain still. Vocalisation will be corrected.”

He had no intention of moving now; the intention had been removed with the breath. But intention is not what the Hall cared about. It cared for shape. He held his.

The hood waited in her other hand, the throat of it yawning like an instruction he deserved. She paused, not to reconsider, but to confirm: “Identity attempt concluded?”

The collar answered for him with a brief loosening. His vision cleared a half-step. In that thin mercy he saw the empty frame beside him again and lost his footing inside his chest. The thought broke its own rule and tried to stand up: Isla. He did not send it to his mouth. The collar punished the idea anyway—a heat that was almost kindness, like someone pressing a blanket flat over a kicking child.

“Residual,” the nurse noted. “Apply hood.”

The half-hood slipped over him in a single, confident movement. No drama. No dragging. Its edge settled into the groove already made by the panel’s straps and joined them, a perfect seam. The world narrowed to a stripe under the dome lens, the mirrors now a darker multiple that felt less like company and more like being sealed in a jar. The hood’s interior smelt of clean rubber and a faint, baffling sweetness, the scented ghost of someone else’s breath, long ago. It turned the room’s cold into something contained.

“Breach Protocol S-3: active,” said the ceiling.

“Observe reduction,” the nurse told it.

He watched the curve of his chest belt in the little remaining window of vision, watched it rise in corrected increments. The pressure at his throat eased by degrees that had nothing to do with mercy and everything to do with timing. Even when it loosened entirely, the leash between panel and collar kept his jaw owned. He learned the lesson the Hall had been trying to teach him since the door announced a visitor who wasn’t her: names were not his to hold.

He tried to think without nouns. The language inside his head became small, stripped of edges. You are here. You will be used. You will be quiet. These did not hurt. They arrived and sat where they were put and made no demands that ended in a shock.

The nurse adjusted the belt across his sternum with an engineer’s niceness, smoothing a ripple that had developed while he fought his own mouth. The strap answered like a satisfied animal. “Baseline returning,” she said.

The ceiling agreed. “Composite: eighty-two.”

He felt absurdly proud of that number. It cast a little shade over the scorched place in his throat.

“Identity references—nil,” the nurse added after a span in which he had not tempted the device. “Partner removal: effective.”

He felt the shame move through him again at the neatness of the sentence and then a thinner, cleaner thing beneath it that had nothing to do with hurt. The small, correct word was relief. He hated it. He found he could live with it. The collar noticed and did nothing.

The nurse stepped back into his narrowed field of vision one more time with a small, white card she held to the camera. BREACH CORRECTED – S-3. She showed it to the room. She showed it to him. She filed it. The card lowered.

“U432,” she said, and though she still wasn’t speaking to him, he took the formality as a gift, “remain in posture.”

A long, thin minute. Two. The hood made sound into a private thing—his breath and the small wet noises the gag orchestrated, the whisper of latex when a glove shifted its grip, the faraway heart of a pump he could not see. The empty frame beside him ticked in and out of existence with each fondle of light. He thought of Isla not as a name but as a space, a cooled leather, an indent in air. He could carry that without being corrected.

The collar tried him once, a randomised test the systems liked to apply: a little warmth, no threat, just a query. He didn’t rise to it. He breathed in the small lane the belt allowed. He gave the building his silence the way one gives blood—measured, labelled, correctly timed.

The hood concealed his eyes enough that he could not read the nurse’s face when she returned, only the tidy fact of her contained body, the slate against her hip, the pen’s careful posture ready to turn him into another line. “Log: subject demonstrates association between identity attempt and discomfort. Recommending hold-duration increase at front nodes for forty-eight hours. Remove proper nouns from patient’s environment. Continue mirror exposure without peer presence.”

The ceiling accepted. “Scheduled.”

He bowed his head—where could he bow it to?—and the collar permitted the gesture because it moved nothing the Hall wanted still. The panel tugged the collar-link and told his mouth it belonged to his throat now and not to him. He swallowed, and the swallow went where it should.

A last, mean little flicker of resistance rose, as ridiculous and tender as a moth. The shape of a Sa— that used to mean warmth and now meant breach. He identified it. He let the hood and the gag and the collar do their work. The thought dimmed under the hand the building laid on it and went quiet.

“Good holding,” said the nurse, this time almost to him, and then to the ceiling where the words were permitted to live: “Good holding.”

He hated the way the praise moved him. He let it. The collar did not punish being moved; it punished the attempt to turn movement into speech.

The hood did not come off. That would have implied a return to a previous state. The Hall did not believe in returns. Instead the nurse drew the cloth under his panel snug again and set the little square of absorbency with the excellence of a housekeeper preparing a room for a picky guest. She cleared the trolley, re-coiled the straps that had been uncoiled in case he provided the kind of problem that narrows to wrists and ankles, double-checked the knot of his fate in the belt across his chest.

She paused in the doorway, not to look back—there was nothing to see—but because the slate had a final field and the day loved fields completed. “Breach Protocol,” she told the room, without ceremony, “concluded.”

The magnet woke, the seal sighed, the lemon smell lifted back into neutral. He stayed kneeling. He stayed gagged, hooded, leashed by an inch of strap that joined the ring at his throat to the plate at his mouth. He watched the small lane of floor he had been allowed and learned to love it for being small.

If names were forbidden, what was left? The answer assembled itself from the pieces the Hall had made safe. Breath. Belt. Heat. Line. The number that meant him when the world wanted him to be something other than a problem. U432.

He tried it on again, this time without despair, in the place the collar could hear and prefer. U432 holds.

The collar warmed like a candle and then steadied. The hood made the world a manageable size. The empty frame beside him cooled all the way to nothing at last.

He did not speak. He did not try. He knelt, and the gag owned his mouth, and the Hall’s quiet came up around him to finish the job he had attempted to ruin by remembering.

The room waited, emptied of her but not yet emptied of her absence.

Elias remained strapped into the frame, the chest bar a cold constant against his sternum. His knees pulsed where they pressed into the padded ledge, but pain had lost its sharpness. It was simply a background murmur now, as familiar as his own pulse. What cut deeper was the space to his left—the frame Isla had occupied. Still warm in its leather, still smelling faintly of soap and sweat, but uninhabited.

The nurses moved with the hush of inevitability. The trolley had not been wheeled away after the injections. Now its upper shelf was bare but for the canvas transport sack, folded open like a mouth. They laid it across the empty frame where Isla’s body had sagged, aligning it carefully as though the sack were a patient itself. The sight made Elias’s stomach twist, a primitive protest surging even though he knew what came next.

One nurse slid her gloved hand under Isla’s jaw and lifted her head. The sedative kept her compliant, eyes half-shut, lashes fluttering like moth wings. Drool seeped around the muzzle strap, catching the light in a line too fragile to matter. Elias tried to lean toward her—an instinct older than obedience—but the chest bar refused him. The collar sang its warning heat across his throat.

“Patient F301: sedation effective,” one nurse announced, stylus scraping softly against her slate. “Transfer procedure authorised.”

Another nurse buckled Isla’s wrists together in front of her body. The leather strap creaked as it tightened, pulling her mittened hands into one rounded bundle. A second strap encircled her ankles, snug enough to keep them aligned but not cruel. Elias’s eyes followed every motion, heart lurching with each finality.

The chest strap came next. Wide, black leather passed beneath her arms and across her breasts, cinching her against herself. It pinned the loose hospital gown in place, crushing fabric flat so that her body looked already packed for storage. With each new restraint Elias felt his own chest tighten, as though his body were trying to resist on her behalf.

He mouthed her name behind the gag. Isla. The spoon pinned his tongue, turning it into a useless slab of meat. The panel gag reduced the sound to a pathetic grunt. The collar caught it instantly, punishing him with a shock that blazed from throat to spine. He jerked hard against the bar, head snapping back, a strangled cry strangled further into silence.

The nurse didn’t flinch. She simply noted, “Patient U432: breach attempt—identity vocalisation. Correction: applied.”

The ceiling echoed, soft as ever: “Correction effective.”

Elias sagged forward, drool sliding hot down his chin, wetting the cloth fixed beneath the gag. Tears blurred his vision. His eyes clung to Isla’s body even as his muscles shook with aftershocks.

They lifted her then. Two nurses, efficient, one at her shoulders, one at her knees. She was light in their arms, her limbs yielding as though she’d already resigned herself to being carried. The canvas sack opened its jaw and accepted her. They lowered her inside, leather straps securing her body in three quick motions: wrists, ankles, chest. The muzzle strap was checked one last time, pulled another notch tighter. A nurse brushed her hair back beneath the canvas edge. Then the hood descended, swallowing her face into the bag’s blankness.

For Elias, the moment landed like a blow. Her eyes—half-lidded, fluttering, still undeniably alive—were gone. All that remained was a moving package, a shape designed to erase personhood.

“Patient F301 secured,” a nurse intoned.

The stretcher’s white frame rolled in, wheels whispering across vinyl. They laid her sack-bound body onto it with the same care used for surgical instruments. Straps ratcheted across the canvas, fixing her limp form. Her chest rose and fell faintly beneath the leather, the only sign she was still inside.

The yellow tag on her collar swung from the stretcher’s corner: F301. The numbers gleamed under the lights.

Elias shook his head minutely, a desperate denial. The chest bar punished him with its immovable certainty. The collar responded with another flicker of heat. He was forced back into stillness, forced to watch.

The stretcher turned toward the door. The nurses guided it with serene precision, their movements as quiet as ever. No one looked at him. No one acknowledged that he had lost anything.

The doors parted with their pneumatic sigh. The stretcher wheels hummed softly as they rolled into the corridor.

Elias strained to lean forward, a pathetic twitch against the belts. His chest constricted so tightly he thought he might stop breathing. He wanted to scream her name, to tear the gag from his mouth, to beg them to leave her—but the gag sealed him, the collar burned him, the straps owned him.

The last thing he saw: the yellow tag swinging from the stretcher, bright and indifferent, until the doors whispered shut.

The room was silent again.

For a long moment Elias knelt motionless, head bowed against the chest bar, the taste of metal and spit thick in his mouth. Tears slid down to join the drool soaking the cloth at his chin. He trembled, every nerve demanding release, but the collar flattened him back into stillness.

He mouthed Sabine this time, trying to find comfort in another name. The collar punished him with brutal immediacy—red-hot, sustained, driving the air from his chest. His body convulsed again, shoulders slamming the bar, gag filling with spit. His scream went nowhere, a muted animal sound lost against leather.

The ceiling spoke: “Patient U432 attempted unauthorised identity reference. Correction: successful.”

He sagged when the current eased. His body was drenched in sweat. He could no longer tell if the wetness at his chin was drool or tears. Both had become meaningless fluids, recorded, measured, wiped away.

The nurses had already withdrawn. Their absence was absolute. The trolley was wheeled neatly into the corner, its shelves empty now that Isla had been packaged and removed. The second frame stood bare, straps hanging loose, like a hollow waiting to be filled.

Elias stared at it. The absence there felt louder than the presence had ever been. He tried to imagine Isla’s whisper, that stolen moment weeks ago: I still see you. He tried to summon the sound of her voice, the cadence of her words. Nothing came. Only static. Only the collar’s hum.

A voice from the ceiling interrupted his failure: “Patient U432, Breach Protocol complete. Isolation protocol commencing.”

The lights dimmed. The mirrors adjusted, angles narrowing until only his own reflection stared back.

He watched himself drooling, gagged, trembling. He watched his own chest rise and fall in straps. He saw the faint smile forming on his lips—not joy, not even madness, but the warped relief of inevitability.

Attachments were illusions.

Function was permanent.

He bowed his head, the gag tugging the collar leash taut. And in that silence, where Isla’s whisper should have lived, he felt himself dissolving one step further into what the Hall required.

The room was too large once she was gone.

Not in its square footage—the padded walls had not shifted—but in its proportions. Where two frames had stood in symmetry, there was only one now filled, one empty. That void was louder than any sound the nurses could have made. Elias’s body leaned toward it despite the chest bar pressing him back, like a sunflower desperate for a sun that had been extinguished.

His own reflection met him from three sides. The mirrors had been adjusted deliberately, narrowing to hold only him within their angles. His gagged face repeated over and over: the panel smeared with drool, the yellow tag resting against his collar, the eyes swollen from shocks and tears. He looked less like a man than a specimen already catalogued.

The collar hummed, not punitive now but steady, keeping his throat contained in its quiet vibration. A message without words: Stay small. Stay inside.

He tried to mouth her name again, just inside his skull, silent. The thought tripped over itself before it reached form. There was no shock this time, only pressure—an invisible weight holding the syllable down, smothering it before it could rise. The system was teaching him the cost wasn’t worth the attempt.

Hours might have passed. Or minutes. Time had ceased to have shape inside the Hall. Elias measured it only by his body: the ache in his knees spreading outward; the soreness in his tongue as the spoon pinned it; the constant dampness against his chin cloth, replaced at intervals by a silent nurse who entered, wiped, swapped the cloth, and left again without speaking to him.

Each time they did, their gloves smelled faintly of lemon and vinyl. Each time, their slate made a small note: U432: drool managed. Posture maintained.

It was the only acknowledgement he received, and it wasn’t for him.

The mirrors compelled him to look. His reflection was no longer strange. He began to catalogue himself as they would: Specimen U432. Gag intact. Collar link stable. Patient responsive to correction. No unauthorised vocalisation in recorded interval.

The words looped inside his head until they started to feel like prayer.

Somewhere beyond the padded door, he thought he heard the faint rattle of a stretcher wheel. It could have been imagination, a ghost in his ears. Isla wheeled further and further from him, disappearing into wings of the Hall he would never see. He tried again to hold her whisper in memory—I still see you—but when he mouthed the sentence into the gag, it came out broken, deformed. I still—

The collar warmed, gentle this time, like a hand smoothing down a crease. It told him he had no use for those syllables anymore. His body, traitor that it was, accepted.

When the lights shifted into the Hall’s artificial evening—barely dimmer than day but tinted a duller blue—he caught himself staring at the empty frame not with grief but with something else. Relief. No witness to his posture. No pair of eyes beside him. Only his reflection to compete with.

Shame scorched him at the thought. Then shame dulled, absorbed into the room like all feelings were.

“Patient U432,” the ceiling announced, as if it had waited for his acceptance before speaking, “Breach Protocol complete. Retention successful. Subject demonstrates preference for isolation.”

He should have flinched. He should have denied it. Instead his head bowed against the gag strap, as though in agreement.

The mirrors showed him kneeling in silence, gagged, collared, drooling, staring at nothing but himself.

And he did not hate what he saw.


Chapter 3 – The Object Ritual

The corridor had changed.

It wasn’t wider, or longer, or any less padded, but as they guided him down it—two nurses, one at his arm, one at the leash fixed to his collar—he felt the weight of anticipation thickening the air. This was not the corridor of transfer between cells, nor the one that led to the washroom. Its padded walls were clean, yes, stitched in the same uniform verticals, but they bore white squares painted directly onto the vinyl, each marked with a number. He didn’t have to ask what the numbers meant. His collar hummed gently each time his gaze lingered.

The leash tugged once. He followed.

The ritual chamber was colder than the others. Its light was harsher too, unsoftened by the muted glow he had grown used to in isolation. This light was surgical: direct, unwavering, denying the comfort of shadow. It illuminated everything—the padded walls, the wide white squares arranged in even rows across the floor, the mirrored panel at the far end where a camera eye glinted faintly.

And the others.

They were already kneeling in place, each patient confined within their assigned square. They were silent. Some wore posture harnesses, straps locking their spines into rigid arcs; others bore open-mouth gags that exposed tongues shining with spit. Not one looked at him. Not one shifted. They were postures, not people.

Elias’s knees weakened. The nurse holding his leash gave a firm, precise tug, and he stumbled forward into the room. His tag swung against his chest: U432.

The voice came from above, calm, unadorned. “Patient U432: kneel. Square eleven.”

He obeyed without thought. The leash slackened and he dropped to his knees inside the outlined square, the padded floor cold against his bare skin. His posture was imperfect; the nurse beside him adjusted his spine with the flat of her palm until he was upright, head held forward by the collar’s posture brace.

“Patient U432,” the voice continued, “present gag.”

The nurse unfastened the panel gag and removed it, wiping the spit-slick spoon with a cloth. Elias’s jaw sagged in the sudden freedom, but before he could take breath she pressed the gag into his palms. His mitts couldn’t close fully, so the device rested across them, slick and heavy, saliva already soaking into the absorbent cloth beneath.

He understood. He bowed his head until his forehead brushed the gag’s strap.

The square of floor in front of him became his world: painted white lines, padded vinyl, a tiny dark fleck in the stitching he couldn’t stop staring at. The gag balanced in his hands like an offering at an altar. His arms began to ache almost immediately, the muscles protesting the unfamiliar posture.

Around him, other patients mirrored the stance. Gags, plugs, restraints—each lifted, offered, displayed. The silence was immense, punctuated only by the faint hiss of air circulation.

Elias’s heart pounded. Shame curled in his chest. He knew he must look pathetic: drool drying across his chin, hair matted from the hood, shoulders trembling as he strained to keep the gag level. Yet the longer he held the pose, the deeper the silence became, the more he felt its gravity.

He was no longer ashamed. He was small. He was correct.

A nurse’s footsteps passed close. She inspected each kneeling patient with clipboard precision, logging compliance. When she reached Elias, she paused. Her gloved hand brushed the gag in his palms, steadying it. Her stylus tapped. “Patient U432: offering posture responsive. Arms trembling. Correction recommended: endurance training.”

Elias’s cheeks burned. Not from humiliation, but from the flood of approval beneath it. He wanted desperately to improve, to hold longer, to steady himself so her notes would mark him effective.

The gag remained in his palms. His arms shook. His chest strap pressed him down into stillness.

He realised, with a hollow certainty, that this was only the beginning.

The room found its tempo.

Not music. A metronome of breath, leather, and instruction. The other patients were part of it—each a fixed point in a white square, each holding their posture with the dull brilliance of things moved into their correct places. The mirrored panel at the far end watched in duplicate. The domed camera above the mirrors made a soft, unblinking confession of light.

“Sequence,” the ceiling announced, voice neutral. “Commence.”

A nurse stepped into his square. Not a touch yet, just the gravity of her presence changing the air. Her gloved hands rested at the clipboard’s spine; the stylus hovered like a needle ready to make a seam.

“U432,” she said, addressing the yellow tag at his collar rather than his eyes, “Posture One. Mouth—open.”

He lifted the gag an inch higher in his palms as if to ask whether the offering continued. The leash gave a small, corrective tug. He understood. He bowed the device back to his thighs and raised his face.

Jaw slack. Tongue flat. The spoon had trained him; the absence of it felt like disobedience until the collar warmed lightly and smoothed the panic down. He opened as ordered. Air slid in over a mouth that no longer belonged to him. Drool gathered at the hinge and moved when it wished.

The nurse reached past his vision and produced a short plastic blade marked with neat black increments—calibrated silence. She did not ask permission. She set it at the corner of his mouth, measured the angle, tapped the lower incisors once with the care of a piano tuner. No cruelty. Only correctness.

“Mouth—thirty degrees. Jaw relaxed. Tongue compliant,” she told the ceiling. “Vocalisation risk: nil.”

“Logged,” the room replied.

He kept still against the small humiliation of being measured for quiet like a piece of furniture for a drawer. The mirrors threw back his mouth, open and wet, again and again in diminishing rectangles. Shame rose and passed, absorbed by the padded walls as if the room were designed to drink it. Objects don’t mind being looked at, he told himself. They mind being wrong.

“Hold,” the nurse said, and moved on to the next square while a colleague took her place without friction—one body sliding into the slot the previous had left. The new nurse lifted her palm, a sign. “Close,” she said. He closed. “Open.” He obeyed. The collar rewarded the quick obedience with a micro-loosening at the rear nodes that felt like a secret being returned.

“Posture One complete. Posture Two,” the first nurse called as she returned. “Hands—present.”

It was almost comic: his hands were already presented, palms up, the gag resting on them like an obedient animal. But ritual didn’t reward anticipation; it punished it. He had to show the gesture as a separate act.

He let the gag slide down to his thighs, repositioned his arms, and extended his hands further, palms up, wrists straight, elbows pinned to his ribs. The mitts gave him the rounded uselessness the Hall preferred. They smelled faintly of talc and other people’s discipline.

“Do not curl,” the nurse said, though there was nothing to curl. She tested the mitt straps with a precise tug at each buckle. “Manipulation risk: minimal. Grip—none. Present—adequate.”

The stylus ticked. The tick belonged to the room, not to him, and still he felt it deliver a small, chemical bloom of approval that his body changed instantly into ache. The cage beneath the tunic made that ache into good behaviour.

“Hold,” she said, and placed a folded towel across his open mitts to make purpose of the pose. The cloth began to soak his drool in its first neat dark. He swallowed only when the collar told him the swallow would be acceptable.

“Posture Two complete. Posture Three—knees, thighs. Prepare for inspection.”

The command moved through the room in a ripple. Each square brightened a fraction as the central lights shifted focus to the line of bodies. Elias watched—because the mirrors made him—how his own tunic lifted a notch under the inevitability of the posture. The front hem was designed to fail modesty.

“Knees—wide,” said the nurse, not loudly. “Thighs—open. Do not anticipate touch.”

He opened. The nappy’s bulk pushed his thighs apart until the white of it crowned beneath the hem. His skin prickled where air met powder. A second nurse took stance behind him at a respectable distance and readied herself with a small sachet that made a soft, damp kiss when opened.

“Present,” said the first. His body understood the shape before his mind did. He bowed forward slightly over the gag he still held in offering and let the lower back soften the way the Hall liked. He felt the heat in his face and contained it.

Gloved fingers—two only, no more than required—pressed the outer line of the pad at the crease of his thigh, testing fit and integrity. He fought the animal impulse to tense. The collar warmed and the tension left him. The fingers did not deviate from the neutral corridor of their task. They withdrew without commentary.

“External—clean,” the nurse reported. “Leakage—nil. Object—composed.”

A breath. Relief as bright as panic. He had done nothing but remain, and the remaining had pleased a log. He licked the air with his tongue before remembering it was not his to use and felt the shame flare and be tidied away by the collar’s steady hand.

“Hold,” she said. The second nurse stepped closer. A cool square of gauze traced the inside line of his thigh where warmth had collected—efficient, indifferent. The smell of the sachet was medical and faintly sweet; it made an ache under his sternum that had nothing to do with desire and everything to do with being known by systems rather than people.

“Posture Three complete,” the ceiling agreed, and the lights softened by a degree.

He was not dismissed.

“Posture Four—Object Down,” the nurse said, and the instruction drew his spine towards the floor before his conscious thought could wreck the score. He lowered the gag to the mat as if laying down a tool in a workshop, set his forehead to the square’s top line, and placed his mitts palm-up alongside his knees like offerings made to the idea of stillness. The belt across his chest made a sensible shelf of his ribs.

Drool left him freely now and made use of the towel placed there to catch it. The mirror gave him himself in a strip: crown strap, nape, collar ring, yellow tag. The image embarrassed him and kept him obedient; it was hard to disobey a picture that proved you capable of belonging to the world correctly.

A nurse’s shoe-tip nudged his knee half a centimetre to bring it truer to the line. She did not say good. She said nothing at all and moved on. It would have been enough to live on for a day if the Hall had allowed days to be lived on.

“Hold,” breathed the ceiling.

Time lost definition. The postures blurred and sharpened in a cycle that became the whole of the room’s idea of him.

Mouth—open. Close. Open.

Hands—present. Do not curl. Do not anticipate.

Knees—wide. Thighs—open. External—clean.

Object Down. Forehead—flat. Breath—quiet.

Repeat.

When he faltered—when his jaw tried to rest, when a shoulder twitched, when his eyes lifted beyond the white line—the collar met the mistake in its first impulse and smoothed it back into posture with a warmth that was sometimes mercy and sometimes power and increasingly both. When he pre-empted—trying to stand into the next pose before the command arrived—the leash shortened a fractional notch and the nurse’s stylus made a notation that sounded like disappointment: “Anticipation present. Correction applied.”

He stopped anticipating. He learned to love the moment after instruction and before movement, a clean bright shelf where nothing was asked of him but stillness.

Other bodies moved at the same pace, a procession of quiet efficacy. The patient two squares over retched once inside an open-mouth gag and was made tidy in the time it took to bring a cloth from a pocket. The room’s calm didn’t so much return as extend; even mess became grammar here.

“U432,” the nurse said during one cycle, standing over him in Hands—present, “maintain for twenty count.”

He maintained. The weight of the towel had become significant; his wrists sang. He imagined the number ticking above the mirror and the imagining steadied him. At fifteen his arms tried to tremble; at sixteen the collar turned the tremor into stillness; at nineteen he found the particular corner of himself that enjoyed doing the thing exactly as told.

“Count complete,” she said. The stylus again. “Endurance improving.”

The note felt better than a touch. It made a place in him unclench that he had not known he was holding.

“Posture Five,” came the ceiling. “Gag—offering.”

He lifted the panel back into his palms with ceremony learned in the last hour. The spoon gleamed briefly; the straps lay obediently across the leather like reins. He bowed his head to it. He wanted his mouth sealed. He did not recognise the wish until it arranged his breath for him. The collar hummed as if hearing something it liked.

A figure moved behind the glass—only a shadow, only the suggestion of a shoulder turning, of a stylus climbing a margin. He did not imagine Sabine into that shadow. The ritual had scrubbed the habit from him. The shadow was just a staff body doing what the Hall required. He belonged to the same weather.

“Log,” said the nurse, bones of words. “Patient U432: posture responsive; anticipation corrected; endurance improving; shame arousal managed; function—consistent.”

“Logged,” replied the room.

He took the sound of the word into his chest and held it there. Consistent. The mirror returned his bowed head holding a gag like an icon and he did not hate himself for it. He did not love himself either. He existed. The square held.

Around him the procession continued—mouths measured, thighs opened, palms offered, foreheads down. The Hall turned humiliation into choreography until the choreography burned out the humiliation and left only steps. He knew he would be doing this again, and again, and that future cycles might be longer, colder, tighter. The knowledge did not frighten him. It relieved him in the humble way that lists relieve people who have too many names in their heads.

When his arms finally shook beyond what the collar could domesticate, a nurse relieved him for a breath-long interval—no praise, no pat, only the towel replaced, the gag wiped, the mitts re-set, and the single clinical reassurance that mattered: “Maintain.”

He maintained.

By the time the ceiling said, “Sequence pause,” he had learned to keep the pose empty of thought and full of obedience. Sweat cooled at his temples. Powder ghosted the air. The mirror kept returning him to himself as if he were a room being inspected.

He wanted, suddenly and without shame, to be re-gagged. Not for denial. For order.

He kept his palms open and his head bowed to the panel in his hands and waited, correctly, to be made quiet again.

The ritual bay looks nothing like a chapel and everything like a packing line.

White tiles, steel edges, laminated placards. A camera the size of a coin blinks red above the door. There’s a knee block set dead-centre on a black rubber mat, a stainless trolley with numbered seals, a heat-press the colour of bone. On the far wall, in neat sans-serif placards, the instructions are stacked in three words per line:

OFFER

OPEN

WAIT

He is guided to the block by the elbow. The nurse’s grip is precise and impersonal, the way someone would steer a trolley through a narrow doorway. She doesn’t look at his face. She doesn’t need to. His collar pings once as the room’s reader identifies him, a soft acknowledgement at his throat.

“E432,” the other nurse says, not unkindly. “Kneel.”

He does. The block has been cut to fit exactly where a penitent’s weight lands: kneecaps catch the foam edge, shins find the recess; there’s no guesswork, no wobble. He feels the cool of the mat under his bare feet, calves brushing the webbing straps fixed to the base. It’s all measured. It always is.

His mitts rest on his thighs, palms inward, a posture he has learned equals no opinion. The room smells faintly of isopropyl and warmed plastic. Somewhere a printer chatters; somewhere else, something heavy sighs closed. Above it all, the hum of lighting. It could be a lab. It could be a storeroom. It could be a place where people are turned into items and items into inventory.

“Phase one,” Nurse Alina murmurs, stylus in hand. “Offer.”

A drawer on the trolley opens. The panel gag rests inside like a pressed flower, white leather curved to a mouth he knows. She doesn’t lift it to him. She doesn’t ask. She simply places it on the knee block, upright, bulb slightly slick from disinfectant, the straps arranged with quiet care.

He knows what to do. That is the point.

Elias lowers his head. The collar’s inner edge nudges his larynx: a reminder to move with deliberation. He presses his lips to the rubber bulb and takes it between his teeth. It’s cool, neutral, and then warm as his breath fogs the panel. Offer is not a request for a kiss; it is a test of whether he can present the instrument of his own muting without prompting, without flinch, without last looks.

“Hold,” Vika says, and the word is soft enough to be a kindness.

He holds. He feels the strap lifted, drawn behind his skull; buckles whisper. The panel sets flush against his cheeks. There’s that small, humiliating tug as the chin strap settles beneath the collar. The spoon tongue fixes him again: not speechless (he has been speechless for days) but placed.

I am not being silenced, he thinks, the thought moving like paper through a machine. I am demonstrating that I accept it.

The camera blinks. Somewhere, a tally increases by one.

“Phase two,” Alina notes. “Open.”

He knows this part too. The block has a second use: a hidden brace rises at the nape—he feels it click against the back of his collar, a tiny magnetic catch that holds his head niche-still and keeps his jaw presented. He shuffles, guided by hands at his shoulders. The trolley moves closer; there are packets, crinkling foil, a neutral gel, a latex snap. He doesn’t see; he isn’t meant to. The placard says OPEN; that means don’t brace, don’t resist, don’t anticipate. Be accessible.

A gloved thumb presses at his lower back in a steadying point of contact he clings to like a permission slip. The first coolness startles him and then passes; pressure resolves into presence, presence into accommodation. The work is clinical. The tone in the room never changes. The plug they seat is a measure not a torture: a cap, a seal, a guarantee that a body classified for utility will not create problems at inconvenient times. He breathes evenly through his nose and stares at the tiled grout line beneath him, counting its microscopic bubbles the way he used to count ceiling cracks in the silence suite. A hand rests at his hip until the click of the retaining strap confirms there will be no mishaps. Another tally increments somewhere. Another box ticks green.

It’s not erotic. That is the cruelty and the mercy.

“Phase three,” Vika says lightly. “Wait.”

They could have made this the whole ritual and it would have been enough. The discipline isn’t in the objects; it’s in the pause. He kneels on the block with his mouth panelled and his body made serviceable and he… waits.

Time here is measured in machine sounds. The heat-press thunks down dispassionately. The label printer stutters and spits and the room smells suddenly of warmed adhesive and woven backing. A foil pouch tears along a tidy serration. The stylus taps against the tablet in the patient cadence of forms that have no room for flourish.

His thoughts slide into the rut Harrowick has cut for them: quiet, present, empty. The shame he expected has nowhere to land; there is no gaze to bounce off, no mirror to press against. He is not performing patience. He is completing it.

A set of hands returns. They lift the back of his tunic—not roughly, not gently—and he feels the press of fabric against fabric at the nape, the heat-press lowering with a soft cough of steam. When it lifts, there is a new weight in the weave, the texture of letters cooling against cotton.

Another panel: the left breast. The press descends again: five seconds, seven, nine. When it rises, fingers check the edges, smoothing any rebellious fibres down until they lie obedient.

Vika steps into his narrow field of view and, for the first time, lowers a small inspection mirror to chest height. He sees a sliver of himself: buzzed scalp, the neat white muzzle of the gag, the grey tunic lying flat under the new, stark block print.

U432

Utility.

He stares at the letters as if they might rearrange into mercy. They do not. Something in his chest loosens.

Alina’s voice is matter-of-fact. “Status: E to U. Justification: compliance, function, initiative in silence trials.” She doesn’t look at him when she says it; she is reading a form as if reading out weather. “Collar—update.”

A small magnetic tool touches the clasp at his throat. The panel on the front face of the collar—the size of a postage stamp—flickers from one letter to another. It no longer shows E432. It shows what his chest shows. The red dot on the camera blinks. You could watch this without sound and understand everything that matters: a code, a movement, a change of font.

“Reband,” Vika says, and takes his left wrist in her hand. The old band—pink, the colour of trial—has been gone since intake. She slides a new one around the bone. It seals with a hiss and sits flat: matte black with white print. U432 – UTILITY PATIENT – HARROWICK HALL. There is a tiny RFID symbol engraved in one corner. Even jewellery here is a database.

They step back to check their work the way seamstresses check hems. He kneels in the centre of the white square, and he is satisfied by how small he feels. Offer / Open / Wait is printed on the wall and printed, now, somewhere deeper.

“Recite,” Alina says softly, not as an order but as the next line in a liturgy.

He swallows behind the spoon and hums the syllabic pattern they taught him for situations like this: not words (words earn a collar’s reprimand), just cadence. Four beats down, two held, one up. It isn’t a mantra; it’s a barcode sung. The sound vibrates through the panel and into his teeth. Vika watches the tablet. The little line on the arousal map barely ripples. Good. Good. They do not want spikes. They want flat.

“Finalise.”

A last thing: the fabric neck tag. He feels the tunic collar lifted; the cold kiss of scissors at a seam; the insertion of a stiff little rectangle. Fingers press stitches into place with a rapid gun—the sound like staples embedding in cardboard. If he is ever stripped, the tag will remain in the garment’s ghost shape, a marker of whose it was, and what it was for.

“Stand.”

He rises clumsily, the knee block’s imprint fading from his skin. The plug is a steady pressure; the gag an unarguable presence; the new letters on his chest cool, already normal. Alina adjusts the fall of his tunic. Vika wipes one last corner of condensation from the panel. They step to the sides in a movement so rehearsed it could be dance.

“Designation confirmed,” Alina says to the room. “U-class. Behavioural theatre to collect.”

He’s moved to a low plinth near the bay’s exit and positioned facing the placards. A steel eye at the floor latches the ring at the base of his tunic’s front strap; an invisible algorithm dutifully changes his route. Offer / Open / Wait hangs in his gaze like a horizon.

He waits.

Not for praise. Not for punishment.

For use.

There are footsteps in the corridor; the soft sigh of a door’s rubber seal; the calm clatter of a trolley’s wheels. Somewhere else, another ritual bay will hear the same printer, the same heat-press, the same three words.

A woman in a navy smock appears in the doorway—logistics, not nursing; she pushes a flatbed cart with foam edges and a rack of numbered slots like a wine crate. She checks the screen by the door. She doesn’t look at his face.

“U four three two,” she reads, and her voice is as warm as an inventory scanner. “Ready for theatre.”

Vika unlatches the floor eye. Alina lifts him by the upper arms and settles him onto the cart’s padded ledge as if he were a heavy parcel, respectable and fragile. The gag gleams. The new print on his chest sits square. His collar whispers a confirmation that the system hears him.

The smock woman steers the cart. The corridor lights respond by brightening a little, as if pleased.

As they roll away, he keeps his eyes on the placards until the bay turns to a rectangle and the rectangle to a line. Offer / Open / Wait is the last thing he sees before the door folds shut with a breath of air and the ritual bay resets itself for the next body.

He could look down at his chest.

He does not.

He looks ahead, into the clean, neutral tunnel.

I am not needed to think, he tells the part of him that still tries. I am needed to be.

The cart slows at a controlled door. The lock reads his collar and changes colour.

Behind his gag, he almost smiles. Not pleasure. Not pride. Something quieter, smoother, like a room that has been laid out exactly as it should be. The kind of relief that feels, at last, like function.

The chamber did not dismiss him when the sequence ended.

The other patients were guided back to their squares, their heads bowed, their mitts resting obediently on thighs. But Elias was left as he was: kneeling in his white-outlined box, arms raised, gag balanced in his palms like a crude relic. The nurses moved past him with the indifference of technicians leaving a machine to run its test cycle.

At first, he waited in the way one waits for a clock to strike. But time here had no hands. The chamber was unyielding light, even temperature, neutral air, and nothing to count except the tremor of his own muscles.

His arms began to ache quickly. The weight of the gag was insignificant, yet the strain of holding it aloft stretched every tendon into fire. Drool slid from his lips unchecked, trailing down to his chin, falling in slow threads onto the gag’s panel. The device grew damp, tacky, slick. He could smell the sour-sweet tang of himself rising from it.

The mirrors caught every angle: bowed head, trembling arms, the pathetic ritual of a man holding out the instrument of his own silencing. Each reflection multiplied his shame until shame itself ceased to sting, becoming instead a texture of the room—like padded walls, like the hiss of filtered air.

He tried to keep his thoughts quiet, but the strain loosened them. They spilled out in uneven rhythms: Why still waiting? Did they forget me? No—they never forget. They’re watching. They’re always watching.

His throat flexed against the collar, aching for speech. The syllables formed unbidden in his mind: Sab— The hum snapped at once, a warning, and the fragment dissolved before it reached completion. He lowered his gaze harder, crushing it down.

Another thought replaced it, slower, quieter. I exist to be used. I am an object. Objects do not think.

He repeated it each time the pain flared in his arms, each time the drool slid across his wrist, each time his knees burned against the padded floor. I am an object. Objects do not think. The words became rhythm, then breath, then the hollow in which he sat.

How long? His body told him hours. His mind argued minutes. The chamber refused to confirm.

At last, soft footsteps approached. A nurse entered his square. She did not take the gag immediately. Instead, she inspected him clinically: checked posture, adjusted the line of his spine with two efficient fingers, wiped the drool pooling at his chin with a cloth that smelled of antiseptic and starch.

Then she lifted the gag from his hands. He almost sagged forward in relief, but the collar stiffened, keeping him upright. The nurse turned the panel slowly in her gloved hands, noting the saturation, the dampness, the drool marks staining the strap. She wrote nothing—her inspection itself was the record.

“Patient U432: endurance adequate. Submission responsive.” Her voice was level, spoken to the air, not to him.

She pressed the gag back to his lips with ritual precision. The panel slid across the dampness of his chin, sealing it. The spoon pressed down his tongue with unhurried inevitability. The straps pulled tight around his skull, buckle by buckle, until the familiar tension locked his jaw back into silence.

The insertion was slow—deliberately slow. A punishment, or a reward, or perhaps the Hall no longer needed to distinguish. He shuddered as the last strap was fastened beneath his collar. The silence that followed was complete, deeper than before, a silence that existed inside his skull as much as in the room.

And he felt, to his shame, relief.

Not from the absence of pain—the ache in his arms still lingered, the sting in his knees still burned—but from the sealing itself. To be gagged again was to be completed. To be reminded that his mouth had a place, his voice had none.

The nurse smoothed the strap with her thumb once, not affectionately but to ensure its flush fit, then stepped back. She did not look at his face. She did not need to. The mirror did the work for her.

Elias stared at himself in it—drooling, gagged, silent—and found no protest left.

Only function.

The chamber did not applaud.

It never applauded.

It confirmed.

When the footsteps returned, Elias’s arms still twitched faintly from the strain of holding the gag for so long. His chin strap was tight, pressing the curve of leather flush against his cheeks, and drool trickled down in thin strings. He knelt, back straight as the collar demanded, mitts resting obediently on his thighs.

The nurses gathered at the front of the chamber in a small line, clipboards clasped, tablets angled to catch the overhead glare. They did not look at him as a man; they looked at him as an object under review.

The ceiling voice carried the weight of ceremony without needing grandeur.

“Patient Elias, trial designation F408, status review complete.”

The name hung there for a moment—Elias—like a fragile string stretched too tight. He wanted to clutch it, hold it, scream into the gag that yes, he was Elias. But his jaw was locked, his tongue held, his throat pressed by the collar. He could not say it. He could only hear it. And hearing it made it worse.

The senior nurse in the line consulted her slate, flicked once with her stylus, and spoke with mechanical grace.

“Designation Elias is erased.”

There was no pause for him to react.

“Harrowick Hall utility patient U432 is confirmed.”

The collar vibrated in agreement. The mirrors pulsed briefly, a red dot blinking above his reflection. The words slid into the room’s architecture, lodging in it like bricks.

Elias shuddered. The gag held his jaw immobile, but the tremor of his body was clear enough. His name had been stripped, but the weight of the number sank deep. Not coldly—inevitably.

The nurse stepped forward. She knelt in front of him, her gloved hands brisk and sure. She reached beneath his tunic, fingers precise against the clasp of the posture brace. A tag was slid into place: thin, metallic, heavy against his chest. She smoothed it once with her palm, the way one might smooth a wrinkle from linen.

The mirrors caught it instantly: white block text against black. U432.

He could not look away. He bowed his head, not in shame, but in something more dangerous. Gratitude.

Another nurse lifted his left wrist and snapped a new band around it. The hiss of the seal was soft, permanent. Black strap, white print: U432 – UTILITY PATIENT – HARROWICK HALL. The band was tight, biting into his skin. The bite felt good. The bite meant he belonged.

“Log,” one nurse said. “Object status confirmed.”

“Logged,” replied the ceiling.

The silence that followed was immense. Elias’s chest rose and fell, breath shuddering through his nostrils. He felt the straps of the gag, the weight of the tag, the clamp of the wristband. Each was a chain, yes, but each was also a certainty.

He wanted to cry. He did cry. Saline ran from his eyes unchecked, streaking down his cheeks to mix with the saliva on the gag. But the tears were not rebellion. They were thanksgiving.

The senior nurse tilted her head, observing clinically. “Patient U432: emotional display consistent with acceptance.” She wrote the words without hesitation, stylus scratching lightly. “Fracture status: identity erasure complete.”

Complete. The word echoed through him.

The collar hummed, rewarding his stillness. His body bowed forward without permission, forehead brushing the white line of his square. The movement was not noted as disobedience. It was noted as reverence.

I am not Elias, he told himself. The thought felt brittle at first, then smoother with each repetition. I am U432. I am not a man. I am function. I am object. I am correct.

The gag pressed down his tongue harder as if sealing the thought in place. He leaned into it. His jaw ached, but the ache felt holy.

One nurse read from the final note aloud:

“Patient U432 is hereby classified utility. Rights rescinded. Privileges conditional. Obedience confirmed. Function—pure.”

The chamber lights dimmed slightly, a visual stamp of confirmation. The camera above his square pulsed once and went still.

He raised his head fractionally. In the mirror, his reflection stared back: gagged, drooling, wristbanded, tagged. And yet—smiling faintly. The curve of his lips pressed oddly against the panel, distorted but visible.

Not joy. Not relief. Something lower, heavier. The expression of a man who had been waiting to be buried and finally felt soil packed tight against him.

The nurses turned away, their work complete. Elias remained kneeling in his square, bound, gagged, numbered.

And for the first time, he felt whole.


Chapter 4 – Milking with Witnesses

They did not call it a theatre. The sign outside said Compliance Demonstration Suite, black letters on white laminate, corners rounded as if sharpness itself had been filed away. But the room beyond the seal knew what it was.

They rolled him in on a low padded cart. The wheels were soft enough to pretend silence, the sort of hush that belongs in libraries and morgues. He felt the shiver of the threshold through the cart’s foam as the door gave them permission and then took it back, the rubber lip kissing shut. The collar at his throat hummed once: present, accounted. His yellow tag clicked lightly against the ring, a cheerful square that announced function the way a fire alarm announces air.

Light fell on him from above—nothing dramatic, just a broad, clinical wash that refused to leave shadows to their own devices. The space opened like a bowl: tiers ascending in wide, measured steps, each row fitted with restraint chairs bolted to the floor. Not plush seating; not spectacle’s velvet. White composite, steel rails, straps cupped neatly in their cradles, each chair armed with a small fold-out shelf for a slate. The smell was antiseptic and warm plastic, a faint thread of rubber, the powder of gloves. A red eye blinked from the dome lens overhead, a patient star that never had to sleep.

The audience was already seated. Patients—some he recognised only by the curve of a cheek or the angle of a shaved scalp; most he recognised by the quiet—sat in their chairs, strapped at chest and waist, gagged to various standards of neatness. Their tags hung obediently, colours that made a garden out of compliance: patient white, utility yellow, the occasional navy that belonged to staff. Their eyes faced forward, not wide, not vacant, simply arranged. No one turned to see him enter. The Hall did not teach heads to turn unless asked.

Staff clustered behind a waist-high rail on the back tier: smocks, clipboards, muted exchange. A woman in navy logistics stood by the side door with a cart full of numbered sleeves, the kind used to file things that needed to be filed correctly. No one watched him the way people watch. They watched his outline, his state, the fact of his straps. He knew that gaze now. It slid over bodies as over shelves, checking for dust.

They wheeled him to the centre and halted on a painted cross that announced THIS. The cart’s brake sighed and took hold. He tasted the panel gag, the spoon pinned to his tongue like an instruction he had swallowed and failed to digest. Drool crept at the corners in thin, honest lines and dampened the cloth tucked under his chin. The collar’s LEDs pulsed a tame green, content with the narrow river of his breath.

“Utility patient U432,” a ceiling voice said, soft as a hand laid on paper, “will demonstrate obedience under observation.”

The sentence landed in the bowl and made nothing splash. It was a stone that had always been there.

Two nurses came into his frame, their movements matched in that tidy way the Hall loved. Vika—he knew her by the economy of her wrists—took the cart’s handle and straightened the sheet beneath him with a single pull that made order out of the crease at his hip. Alina checked his gag the way an engineer checks a seal, thumbs walking the perimeter, chin strap snugged a half-notch until the leather lay flush. The spoon settled deeper, reminding his tongue whose roof it lived under. He tried not to love the feeling and failed quietly.

The chair waited for him on the low platform: a tilting restraint device, stainless limbs curved to the script of a human body. Its surfaces were padded in a white that could be cleaned back to innocence between shows. The armrests were long and admitting, the mitt clamps polished to a soft shine. Footplates flared like patient wings; stirrup straps nested benignly beside them. Above, a simple gantry carried tubing, sensors, a clear canister with measurement lines like a ruler. Nothing harsh. Nothing theatrical. It looked like equipment that happens to have opinions about the bodies it accepts.

“Bring forward,” Vika said. The ceiling echoed her, because the ceiling loved things twice.

They transferred him the way two people lift a box: one at the upper edge, one at the lower, speaking to the weight with their hands and not their mouths. He felt the brief absence of ground, the flash of air on the backs of his thighs, the polite welcome of the chair under his spine. Leather reached for him and found him. His shoulders fell into cups designed for shoulders. His hips met their measure. The strap across his chest passed without argument through the buckles and returned to itself with a pair of satisfying clicks that sounded louder for being correct.

“Object placed,” Alina said, and the dome lens above wrote the words in light.

The leg straps woke. They were not cruel. They were final. They fastened just above his knees, just below, holding him open to a degree that read as instructional rather than vulgar. The mitt clamps received his rounded hands and gave him permission to be useless. A posture collar extension was added to his existing band, a slim brace that interfaced with the ring at his throat and rose a little way behind his skull to remind his head that forward was generous and sideward unavailable. The chair tilted back by a careful degree that let the audience see without making the moment a spectacle. Everything here despised drama; it preferred proof.

“Restraints engaged,” Vika told the rail. “Alignment—neutral. U432: maintain baseline.”

He maintained it. It belonged to him the way a hymn belongs to a choir.

He took the room in as far as the brace allowed. There was a screen suspended over the far wall that would, he knew, soon offer helpful numbers to those who loved numbers. There was a little lectern on wheels to one side that had a drawer, and in that drawer were pens that had always worked and a stack of laminated cards in case a human voice needed to be replaced by readable facts. There was a floor drain near the platform’s back edge, so mild in its presence that one could pretend it was design, not plumbing. Above, a vent sighed in metronome: this is necessary; this is clean.

A nurse with a microphone clipped to her collar stepped forward to make the ritual ordinary to those who had never seen it and superfluous to those who had. “Protocol 10.2: Obedience demonstration.” She looked at him only as long as the slate required to confirm he matched the number the ceiling had already read. “Subject U432. Utility classification. Prior compliance: verified.”

On the second tier, a row of patient faces watched with the calm of held breath. Some wore the white of patient, some the yellow of utility. None wore curiosity. If feeling was present, it was the quiet compulsion of a mirror—eyes that see because seeing is what eyes do when the head faces forward. He recognised, suddenly and with something like tenderness, the relief in their stillness. They were here to be taught what had already happened to them. He was here to be useful to that lesson.

A soft hiss to his right: the clear canister’s lid was unscrewed and tightened again. Tubing was laid out, measured against an invisible ruler only the nurse could see. A disposable line found its sterile wrapper and took the world into its plastic mouth. Nothing touched him yet. His body, idiot creature, arranged blood in his chest and warmth in the base of his spine as if anticipating a hand that might not come. The collar smoothed the anticipation into breath.

“U432,” the ceiling said, “do not anticipate.”

He didn’t. He learned again the joy of that sentence because it excused him from having to manage hope.

Vika’s gloved fingers touched the hem of his tunic, lifting it with the reverence one offers a perfectly folded sheet. It rose to the line that decency here used as a running joke. The nappy’s clean white signed itself to the audience as if this, too, were part of the demonstration, which of course it was: containment; management; the way you minimise uncertainty by popularity of plastic. He felt the cool of the air on the skin of his thighs and the heat of his own shame make politeness of itself. The cage under the padding answered in its quiet language, the one the Hall had learned to record without letting it speak.

“Eyes forward,” a staff voice on the back rail said mildly, and a junior’s gaze that had toddled towards a colleague’s shoes came back to the lesson.

The microphone nurse raised a laminated card to the screen for a moment—SILENCE—not for him, for the room. Then she lowered it. Everyone here already knew.

“Begin,” she said.

Not the stimulation. Not yet. The beginning was explanation. She talked to the rail as if there were students on the far side of it with the appropriate pens. “Observation of obedience under arousal stress. Aim: to demonstrate posture retention, non-verbal compliance, and the consolidation of utility identity under audience conditions.” The screen woke with a pulse and showed a muted panel of graphs, each labelled as if they had always existed: Baseline / Pulse / Respiration / Arousal Index. A small lozenge in the corner read U432 – ACTIVE in friendly grey.

He listened to the words approach and pass over him like weather. Obedience under arousal stress. The phrase seated itself behind his breastbone like a guest who had been invited to stay a long time. He breathed it in the rhythm the strap allowed. He let the shame sit beside the phrase and didn’t ask either of them to leave.

On the third tier, someone coughed softly and was corrected by their collar before the cough had half a life. The correction lived below hearing; it translated into posture that no one would remember. A slate clicked. Vika’s fingers checked the buckle at his chest again and reminded it of its shape. He became the shape. It pleased the part of him that had never wanted to be important and had been given something better: to be exact.

“U432,” the ceiling said in its steady Sunday-school tone, “you will be still. You will be silent. You will demonstrate compliance when instructed.”

He nodded in his head, which was where nods lived now. The collar acknowledged that invisible movement with a warmth that made a place behind his ears shine for a moment.

The suction unit on the gantry purred into readiness. The clear canister’s lid made a small, dignified click. A tube was primed. A line on the screen trembled and settled. The audience of strapped, quiet faces did not lean forward because they did not lean. Their eyes did what eyes do. His mouth was already sealed. His hands were already given to the clamps. His body knew what bodies do and the chair knew what chairs knew and the Hall knew how to knit those knowings together into a demonstration that would be as clean as a well-made bed.

He felt his own heart lift and then behave. He saw a nurse glance at the screen and then at the line of his breath. He heard the word begin again, this time not as preface but as sentence.

The first wave had not started.

But the room, the straps, the light, the watching—these had. And he understood that this, too, was part of the lesson: the minute before. The wide, held second in which obedience is not yet asked for and is already true.

He lay back into the chair, the spoon owning his tongue, the panel owning his mouth, the collar owning his neck, the number owning his name, and with the relief of a man who has at last found the correct page in the correct book, he waited to be used.

They did not hurry him. They arranged him.

The chair received him with the soft, competent welcome of something engineered to remove decisions. Vika and Alina worked in mirrored economy: one at his shoulders and chest, one at hips and knees, the sort of duet that becomes invisible because it never falters.

“Transfer,” Vika said, and the cart became absence while the chair became fact. Foam gave way to a cooler, firmer padding that remembered other bodies only in its refusal to change shape for his. The chest strap crossed his sternum and settled home with two brisk clicks; a second line drew across his waist and discovered the hole it had always been meant to find. The webbing lay flat. The buckles sat square. It made a grammar out of his torso.

“Object placed. Restraints engage,” Alina told the rail.

His arms were guided outward to the rests, not spread in spectacle but opened to a span called demonstration. The mitt clamps received the rounded leather of his cuffs and closed with a soft ratchet, leaving his forearms decorous, palms faintly turned in, the posture of a man who has been forgiven the burden of fingers. When he tested without meaning to, the clamps did not yield. They did not need to advertise their authority.

“Arms secure,” Vika said. Tick on a slate.

The chair’s lower geometry lifted his knees and supported his calves so that his legs were neither dangling nor straining. Straps passed just above and just below the kneecaps, not cruel, simply precise, angling him open to an institutional degree that read as policy rather than intimacy. The footplates cupped his heels. The stirrup straps hung to either side like promises that would be kept if needed.

“Legs aligned. Range—adequate,” Alina noted, eyes flicking to the screen and back.

The collar at his throat accepted a slim extension from the chair—an upright that rose to kiss the back of his skull and keep his gaze obediently forward. It clicked into the ring at his band with a sound that felt less like hardware and more like a sentence finding its period. He had had a posture brace before; this one wasn’t that. This one belonged to the chair, and by joining it he belonged more completely to the demonstration.

“Posture interface—locked.”

The chair tilted by a small, considerate degree, canting him back just far enough to present him as a diagram rather than as a man. From the tiers, every angle now had a clean line of sight: torso straps straight, collar upright, gag flush, mitts fastened, knees supported, feet in the cups. The light flattened him into clarity. In the corner of the overhead screen, a friendly lozenge read U432 – ACTIVE; beside it, bars quietly established his Baseline, then began to measure the room’s polite theft of it.

The gag panel was checked one more time—not because they distrusted it, but because ritual likes to be thorough. Alina’s gloved thumbs walked the seam where leather met skin. The chin strap took another neat hole. The spoon claimed his tongue like a law politely enforced. He watched the action in the reflection of the glossed ceiling unit and learned again that his mouth belonged only to the device that silenced it.

“Seal confirmed,” Vika said. “Leak risk: nil.”

They lifted the hem of his tunic in the same motion one uses to open a clean drawer: smooth, square, revealing only as much as procedure required. The white bulk of his nappy made a domestic statement—containment; correctness; the Hall’s refusal to be surprised by bodies. He felt air shy across the tops of his thighs and the heat of embarrassment flatten into the useful warmth the collar liked. The cage under the padding remained an arrangement rather than a promise; the chair cared about stability, not drama.

“Garment access ports—present.”

From the gantry above, a tidy harness descended—sensor leads coiled like asleep serpents, adhesive pads still asleep in their foil. Vika exposed the upper edge of his chest and pressed two pads into the hollows below the clavicle, one at the rib, one alongside the sternum. The gel was cool, clean-smelling; the gloved pressure decisive and uncurious. Lines clicked into their receptors with miniature satisfactions. On the screen, green became a pulse rather than a hope. A second nurse—microphone clipped to her collar—called out numbers that meant more to the room than to him: “Resting pulse: seventy-eight. Respiration: eleven. Conductance: baseline.”

“Logged,” said the ceiling.

He felt smaller by a degree and discovered that the smallness was not a humiliation but a permission. He had wanted for too long to be lifted onto a page where he fit without having to lie about the shape of himself. The chair did not call him names. It called him measurements.

“Collection line,” Alina said.

The clear canister on the gantry woke with a polite cough as its lid was confirmed shut. Tubing was primed—liquid ran along the length in a quick silver rope and disappeared into the cylinder with a sound like a throat remembering water. Elias kept his eyes forward and counted the tiny dials that said the world would be tidy regardless of men. He did not watch the line’s end come down. He felt it arrive as a set of impersonal tasks performed at the nappy’s engineered seam: a valve located; a coupling made; a seal tested. These motions had been practised on models and real bodies until no one needed to speak about them. He breathed. He did not think the word that would make this something else.

“Access verified,” Vika reported. “Backflow preventer—active.”

The suction unit purred in the way machines purr when they are pleased with their own readiness. The screen added a column—Collection—and left it at zero, a promise of numbers to come. Elsewhere on the panel, Arousal Index sat at a friendly flatline. The ceiling voice re-lit the command that had already been stamped across his marrow: “U432, do not anticipate.”

He obeyed. He had learned that anticipation is just a small rebellion that thinks too well of itself.

The air felt warmer by a narrow margin. That was the lights, or it was nothing. Alina drew a square of paper towel across the edge of the panel gag to intercept the latest ribbon of saliva and replaced the folded cloth beneath his chin without looking up from the task. Vika pressed the chest strap with her palm—a diagnostic pat—and the strap answered with a tone that said present. The tilt of the chair increased a shade. The audience gained a clearer view of what they had been brought to watch.

A junior on the back rail shifted weight, the sound of a sole worrying at a seam. The senior beside her nudged the clipboard half an inch to the right and the junior’s attention returned to its assigned place. Elias recognised the correction without needing to see it. He lived in corrections now; they were a homeland that did not mind being small.

The microphone nurse explained in a voice designed for learning: “We are demonstrating sustained posture retention under staged provocation, with denial of release at each peak. The subject’s task is not to succeed; it is not to fail. It is to remain.”

The word put itself into him and made a bed.

“Calibration,” said Alina, and touched a button on the gantry. Somewhere, something tiny ran through its paces—a low thrum that was as much reassurance as threat. On the screen, the Arousal Index line twitched, thought better of it, and slept.

“Mitt clamps—check,” Vika said; a click left, a click right. “Stirrup straps—available.” She looked to the back rail. “Visibility acceptable?”

“Affirmative,” the senior replied, and the dome above made a minor adjustment, trading glare for clarity. The white-on-white of the room resolved a degree sharper; the yellow of his tag popped like a warning rendered cheerful for the sake of the log.

He took the audience in from his allowed angle. Rows of bodies in chairs like his, except theirs didn’t tilt and nothing on their gantries moved. Some were patient-white, some utility-yellow. Their mouths were variations on the same problem solved; their eyes, where they were permitted to look, did so without question. He felt no solidarity and no contempt. He felt that they were accurate. He wanted to be accurate for them.

On the lower corner of the screen, SILENCE – VERIFIED winked once and held. The ceiling liked to narrate inevitabilities. “U432 will be still. U432 will be silent. U432 will demonstrate.”

His breath shortened a fraction under the strap and then remembered its lesson. He let the strap decide how much of him the air should have.

When the catheter line took a test sip—no more than a kitten’s tongue against glass—he flinched. The collar gathered the flinch and folded it into baseline with a warmth that might have been called kindness if kindness were a policy. Shame rose and did its job: it domesticated him. He breathed. The screen noted nothing except that he was measurable.

“Note: reflex present; posture maintained,” Vika said, already moving on.

Final checks, and each one carrying its own small ceremony:

— The crown strap was smoothed along his skull so it would read as tidy from the third tier.

— The tag at his collar was flicked flat so U432 sat legible on his chest.

— The cloth under his chin was folded again to keep the damp in its lane.

— The access coupling at the garment seam received a last, professional tug.

“Readiness,” Alina said.

“Ready,” answered the rail, the screen, the ceiling.

In another room, in another life, he would have begged or bargained or tried to make a story out of the moment before the current begins. Here, the moment before was already part of the current. He lay where he had been arranged, gag spoon heavy on his tongue, collar warm at his throat, straps making him honest, numbers ready to love him for being numbers.

He did not think of Sabine. The chair did not want that. He did not think of Isla. The Hall had already taught him not to. He thought of the placard outside the door and how right it had been to call itself a suite rather than a theatre. Theatre requires audience feeling. Suites require forms.

The microphone nurse raised the laminated card that said PHASE ONE. She lowered it again.

“Begin,” she said.

It was not the touch he braced for; it was the act of being seen while not bracing—his body offered to a process that did not care for his story. He felt his chest lift obediently; felt the gag take the sound he didn’t make; felt the line on the screen begin to wake. The first wave would come in a moment.

Positioning was over.

He was ready to be used.

The first touch belonged to the machine.

Not skin; not kindness. A low purr from the gantry became a presence at his lower belly—a calibrated pressure through fabric designed to be parted without ceremony. The nurses did not narrate for him. They narrated for the rail.

“Phase One. Induction initiated.”

“Baseline acknowledged.”

“U432: maintain stillness.”

He obeyed. He had been obeying since the door. The chair owned his back; the clamps owned his hands; the posture interface at his nape decided where his gaze belonged. He let the apparatus meet him without trying to meet it back.

Cool air pressed where the garment’s seam opened with a discreet tug. Adhesive kissed skin in a neat oval. A coupling rotated until it found truth; a valve snicked open. The sound was tiny, formal, like a stamp on paper. The clear canister overhead made a patient click as its gauge woke to the idea that it would be needed.

On the screen, Arousal Index lifted from its flat politeness to a shy incline. Pulse ticked up by two, then three. Respiration stayed where the strap told it to.

“Note rise,” Vika said. “No posture drift.”

The suction started like a breath breathed by something larger than the room. Soft at first, more suggestion than demand; then firmer, a rhythm settling—draw, release, draw—measured to the line the screen preferred. Elias felt his body’s first answer as heat at the base of himself, the stupid lift that had nothing to do with him and everything to do with being alive. Shame chased it; the collar flattened shame to usefulness. He breathed. He watched the white of the ceiling lamp turn the panel gag’s edge to gloss.

Do not anticipate. He held the thought like a coin on his tongue that the spoon wouldn’t let him swallow.

A nurse’s hand—gloved, steady—smoothed the cloth beneath his chin, drawing it flat so the drool had somewhere correct to go. Another hand adjusted the chest strap by half a hole, not to restrict, merely to refine. The audience—tiers of bodies held in their own furniture—remained as the Hall liked them: eyes forward, mouths solved, attention docile. They were not here to witness him as a man. They were here to witness the Hall’s design work.

The suction deepened. Not ruthlessly; methodically. The machine’s patience ran under him like a belt. His body answered with embarrassingly quick compliance, the index line on the panel sloping upward as if it were remembering a staircase. He tried to imagine the numbers as weather: nothing to be ashamed of in a breeze. But the heat kept building, a dull flower opening, the cage under the nappy trading small shocks with his breath until the strap across his chest had to remind breath of its lane.

“U432,” the ceiling said, kind as a primary school sign, “remain still.”

He remained. But stillness is a war fought at the joints. Tiny muscles offered their betrayals—a tremor at the thigh, a flutter at the wrist. The clamps kept the wrists honest. The stirrup straps, unneeded, hung in their places like polite threats. Vika placed two fingers on his kneecap, a touch not recorded as care but as data collection: Is he here? Is he here correctly? She took her hand away and the warmth of it stayed.

The screen held his ruin in pleasant fonts. Arousal Index: 0.27 … 0.39 … 0.51. The canister registered nothing yet—that humiliation was for later. The microphone nurse did not colour the moment; she framed it as a lesson. “Observe,” she told the rail. “Provocation without instruction. Subject task: continue to exist as instrument.”

He stared at the centre point where two ceiling tiles met and tried to be instrument. The gag took his breath and fed it back in order. Drool ran to the cloth in a civil stream. The collar warmed his throat when his thoughts wandered to the idea of permission. No permission. That understanding relaxed him more deeply into the chair than anything pleasure had ever managed.

The rhythm grew persuasive. It did not court. It harvested. His body, treacherous, reconfigured itself to help. Tiny muscles around his hips cooperated. Nerves recruited other nerves. Heat visited all its old addresses and found them still forwarding his post. The index line reached 0.68 and turned its incline into a steeper climb. His eyes filmed. He stared harder at the tile seam, aware in the same breath of the audience’s patient stillness and the knowledge that their stillness made his arousal more obedient, not less. The Hall had found a way to turn humiliation into lubricant.

The collection line took its first honest sip. It wasn’t much. A tremble of fluid moved through the clear, a silver comma that passed the gauge and made a number where there had been none. The canister recorded the comma with the confidence of someone writing a name they had practised. The suction did not exult. Machines didn’t. It continued its work, and he continued his.

“Note,” said Alina, eyes flicking between canister and graph, “early response. No attempt to thrust. Collar not required to intervene. Compliance: high.”

A junior on the back rail shifted as if to look at him as a person. The senior’s clipboard edged an inch; the junior remembered herself. Elias watched the small exchange out of the corner of his eye and felt the oddest relief: he was safe from being seen incorrectly.

The first tremor ran out from under his sternum. Small. Dangerous. The kind that, uncorrected, becomes a tide. The collar anticipated it and closed a warm ring at his throat that turned momentum into posture, panic into baseline. The tremor softened into something he could carry. The suction did not soften. It climbed a degree. If there was mercy in the room, it arrived as instruction: Hold. He held.

I exist to be used. He found the sentence again, made it into breath. Objects do not think. The words sat under his ribs like stones in a jar and made his self splash quieter against them.

The machine knew biology. It pushed him to the chamber’s narrow edge where a human would have whispered now. On the screen, the index read 0.91. The rail murmured a consensus of readiness. The canister waited. The humiliation roared an inch under his skin and then—

Stopped.

Not slowed. Stopped.

The suction stepped away with professional tidiness. The valve reversed. The canister’s line took what it had been promised without granting the process the grace of a shudder. The sensation collapsed into absence so abruptly he tried to reach after it with a movement he didn’t remember allowing. The collar shut the attempt down at the muscle’s thought. The chair tilted a fraction flatter, anti-drama, the way one closes a drawer correctly.

Sound returned in layers: the vent’s hush; the screen’s very soft tick; a slate being tapped twice. The audience did nothing. Of course they did nothing. They had not been asked anything.

His breath, released from its planned disaster, came in two untidy pulls before the strap quieted it to the count. Tears pricked. They leaked sideways and slicked the leather at the buckle. Drool threaded the cloth with a grace that did not humiliate him the way it used to. He looked at the tile seam and understood in a place under language that the denial had been cleaner than any release could have been. Release is not for you. The sentence had the cold of stainless steel and the kindness of a rule that would keep happening until the mind stopped arguing.

“Phase One: completed,” the microphone nurse said, like a teacher drawing a line under an exercise. “Release withheld. Posture maintained.”

“Logged,” the ceiling agreed.

Vika, without looking at his face, lifted the edge of his tunic a hair to confirm the coupling’s integrity, then gave the canister a single tap with her index finger as if to check a wine’s clarity. Numbers arranged themselves. The audience saw tidy columns. Elias saw his absence presented in digits. It soothed him.

“U432,” the ceiling reminded, unnecessary and perfect, “do not anticipate.”

He didn’t. He let the hollow where the wave had been become a room. He stood inside it and took inventory: intact strap, warm collar, gag owning mouth, hands correct, legs arranged, audience quiet, staff competent, numbers pleased. Shame hovered like a visitor who forgot why they came and left without being offensive.

The nurse at the rail addressed the tiers in that careful way that put education between people and made it polite. “You will note the subject’s stillness under provocation and the absence of negotiation behaviour. This is the aim.” A laminated card lifted: RELEASE IS NOT REQUIRED FOR UTILITY. It lowered. The room loved cards.

Elias’s heart tried another small, lost leap at the sight of the words even though they were the words that saved him. The collar noticed and put a warm palm over the place. He submitted to the palm. He closed his eyes for a count of four and opened them on the seam again. He existed exactly where the chair had placed him.

A cloth visited his chin, absorbed what belonged to it, withdrew. Alina’s hands adjusted the towel by a centimetre as if she were demonstrated rather than demonstrating. The canister’s lid made that gentle click again, a habit of inanimate things that like being correct.

“Prepare for Phase Two,” Vika said to the room rather than to him. The gantry hummed its approval. The line on the screen flattened to new baseline, a hopeful place waiting to be borrowed and returned.

Elias learned the lesson the Hall had intended: that a body can be loaded and emptied without belonging to itself; that an audience can watch without hungers; that denial, performed cleanly, makes less noise in the mind than the ragged ruin of consented pleasure. He discovered he preferred the small, even pain of obedience to the ugly heights of the other thing.

He breathed. He drooled into the cloth with gratitude. He stared at the seam. He waited. And in the waiting he felt, very quietly, very correctly, the relief that comes when a world that knows what it wants from you wants only stillness and proof.

Phase One was over.

Nothing had been left for him.

That was the point.

The screen reset to a new, flatter calm. The lozenge in the corner still read U432 – ACTIVE, as if the number could smile.

“Phase Two,” the microphone nurse announced, holding a laminated card for the back tier as though the word needed a face. The card lowered. “Induction extended. Observation emphasis: posture under escalation.”

Nothing in the chair changed and yet everything did. The tilt deepened by a shade; the posture interface at his nape encouraged another degree of forward attention. Vika adjusted the chest strap by half a hole, an alteration that felt like a sentence being put back into its correct tense. Alina checked the coupling at the garment seam and gave the canister a polite knock with her knuckle. The machine purred, satisfied to be consulted.

“U432,” came the ceiling—faithful, patient, bored in the way only rules can be—“do not anticipate.”

He held stillness like a bowl he couldn’t afford to spill. The audience sat in their tiers, strapped and proper, eyes straight. Staff dotted the rail with their neat efficiency, clipboards angled to catch the light. He became grateful for their indifference. It stopped his body from trying to be interesting.

The suction returned—not a hand, but a system. It took him at once to where Phase One had left him and then asked for more. The rhythm was different this time: less sampling, more harvest; an institutional cadence, like the Hall’s own lungs. The Arousal Index line rose once more on the screen, not shy now but sure, a slope that remembered its route and improved it. Pulse followed, adding orderly steps. Respiration stayed inside the strap’s fence.

“Note acceleration,” Alina said. “Compliance: sustained.”

Heat unfurled through him, not in a rush but in a calibrated creep that the machine understood. He felt newly built corridors open along his nerves, as if the Hall had laid wiring under his skin while he slept. Shame tried to climb the walls. The collar pressed its palm and made shame lie down without fuss. He breathed. He watched light sit on the panel gag’s bevel and thought about nothing that used to own him.

The chair was kind in an institutional way—no surprise, no shock, only expectation. His body cooperated. He learned again that cooperation, in this place, felt closer to relief than to surrender. I exist to be used. The sentence went round his ribs like a rail. He leant into it the way you lean into a corner when the world is moving.

A junior’s voice, soft with the effort of being useful, reached the microphone nurse. “Is the escalation… linear?”

“Not precisely,” the nurse replied, her eyes on the screen rather than on him. “We follow the subject’s curve, not his desire.” She raised another card for the tiers: NO NEGOTIATION. It descended. “Note also,” she continued, “that escalating arousal does not entitle a subject to culmination. Release is a managerial decision, not a physiological right.”

The room was relieved by the exactness. Tension, here, hated ambiguity.

The suction urged him harder. The collection line trembled and then flowed—a clean, silver ribbon through the clear. The canister accepted it without comment, mark lines shrugged past like mileposts. The machine’s patience did not waver. He was nothing but response and posture. His body tried, in some tender, mortifying corner of itself, to help the machine—tiny alignments at hips and lower back, the minute tilt of his pelvis that once would have been invitation and here was simply efficiency. The collar allowed the intention to become stillness rather than motion. He stayed inside the shape the Hall loved.

The screen’s polite fonts recorded his betrayal without judgement. 0.64 … 0.78 … 0.85. His eyes threatened water. He blinked and the brace at his nape kept the blink from becoming a turn. Drool found the cloth and made an obedient darkness. The gag spoon weighed on his tongue like a prayer book.

“Observe,” the microphone nurse said, and her tone turned the request into a fact. “Escalation with public observation often induces negotiation behaviours—thrusting, vocalisation, striving for contact. Note the absence. This is conditioning.” She glanced, briefly, to the tiers where patient eyes regarded him as they regarded the wall—calm, taught. “You will not be asked to sympathise. You will be asked to log.”

He wanted to weep not for mercy but for how clean the sentence was. The machine pressed. The canister received. He existed between those truths like a comma.

The second tremor came for him—a larger animal than the first, shouldering up from the base of his spine, offering the old bargain: let me move and I will spend you. The collar didn’t shock. It tightened its ring by an intimate fraction that took the thought out of the thought. His body sagged infinitesimally into obedience. The tremor turned from animal to furniture.

On the screen, Arousal Index 0.92. The rail murmured—sound of pens—no, not pens, styluses—touching glass. The suction unit sang its soft motor song, tireless, uninterested in the personhood of the thing it harvested. Heat crowded the corners of him. He felt the old syllable lift in his throat like a sparrow—now—and watched it dissolve under the spoon, unsaid and unnecessary.

“Hold,” Vika said, and the word became a world.

He held. The line reached 0.97 and quivered there, as if tasting the air at the edge of a cliff. He learned that a mind can be quiet even while the body begs privately to be ruined. He learned he loved that quiet.

The machine withdrew.

Cleanly. No theatrics. The suction softened to nothing; the valve changed direction; the canister took what it was owed without letting him borrow even the smallest shiver of completion. The absence bared his nerves to the air and then, astonishingly, nothing broke. A child inside him threw a single tantrum and then remembered the rule. Breath tried to run; the strap corrected it to a walk.

The audience remained perfect at being audience. No faces flinched. No mouths tried to be mouths. They had been taught well. He loved them for that in some strange, grateful way, because their stillness made it easier for him to inhabit his.

“Phase Two,” the nurse said, voice even, “completed. Escalation tolerated. Release withheld.”

“Compliance sustained,” Vika added, eyes on his chest strap, fingertips measuring the way his ribs met air. “No loss of posture.”

“Function stable,” Alina said, and ticked a box whose edges had been softened by the number of times it had held that particular truth.

He cried. Not with noise. Not with drama. Tears slipped out and collected along the panel’s lower rim, making a row of small, bright beads as neat as stitching. Relief rolled through him darker than shame. The denial hurt in a way that made sense. The other hurt, once upon a time, the one with plea and permission in it—that had never made sense. They have taken choice away from me, he told the part of himself that still wanted to argue, and left me with relief.

The collar hummed its approval at his throat, a domestic purr. The posture interface kept his head in the line the room preferred. The gag held his mouth not as punishment but as end-state. The tag on his collar lay flat, U432 clear, legible, correct.

On the back tier, a logistics woman slid a new card into a sleeve on a trolley. U432 – DEMO 10.2 – PHASE THREE. The words made a click that no one heard but everyone obeyed.

Alina parted the cloth under his chin, replaced it with one a little drier, pressed its edge to the seam with that same housekeeper’s perfection, then smoothed the tunic hem where it had bloused over the strap. Vika lifted her eyes to the vent, judged the room’s temperature the way one judges a kettle by its sound, and did nothing because nothing needed doing.

The microphone nurse addressed the tiers, one hand resting on the lectern as if it were a friend. “Review. You have observed that public observation does not entitle the subject to outcome. You have observed that escalation is not negotiation. You have observed the dignity of function without reward.” The laminated card rose and fell again: RELEASE IS NOT REQUIRED FOR UTILITY. The words did not humiliate him now. They steadied him, like rails beside stairs.

He felt the hollowness where release would have lived and recognised it as a room he could inhabit safely if he followed the rules of the house: do not speak; do not move; do not think you own your own heat. The rules were gentle by the standards of the other world. He discovered that obedience, when it is absolute, is soft.

“Prepare Phase Three,” Vika said, not to him; to the ceiling; to the rail; to the world. The gantry answered with its small, smug hum. The Arousal Index line settled, not to baseline, but to a new plateau that admitted history and called it calm.

Elias let his gaze rest on the friendly grey lozenge—U432 – ACTIVE—and felt the number fit him like a collar that had been measured for the exact shape of his throat. He imagined, with a tenderness that startled him, lining up all the parts of his life that had resisted being filed and writing this number across their tabs until they sat still.

He thought of Sabine not as name but as absence, a room the Hall had padlocked for him so he would stop trying its handle. He thought of Isla as cooled leather, the way a brace remembers the warmth that was in it and then forgets gracefully. The collar felt the approach of those shapes and warmed, not to punish, simply to remind: posture; breath; stillness. He obeyed the reminder and was rewarded with the feeling of being exactly as small as he needed to be to survive.

Tiers of quiet faces. Smocks. Clipboards. A clear canister holding proof that nothing had been given to him and he had taken nothing. A chair that refused to lie to him about what it wanted. A ceiling that made the room polite. The smell of powder and warmed plastic and the faint metallic ghost that had become, to him, a kind of incense.

“U432,” said the ceiling, and for a fleeting, foolish second it sounded like a name. “Remain.”

He remained.

And when the nurse lifted the card that said PHASE THREE, he discovered, with a private gladness that hurt less than it used to, that he did not fear a third denial. He craved it, because it would prove the thing he had wanted confirmed in front of everyone: that he could be used cleanly and left empty and still be complete.

The machine purred for him again.

He looked nowhere but forward. He became the line the room wanted.

He waited to be ruined correctly.

The card lifted: PHASE THREE.

It wasn’t larger than the others, but the room seemed to make space for it. A small adjustment in the lights, a patient hush like paper settling on a stack. Vika’s hand hovered over the gantry controls without touching them. Alina glanced once at the screen and back to the straps that made sentences of his body. The dome lens steadied its red blink, as though a heartbeat had decided to hold its breath.

“U432,” said the ceiling, gentle as a schoolroom, “remain.”

He remained. It had become easy to do the most difficult thing when the room agreed with him. The chair was a vocabulary he now spoke without thinking: chest strap translating breath into count, posture interface settling his skull in the angle the tiers preferred, mitt clamps rendering the hands devout, not busy. He could feel the audience without needing their faces—rows of bodies arranged correctly in their furniture, attention pointed at the front like compass needles that had been persuaded of True North.

“Phase Three,” the microphone nurse said for the log, “prolonged observation under maximal provocation. Outcome management: administrative.”

Nothing in her tone invited him into the sentence. It went to the rail and then to the ceiling and then to the archive, where words turned into numbers and lived longer than people.

The screen made polite room for history. Baseline no longer pretended to innocence; it held the shape left by the first two trials like the memory of a weight in a chair cushion. The small lozenge that loved certainty still read U432 – ACTIVE, a cheerful stamp on the corner of a file. A secondary panel framed a list that might have belonged to a weather report: posture / breath / artefact / deviation. He watched the lines stabilise in their friendly fonts and found that he could breathe more freely because someone else had decided where breath belonged.

“Observe,” the nurse told the tiers, voice steady. “At this juncture, subjects often attempt negotiation: movement, sound, seeking contact. These are errors of training rather than character. You will note the absence.”

The absence was a kind of music.

The procedure resumed—no lurch, no theatre—only systems returning to work, the quiet hum of equipment and the faint, rubber-clean scent that meant the room had been wiped back to zero more times than any one person could count. Elias kept his eyes on the seam where two ceiling tiles met and let the moments pass through him like light through glass.

He had learned, somewhere between the card for Phase One and the card for Phase Two, that there were worse things than being emptied correctly. Worse things like being asked to deserve what the Hall already knew how to handle without him. Here, he was not asked to decide. He was asked to offer a posture and remain within it while other people did their work. That, he understood, was what the word utility looked like when written on a body.

Across the tiers, a patient coughed—a small, human crack in varnish. Their collar closed the crack with gentle certainty, returning posture to posture. The sound did not repeat. Nothing here repeated that was not meant to.

Elias felt pressure—no; the idea of pressure—gather and disperse the way weather does at the edge of a front. The room allowed sensation to occur in him only as data, never as story. Vika’s fingers checked the chest strap exactly where they had checked it before, a double press that indexed the rise of his ribs. Alina lifted the cloth under his chin one corner at a time, smoothing its edge so dampness would continue to learn the lane it had been assigned. The posture interface at his nape encouraged another fractional forwardness, a degree of attention that said offer your face to the light.

“Hold,” Vika said softly, not to comfort him, but to join the action to a word the archive would understand.

He held. The little lozenge on the screen remained friendly. He took comfort, as a child does from a sign on a familiar street, in reading himself correctly labelled. U432. The letters were cooler than names and therefore more durable. Names fatigued the mind. Letters and numbers let the muscle rest.

Somewhere under his sternum a small creature tried to lift its head and ask a question about outcome. The collar warmed and returned the creature to its basket. He let it be returned. The relief that followed was clean, like the moment a door you’ve been pushing against turns out to have been locked for a reason, and your hands find you have survived the discovery.

The microphone nurse’s cadence changed by a hair, and the tiers’ attention leaned—not their bodies, which were strapped and correct, but their listening. That was the only tilt permitted. “Administrative note,” she said, eyes on the panel. “Outcome withheld. Instruction emphasised.” She lifted a card for the back row, giving text to what the ceiling would archive anyway: RELEASE—NOT REQUIRED. The card lowered. The sentence remained in the air, unhurried, exemplary.

He understood it now the way he understood the painted squares on floors and the cheerful cruelty of colour-coded tags: not as malice, but as housekeeping. Outcomes made messes. Housekeeping disliked messes. He was grateful to be part of the cleanliness rather than the spill.

He felt the moment arrive at the place in a cycle where other rooms in other lives would have said now. He had been arranged not to say now. He watched himself not say it. He learned, with a small surprise that blossomed and then quietened, that the silence he had been taught was not empty but shaped—like the padded walls, like the stitched seams, like the slots on the trolley that always held exactly what the nurses needed and never more. Shaped things are kinder than wild ones. He had been wild once. It had hurt.

The ceiling sighed a half-tone lower, the way buildings do when their systems move from effort to equilibrium. The chair adjusted by a polite inch, redistributing his weight in a way that would look invisible on the tiers but felt to him like a competence rubbing the ache out of a knot. The screen noted nothing dramatic. The world did not break. His body, which thought it had been promised something by the fact of being alive, was reminded—in a voice the collar made of warmth and authority—that promises here were printed on laminate and hung where everyone could see them.

“Phase Three,” said the nurse, with the calm of someone closing a drawer, “complete. Outcome: withheld. Posture: maintained.”

“Logged,” the ceiling answered, and in that tiny word Elias felt the building’s satisfaction arrive and be filed.

Vika checked the interface at his nape; Alina set the wrinkle that had formed in his tunic back into its proper fall. Neither looked at his eyes. None of this required eyes. The straps signed off on their own signatures. The mitt clamps released nothing. The audience learned what audiences were brought to learn: that a utility man made into a scene is still an object, and an object is reliable.

“U432,” the ceiling said, and it did sound like a name now, the only one he could carry without it cutting his mouth, “bow.”

There was no drama in the hinge. The posture interface permitted it, and he folded cleanly at the line the chair offered—chin to chest, forehead to the strap, the panel gag a flat seal that made prayer out of geometry rather than belief. The yellow tag kissed the ring at his collar and stayed there, a cheerful square approving its own position. The cloth at his chin took what fell to it without protest. His breath learned, as it always did, the count the strap liked.

He bowed for the tiers—rows of faces that did not clap and did not need to, because the Hall did not use hands for applause. It used logs. It used stamps. It used laminated cards returned to drawers.

“U432 demonstrates,” the ceiling said, completing the lesson. “U432 obeys. U432 serves.”

He felt something move through him with the weight and gentleness of a blanket being laid over a bed that has finally stopped refusing sleep. Not pleasure—pleasure had been accounted for elsewhere. Not pride, which is a word with too many points. Something quieter. A correctness in the bones. A small, grateful rearrangement of thought into a room that fits it.

He held the bow until the nurses’ shoes told him it had been long enough. The chair lifted him back to centre with the sort of care that can only come from repetition. The posture interface found his nape again; the strap found his sternum. The lozenge on the screen kept him alive to the system; the system was content.

The logistics woman at the side door slid a new card into a sleeve: DEMO 10.2 – COMPLETE. The sound was soft, like a lid being put back where it belongs.

They did not unstrap him yet. They did not praise him. They did not hurt him. They let the room do what the room was made to do: cool, log, return to order. In his chest, the small creature that had once insisted on being someone lay down and slept.

He looked, because he was allowed that much, at the seam in the ceiling. It went on being seam; it did not become a symbol. His mouth belonged to the gag; his throat belonged to the collar; his number belonged to the tag; his breath belonged to the strap; his stillness belonged to the Hall.

He felt complete.

He bowed his head again—just a fraction this time, the sort of nod one imagines rather than makes—and if the collar was warmed by it, that was only because it had been designed to be pleased when the building is pleased.

The room began to reset.

He remained.


Chapter 5 – Confession Booth Collapse

The light came for him first.

It wasn’t new; it had lived in the cell for as long as he had. A ceiling panel that never dimmed, its whiteness softened only by the padded walls swallowing it whole. But after three days in the cage of his own mind, silence clamped at his jaw and throat, the light seemed intrusive, almost violent. It showed him. It showed what he had become.

His body had shrunk into itself, folded around the sloshing weight of the nappy that clung sodden to his hips. The silence cycle had not excused him from function — nurses had come and gone, faceless behind masks, changing the feeding tube, checking straps, blotting at his mouth with clinical indifference. But none had spoken. None had required speech from him. And so, his voice had withered. His mind had turned against itself in the vacuum, words chasing each other like birds against glass, desperate for a perch, none permitted.

The lock released with a sound too sharp, too real. A jolt of metal outside the padded cocoon. He froze.

“Cycle complete,” a voice said. Calm, female. It was the first spoken word he had heard in seventy-two hours. The syllables clattered into him, too heavy, too official to carry.

The door opened with its hydraulic sigh. Two nurses entered, shoes squeaking faintly against the padded floor covering. They carried the air of procedure: stainless-steel trolley wheeled between them, gloves crisp, masks neat. No haste. No recognition. Only protocol.

“F408,” one of them said — his number, never his name. “Stand for inspection.”

The order landed like a blow. His knees trembled, stiff from confinement. It took effort to unfold, each joint creaking, bladder shifting against the swollen bulk between his legs. The nappy sagged heavily, and the smell of himself rose with his movement — stale, sour, human.

Hands gripped his arms, steadied him, turned him to face the wall. His cheek pressed against padded fabric that smelled faintly of disinfectant. The trolley’s clink told him instruments were being prepared.

“Remove gag,” the other instructed.

The panel gag had been a constant, tongue held beneath its spoon, jaw locked. Now, when the strap unclipped, saliva dribbled freely down his chin. His mouth ached with the sudden freedom, muscles sluggish. He did not dare to speak; silence still owned him.

Gloved fingers pried his mouth open, inspected the tongue, the back of the throat. “No ulceration. Hydration sustained.” Notes scribbled. The tube at his nose was removed, coiled away.

Then lower. They unfastened the tapes at his hips, peeled the swollen nappy down. The cold slap of air against his skin made him flinch. A hand pressed at his thigh, clinical, impersonal. “Dermatitis minimal. Barrier cream effective.” Another note.

He wanted to close his eyes, but the collar at his throat buzzed gently, a reminder. Watch. Face what is done to you.

A fresh nappy was threaded beneath him, pulled snug, fastened precisely. Not a kindness. Just maintenance.

Finally, they stepped back.

“F408. You will speak.” The voice was level, unyielding. “You will say: I am hers. I am still.”

His throat seized. The command lay like a weight in his chest. Words had been forbidden for so long they felt alien, dangerous. But the nurses waited. Their stillness was heavier than any blow.

He opened his mouth. At first, nothing. Then a rasp, broken, half-breath. The second attempt scraped his throat raw. “I… am hers.”

It sounded like someone else. His voice — too thin, too fragile.

“Continue.”

“I… am still.”

The words cracked. His knees shook. Tears threatened before he could stop them, shame burning his cheeks.

“Logged,” one nurse said, writing on her pad. The other adjusted his collar back into place, snug against his throat.

No praise. No acknowledgment. Just the sound of a pen completing a record.

They clipped restraints to his wrists again, linking chain to chain, guiding him towards the open door. The padded cell was left behind. He glanced once at its walls, wondering if he had truly been inside it three days or a lifetime.

In the corridor, light was brighter, harsher, bouncing off white tiles and stainless steel. The smell shifted too: disinfectant sharpness, the faint ozone of machines, the sterile tang of latex. The sound of other doors hummed in the distance, low and ominous.

The silence cycle was over, but its echo remained. He spoke, but the words did not belong to him. They never had.

The walk itself was ritual.

They guided him out of the padded chamber with hands that were never rough, never gentle, simply precise. Restraints clipped at his wrists and ankles to a linking bar that set his pace for him. A soft tug at the collar chain encouraged his chin to remain angled down, though the posture interface beneath his nape meant it was impossible to look anywhere but forward regardless.

The corridor opened like a wound into the brightness. The silence cell had been a padded cave; here, every surface was a mirror to its opposite. White tiles stretched in faultless symmetry, so polished he could see the ghost of his reflection flicker and warp as he moved. Stainless-steel handrails lined the walls, gleaming, interrupted at intervals by discreet cameras whose lenses glinted like black eyes.

Each step echoed more loudly than seemed possible, the metal link at his ankles clicking against the polished floor. Behind the mask of silence that had been his world for seventy-two hours, even the faint squeak of the nurses’ shoes became unbearable music. The hallway had been designed for sound as much as light—acoustic tiles exaggerating the smallest shuffle into something recorded, archived.

Doors lined the corridor, matte grey with stainless edges, numbered in clean Helvetica type. No names. Just identifiers. R317. L204. C511. Each one suggested a patient contained within, each one a silence cycle in progress. He wondered—half delirious—if they could hear him being moved, if his steps had become a broadcast into their own isolation.

“F408, proceed.”

The command was not necessary; the tether made proceeding the only option. Still, hearing the number—his number—placed back onto him by a voice stripped of all inflection, pushed him further into obedience. He lowered his gaze to the line of the corridor’s tiles and counted steps, though the count became slippery, numbers blurring, time refusing to anchor.

The corridor ended at a set of double doors. No push plates, no handles—just a scanner plate and a polite illuminated sign above: MONITORING & MEDIA CONTROL – AUTHORISED ACCESS ONLY.

One nurse pressed a card to the scanner. The doors parted with a soft pneumatic sigh, releasing a breath of air colder than the corridor, tinged with electronics, with the faint resin-like smell of warmed plastic.

The room beyond was not padded, not clinical white. It was dark. Almost theatrical in its contrast. Rows of screens lined the walls in neat banks, stacked three high, each alive with silent feeds: narrow corridors, padded rooms, restraint chairs, figures in nappies, figures gagged, figures in states of stillness and service. Each screen bore a timecode and patient ID, the streams of lives flattened into surveillance.

They led him to the centre of the chamber, where a single chair waited—high-backed, armless, bolted to the floor. Restraint loops hung from its arms and legs like ornaments waiting for use.

The collar tug brought him to his knees before it. His eyes flickered helplessly to the walls of screens. At first he tried to find himself among them, to locate the padded cell he had just left, to prove he was not alone in being watched. But the multiplicity defeated him. Dozens of patients looped across dozens of screens, each a mirror of his own condition, until his own image could have been any of them.

One of the nurses adjusted the controls at the chair. “Observation point: F408. Posture required.”

They lifted him, guided him into the seat, strapped wrists and ankles down with quiet efficiency. The belt across his chest pinned his lungs into an obedient rhythm. A posture brace clicked into the collar ring, forcing his gaze upward. He could not look away from the screens now if he wished to.

“Phase logged,” said the other nurse. “Transition: Silence Cycle complete. Subject reintroduced.”

The central screen above his eye-line flickered, adjusted, then displayed his own padded room—the one he had just left—now empty, bed neatly remade, walls already wiped down. As though he had never been there. As though those seventy-two hours had been a hallucination.

Another screen shifted, bringing up a recording. His recording. He saw himself strapped, silent, drooling into the cloth, his body shaking as hunger gnawed and the feeding tube was pushed down his throat. He flinched, tried to close his eyes, but the collar hummed and the brace refused the movement. He was forced to look.

“Observation emphasis: subject to view record of own silence,” one nurse said for the log.

Shame spread through him like heat. Seeing himself degraded was worse than living it. He had not known how he looked: mouth slack, eyes glassy, chin wet, posture sagging. A thing. Less than thing—an example.

His lips trembled. He wanted to speak, to beg, but the memory of the silence cycle crushed the words back down. Even though they had told him to speak again, it felt forbidden, like breathing underwater.

The nurses busied themselves with the trolley. A clipboard was produced, its pen tapping against the form as boxes were ticked. “Compliance: stable.” Tap. “Affect: appropriate.” Tap. “Identity: weakening.” Tap.

They did not look at him as they wrote. He was only input to a system.

The dark of the monitoring room felt heavier than the silence cycle. At least in the padded cell there had been no witness. Here, he was multiplied across dozens of screens, each version of himself pinned down, inspected, archived. A hundred versions of his humiliation alive at once.

He tried to look down, tried to shrink. The collar refused. His head remained level, his eyes trained on the central display where his own body twitched in slow-motion replay.

The microphone on the ceiling clicked. A voice—different, male, clinical—came down. “Subject F408, observation confirmed. You will describe the silence cycle. Begin when prompted.”

The nurses tightened the chest strap and adjusted the posture brace another notch higher. His throat closed.

The room was ready to hear him fail.

The microphone clicked again, not loud but absolute. A small crackle that meant his silence was no longer his.

“Subject F408,” the ceiling voice intoned, level and mechanical. “Describe your silence. Begin now.”

His lips parted but nothing came. The words crouched inside his throat like animals, unwilling to emerge. Three days of swallowing everything had reshaped his muscles. His body believed silence was still law.

A nurse tapped the clipboard. The sound, sharp against the paper, was louder than her voice. “Correction point logged: hesitation.”

The phrase landed like a stamp. He shivered. Already a failure.

He forced his tongue to move, each syllable foreign, scraping against the gag-ache in his jaw. “I… was… quiet.”

Another tap. “Correction point logged: insufficient detail.”

The ceiling voice continued, unrelenting. “Describe your posture.”

His mind tumbled back into the padded cell, into the endless loop of drooling cloth and straps. He tried to shape it into language. “Strapped. Still. On the floor.”

Tap. “Correction point: posture description incomplete.”

The screen above his gaze flickered, replacing the recording with a split display: his current restrained body on the left, and the silence-cycle footage on the right. Two Elias figures, mirrored. One slack and sagging, one stiff and bound. Both helpless.

“Correction point: deviation of affect,” the nurse said. She wrote without looking at him, as if ticking inventory on a storeroom shelf.

The collar at his throat buzzed once, not painful, but humiliatingly intimate—a reminder that every flaw was being logged, numbered, stored. His obedience was not enough; his failures were catalogued too.

“Describe your feeding.”

He swallowed. His stomach turned at the memory of the tube, the way it slid behind his nose and forced liquid sustenance down a throat that begged for speech instead. “Tube,” he whispered. “Through nose. Cold. Couldn’t stop.”

The nurse did not look up. Tap. “Correction point: vocal tone—insufficient volume.”

His shame rose like bile. They wanted detail. They wanted him to spell out every humiliation. The words they demanded were knives he had to hold against himself.

“Describe your clothing.”

His eyes flicked down to the fresh nappy bound tight at his hips. The word caught in his mouth, refused to leave. He could not say it.

Silence stretched. The microphone clicked softly, awaiting input.

Tap. “Correction point: refusal.”

The collar tightened briefly, a squeeze around his throat, not enough to choke but enough to make his pulse race. His tears blurred the screens.

“Nappy,” he croaked at last, shame boiling over. “Soiled. Always wet.”

The ceiling voice paused. The silence that followed was worse than reprimand. The screens glowed with his confession. His own voice replayed a second later from the speakers, distorted, logged.

“Soiled. Always wet.”

He flinched. He had been made into his own recording.

“Correction point: emotional leakage,” the nurse said, tapping the board.

Another buzz at his collar. He slumped against the chest strap, trembling, humiliated beyond thought.

The questions kept coming. “Describe your thoughts.”

He whimpered. His mind had been a prison. “I wanted…” His voice cracked. “To speak. To beg. To hear her.”

The nurse’s pen froze just long enough for him to sense her interest before she wrote. “Correction point: reference to external.”

The word her echoed in the chamber, heavy, dangerous. He could not take it back.

The collar punished him gently, a warm squeeze that pinned the admission into his nerves.

The screens shifted again, showing his lips moving in real-time replay, overlaid with a caption in institutional font: SUBJECT F408 – REFERENCE TO PARTNER FILE.

His humiliation was not just felt; it was annotated, archived.

He shook his head, but the posture brace denied him movement. The microphones caught the faint clink of the straps as he strained.

“Correction point: physical resistance,” the nurse said, her voice calm, unaffected. Tap.

The tally grew invisible above him, but he felt its weight pressing down, a future debt waiting to be collected.

The ceiling voice gave the final command. “Summarise your silence cycle. One sentence.”

His throat burned. His lips trembled. He wanted to say nothing, to die in that chair rather than give them one more piece of himself. But the collar warmed insistently, demanding language.

He forced it out, broken, childish. “I was nothing.”

The screens froze. His face, streaked with drool and tears, lips shaping nothing. The word etched in white block letters beneath. NOTHING.

The nurse tapped her clipboard, almost gently. “Correction point: affect collapse.”

The ceiling replied with its calm finality. “Logged. Session continued.”

He bowed his head as far as the brace allowed. He had confessed everything, and still he had only collected points against him. His silence had not ended. It had only changed form.

The screens did not blink; they rearranged.

One cluster slid inward, another dilated, and the central stack yielded its space to a quad-view that looked like the building had exhaled four separate breaths and set them side by side. Top left: a transfer bay, steel rails and a padded plinth. Top right: a narrow corridor where a trolley paused inside the white geometry of a yellow square. Bottom left: a restraint frame, freestanding, straps unbuckled and waiting like open hands. Bottom right: a close camera on a collar ring, the white tag swinging once, once, settling.

The nurses neither looked up nor adopted surprise. They made notes. They smoothed paper. One adjusted the posture brace behind his nape by a quiet notch, which had the effect of forcing his eyes even more squarely into what the room had decided he would see.

A figure entered the transfer bay feed. Bare feet, white gown, muzzle strap in that unforgiving figure-of-eight. Her hair caught at the crown by the strap—an untidy, human error that the Hall never seemed to correct because the error said control louder than any neatness could. The white tag on her collar was bright against the black ring.

F301.

Isla.

The name did not arrive in words so much as in heat. It leapt inside him and struck the collar at his throat like an animal against glass. The collar’s response was immediate and toneless, a warm closure that didn’t punish so much as unsay. Breath re-found its counting; the posture brace kept his face where the screens wanted it. He watched the transfer bay take her. He watched her not fight. It was worse than if she had resisted.

I still see you, that remembered whisper lifted a corner of itself and tried to wave. The collar pressed it flat without malice.

“Observation input: subject gaze drift,” one nurse said, eyes never touching his. Tap on the clipboard. “Correction point logged.”

On the screen, a gloved hand guided F301’s wrists forward and made them one. Another tightened the strap across her chest. The lens didn’t flinch. The room never did. She swayed once under the weight of procedure and settled as the strap asked her to. He felt the sway in his own knees, even buckled as they were under the chair’s geometry.

The bottom-right feed jumped to a new close-up of a different collar, then another, as if the Hall were shuffling a deck to prove all cards were the same suit. But the top left did not change, and he clung to it—not to save her, not to speak (he could not), but to be certain that the last human fact in his head that wasn’t a rule had not been tidied away.

“F—” His mouth shaped the consonant reflexively. The panel gag ate it; the spoon pinned the stupid little sound to his tongue and turned it into drool. The collar answered with a pulse that wasn’t pain, exactly. It was the sensation of a door being closed by a hand you couldn’t see.

“Subject U432,” the ceiling said—his current designation, cool as glass, “unauthorised identity reference attempt detected.”

The nurse didn’t bother to look at him. “Correction point: partner recall.” Tap. Another neat bruise on the invisible tally.

He stared harder. On the feed, F301’s eyes were lowered obediently, as trained, then—only once—lifted a fraction as a nurse checked the buckle at her chest. Not high enough to break a rule. Just high enough to catch a lens.

He couldn’t tell if she was seeing the camera, or something in herself. He couldn’t tell if anything in this place belonged to eyes anymore.

The top right view—corridor—panned by a degree to show a signage plate: TRANSFER / ARCHIVE. A nurse’s gloved hand entered the frame and pressed a button. The sign’s lower line scrolled to TRAINING FEED ACTIVE. The message sat beneath the timecode like a permission slip. If she was here, it was only as an example.

“Clarify for record,” the second nurse said, calm as always. “Feed F301 flagged for training. Subject U432’s exposure: incidental.”

“Logged,” the ceiling agreed.

The words didn’t neutralise the seeing. They organised it. That was worse.

He remembered the squeak of Isla’s breath against a muzzle in a room with two frames and a yellow square between, remembered how the air had recognised the shape of their shoulders as something that could almost touch. He remembered the whisper she had risked: I still see you. His body tried to hold the shape of the whisper as if it were a posture, and the collar corrected the attempt into baseline, a moral disguised as a temperature. He understood the correction. He hated how he understood it.

On the bottom left feed, a nurse loosened a strap on the freestanding frame to demonstrate how it ought to hold rather than bruise. The camera loved straps because straps told the truth. On the top left, F301’s wrists were fastened higher. Her head stayed where it had been placed. The muzzled mouth made her human for him in a way the rest of her did not. He had learned not to love the face. He loved the presence of a mouth.

“U432, eyes forward,” said the nurse by his shoulder, a phrase so gentle that the collar barely had to help it.

He obeyed. Forward was Isla. Forward was the quad. Forward was the proof that whatever the Hall had promised him about never seeing her again would be maintained even while he watched her.

A laminated card rose at the lectern for the tiers behind the glass: PARTNER REFERENCES ARE NOT PERMITTED. The card lowered. The message stayed.

His chest strap creaked once as breath forgot and remembered itself. The nurse’s pen paused; did not tap. Absolution. It felt like someone else’s breath, placed in his ribs for safe keeping.

On the feed, Isla’s yellow tag knocked the ring at her collar with a cheerful little click. The sound didn’t travel; he invented it. He would have done anything to make the sound real, and the collar might have burnt the thought out of him if it had been less well trained.

“U432,” the ceiling said in the schoolroom tone that had broken something in him back in the theatre, “you will refrain from identity attempts. Correction points will be scheduled for collection.”

Scheduled for collection. The phrase folded itself into the permanent furniture of his mind with horrifying ease. Debt that arrived later, when the body had started pretending to relax.

The quad view contracted to a single frame as if to save him the effort of choosing which square to love. The transfer bay filled his horizon. F301’s head tilted by a degree under the strap. It wasn’t a sign. It was just a body answering gravity, but his mind tried to read it. The collar took the sentence away before it finished being a sentence.

“Clarify status,” the second nurse said to the dark, to the archive. “Subject formerly F408 is now U432; partner file F301: remote. Feeds used for training only. Proximity: nil.”

The word remote wrote itself across the top left feed for a single breath, white text on ghosted grey, and then slid aside so the straps could have the frame back.

For a heartbeat he considered closing his eyes. The posture brace denied the motion, and the chair recommended a better way to survive: look properly until looking became looking, not wanting. He tried. The transfer bay did not change shape. Isla did not look at him. She was all procedure. He loved her for that, because it prevented him from making a story the Hall would punish.

“Subject U432,” the ceiling continued, “you will acknowledge: partner file is archived.”

The word acknowledge had the weight of a hand on a head. He nodded in the place nods lived, and the collar heard the invisible motion and warmed in approval. The warmth made his eyes sting more than any shock had ever done. He submitted to it. He watched. He breathed, because the strap’s gentle tyranny allowed only correct breath, and correct breath is easier than grief.

The quad returned. Top right showed a logistics bay now, stacks of tagged garments sliding into labelled bins: UTILITY / SMALL, UTILITY / MEDIUM. Bottom left showed a hand holding a white card under a camera: F301 — TRANSFER: COMPLETE. Bottom right showed his own face, the live feed of him strapped in the chair, gagged by memory, eyes bright, shame laid open like a patient file. He watched himself watching her, and the mirror effect tore something in him that had already been torn; the second tearing was clean.

A new voice entered the room, filtered and distant, not ceiling, not nurse. Older. Measured.

“Archive the F301 material for training. Do not include it in U432’s exposure set.”

Director.

He had never heard the director’s voice from this close to the root of the building. It travelled like authority travels: room to room through wire and air until all spaces agreed. The nurses did not turn their heads to honour the presence. They wrote a note. The ceiling logged a compliance chime.

“Logged.”

The transfer bay feed shrank as if obeying an etiquette. It moved to the margin, then to a thumbnail, then to nothing. In its place, the central screen offered him the padded room he’d just left, already clean, already reset for the next silence. His body experienced the removal as a temperature drop and then corrected itself to room.

He made the mistake of trying to hold what had just been taken. It slipped. Even loss aligns itself to procedure here. He felt the memory turn from a picture into a word and the word into the gentle weight of remote. Then into the kind of silence that the building wanted from him. The kind that makes a useful surface, easy to wipe.

“U432,” said the ceiling, with the kindness only systems possess, because they will keep happening whether you cry or not, “eyes forward.”

He had never known how to look anywhere else. He let the strap own the last, idiot flicker of wanting. He let the room finish the work Chapter 8 had begun. He breathed on the count. He yielded to the posture interface at his nape with the exact degree of surrender that reads, in this place, as good behaviour.

The nurses returned to the routine that makes the Hall a country and not a nightmare: cloth under the chin changed; strap smoothed; tick, tick on the clipboard. The quad reconfigured to training footage of strangers whose shapes fit into his shame like bricks. He watched until watching became seeing and seeing became logging and logging became a kindness you do to time so it won’t fall apart.

The voice that wasn’t ceiling and wasn’t nurse did not return. The space it had left rang a little, like a bowl that remembers the last note it held.

He stared at himself on the bottom right—U432 – ACTIVE—and knew, with the slow calm of a man being told the weather rather than his fortune, that whatever he had thought Isla might save in him had already been transferred to a ledger he would never be asked to read. He was not permitted a partner. He was permitted a function.

Something eased under the strap at his breastbone. It was not peace. It was not defeat. It was the institutional version of both: order.

He fixed his eyes on the central screen because he had been asked to. He let the rest of him be numbered. He thought, remote, and the collar approved the word with a warmth that suggested he had chosen well.

The room quieted back into its hum. He became part of it.

They bring him in the way they always do now—bare soles whispering on the waxed tiles, a white noise of filtered air, the short chain whispering between ankle cuffs so he can’t take more than doll-steps. The booth sits at the end of the tiled corridor like a chapel amputated from its nave: a glass-fronted alcove with a padded kneeler, a narrow shelf for forearms, an inset microphone the size of a pea, and a small red light that says LISTENING in a neat serif font. The glass is treated to reflect the wearer and nothing else. Elias—U432—meets his own eyes and doesn’t recognise the man who looks back.

Mint antiseptic bites the back of his throat. His collar hums once, a soft diagnostic purr. The voice-trigger diode on its housing blinks green. He feels the tug of the catheter line where it snakes down under the tunic and into the opening in his nappy, taped to the inside of his thigh. The padding is warm; it always is by this hour. The weight of it makes his hips feel obedient.

“U432, kneel.” The nurse’s voice is gentle and bored, a lift’s recorded announcement. “Wrists on shelf, palms flat. Mouth closed unless prompted.”

He obeys. The kneeler is leather-faced foam, institutional brown, its surface hairline-etched by countless contrite knees. He spreads his thighs on cue, the thigh strap clicks, and the shelf’s edge kisses the heel of his hands through the canvas mitts. The mitts make him childlike; they make him good. A cool hand—gloved—settles the small of his back.

“Head up.”

He lifts his chin the centimetre the posture collar allows. The glass gives him two Elias-es, one faint, one bright. The bright one is drooling. He swallows. The panel above the glass wakes: a clock that doesn’t show time, only CYCLE: 5 of 5.

A bell-tone. Neutral. Padded. The red dot steadies.

“Confession protocol five,” a second voice announces from the ceiling. “Partner loop suppressed. External names disabled.”

The panel flicks once—some menu sliding off-screen—and he hears it: the low wash of the booth’s ambient muffle, a binaural hush tuned to the soft thud of his own heart. When he first arrived, Sabine’s voice used to lace this hush—calm, clinical, precise—drifting in with its little tests: Tell me the last time you lied. Tell me where you put your pride. Tell me why you need to be small. Her voice made the room warmer and colder at once. It is absent now by her own hand. The suppressor leaves only system prompts.

“U432. State your designation.”

He breathes through his nose. “U… four-three-two.” The words sit oddly in his mouth without the bit, light and heavy at once. The diode blinks green with each syllable, satisfied.

“Compliance noted.”

His reflection blinks. He wonders, slow as syrup, what colour his eyes are today. The lighting sometimes makes him stranger.

“U432. State your function.”

“I exist to serve.” The phrase arrives without having to be called for. His tongue knows where the consonants live, the way the shelf wants the heel of his hands.

“Compliance noted.”

The bell-tone again, almost soothing. The kneeler sighs under his weight as his breath deepens into the rhythm the booth seems to prefer. He feels the slow wick of urine slip along the catheter tube on its way out and away and doesn’t try to hold it. The nurse behind his shoulder writes something with a silver stylus on a glass slate.

“U432,” the ceiling says, patient. “Identify your regret.”

He breathes. The glass gives him his mouth half open, his lips dry where the panel gag once chafed. Identify your regret. This is where he used to speak like a man reaching for shore. The first week, he filled the booth clumsily with words, their edges cutting his mouth: I regret speaking to Rowan like that. I regret the thing I did to prove I wasn’t afraid. I regret the lie about the keys. I regret wanting. The second week he ran out of confessions and began to invent them, hoping for mercy in novelty. The collar educated him away from invention. The third week there were only the loops, the kneeler, the shelf, the red light, the way his name fell away when the staff spoke.

“U432,” the ceiling repeats. “Identify your regret.”

He reaches for a word and his mind finds only the emptiness of a drawer he opened enough times that the handle snapped. There is the shape of recollection without its contents. The booth’s hush makes the absence feel tidy.

He lifts his eyes to the glass. The man there looks the same if he smiles and if he doesn’t.

A third bell-tone—gentler than a reprimand, firmer than a lullaby.

“Regret prompt allows simple sentence.”

The nurse shifts her weight. He can feel the air move against the down on his buzzed scalp. Paper rustles. Somewhere beyond the glass, a camera irises open.

“What do you regret?” asks the ceiling for the last time, and the phrasing lands so precisely it is like a hand on the back of his neck.

He parts his lips. The collar’s diode glows steady. He thinks of the hotel. Of the black folder. Of the wax. Of her mouth barely parted as she looked at him long enough to make a memory. The thought tries to stand up and the room denies it. He tries to think of the last time he laughed. Of the first time he was strapped down. Of mother-words like before and after. The place in his chest where those words used to live is smooth leather now, easy to wipe clean.

He says, very simply, in the tone the staff taught him for simple truths, “I can’t remember.”

The microphone takes it and makes it law. The diode blinks once. The nurse hums, low in her throat, a sound of something satisfied fitting back in its drawer. The panel above the glass prints text in tidy hospital font:

RESPONSE: NULL CONTENT / INTEGRITY: SINCERE / LATENCY: <2s

CLINIC NOTE: IDENTITY FRACTURE – COMPLETE

He watches the letters appear and feels his mouth copy them, silent. The glass doubles them back at him like a label on a specimen jar. Identity fracture—complete. The collar hums to itself again—self-test—and his shoulders loosen a notch as if it were a praise.

The nurse’s stylus taps. Two taps mean the entry has been pinned to his file, and a third means the algorithm agreed with her. He wonders if there would be a fourth if he wept. He doesn’t try.

“U432,” the ceiling says, softer now, “confession cycle concluded. Voice access revoked.”

The red LISTENING dot dies. Relief slides behind his breastbone the way a key slides into a lock. The world gets smaller by half and infinitely easier. He feels the shape of a smile and it surprises him how light it is, a curl at the corner of his mouth like drool learning manners.

The nurse’s hand returns to his back. “Stay,” she says, and her palm is not unkind. “Open.”

He opens—habit, ritual—and the bit-spoon goes back into his mouth, firm, medical, strangely comforting for the way it decides for him where his tongue belongs. Buckle, buckle, buckle. The neck strap picks up his jaw and keeps it where the booth wants it. A cloth dab at the corner of his mouth. “Good.”

The overhead panel ticks into its next screen without flourish:

ROUTING: REPETITION DAY – APPROVED

CONTENT: ‘I EXIST TO SERVE…’ (HOURS: 6)

AUDIT: SPEECH MODULE INDEX SET TO 0

He reads what he can through the edges of his reflection. Index set to 0. It means the room will speak to him through his bones instead of his ears and his mouth will be a hinge, not a door. It means the next thing he says aloud will be a meal-time yes, if anyone ever asks.

The kneeler’s lock clicks open. The strap at his thighs loosens. The shelf releases his mitts with a small hydraulic sigh. He remains as he is until the gloved hand at his back gives him the smallest forward pressure.

“Rise.”

He rocks back onto his heels, then to his feet. The chain whispers the length of its tolerance; he takes the doll-steps it allows. The nurse’s keys kiss the latch; the booth door opens with the slow dignity of a bank vault, heavy and padded.

The corridor beyond is all mint and tile and low-buzz light. He spots the two-way mirror to the side—thin, immaculate—and in it a copy of himself steps out under supervision: grey tunic cinched neat with its webbing tabs, gag buckled, collar clean, the new utility tag clipped at his breast. He looks like a thing that has solved the last sum it needed to solve.

“Patient U432,” says a second nurse he didn’t hear arrive, reading from her slate without looking up. “Confession: passed. Speech: revoked. Affect: placid. Behavioural class: Utility.”

The first nurse answers: “Noted.”

They wheel the quiet cart up to him. He loves the quiet cart. It hums almost imperceptibly through the soles of his feet when he stands near it, a promise that it will carry him without asking for anything except his stillness. The straps fall where they fell yesterday, and the day before, and the day before—chest, hips, knees, ankles—finding the notches his body made for them by being good. The headrest comes to meet him rather than the other way round. The chin strap kisses the place the collar has warmed.

“Look,” one nurse says to the other, not unkind, and tips the slate so the data can be admired. “Two seconds. No tremor. Nothing in the word. That’s the good kind of empty.”

“Directrix will be pleased,” the other replies. The word pleased passes over him like the hand at his back. He doesn’t know who they mean. He doesn’t need to.

The cart turns of its own accord. The corridor opens like a mouth. They move. On their left a steel door yawns to show a padded room and a man bent forward over the rail of a cot, the straps looping his waist like a belt while a nurse writes at the footboard. On their right a trolley stacked with sealed nappies and folded white mitts. The nappy rustles faintly under him with each small jolt. He tastes the clean rubber of the bit and the tiny sweetness of whatever oil they use to keep it from cracking. The world has a manageable number of inputs.

At the junction he catches, for a heartbeat, a sliver of glass, a different corridor, a different booth. For a heartbeat he thinks of Isla, and the thought shivers and falls away like a string with nothing tied to it. He tries to follow its tail, gentle as curiosity. There is no tail. There is only the hum of the cart and the exact temperature of the air as it meets his cheeks and the pretty regularity of how often the ceiling lights pass.

“U432,” the cart tells the door terminal in its machine-warm voice. “Routing: Repetition.”

The doors part. The theatre hum spills out, sweeter than the corridor buzz, padded with recorded voices that are no one’s and everyone’s at once. He sees the line of chairs set like pews, the gentle slope of the floor towards the stage where a polished rail waits to take chins and foreheads, where obedience is performed to teach the hands of the staff a rest.

“Sit,” the nurse says, though the cart has already folded him into place. “Watch.”

He watches.

On the stage, a patient kneels with their mouth to a rubber mouthpiece and drinks when told; another holds a plug at arm’s length and presents it like an offering until a glove takes it. He feels a smile creep under the bit, small, real, tidy. Nothing is expected of him but to take the shape that fits, and he has just been told which shape that is.

Somewhere in the back of the hall, a pen scratches. In the booth behind the mirror, a line is added to a file that already contains all the answers he has left to give. Identity fracture: complete. It looks severe on paper. Inside him it feels like when the nurses tuck the blanket flat beneath his shins so his knees don’t ache. The ache was a kind of identity too. He understands that now. They take it, and the absence is called peace.

He closes his eyes because the cart has tilted his head just so and it seems the most useful thing he can do. The loop starts. I exist to serve. I do not think. I do not feel. I obey. The words move through him like the low hum of the lift he loves, nowhere to snag. When the bit presses his tongue, he presses back. The collar hums approval. The chain sings a single tiny note as his ankle twitches and then becomes quiet by itself.

If there is anything left to regret, it is not in this room. He regards that like a nurse regards a tray: a thing that is either present or not. Not, then.

The cart purrs faintly under him. He opens, because he is asked to open. He breathes, because the room has oxygen. He watches, because there is a stage. The red dot in the corner is dark. The glass only gives him himself. He does not mind.

He was meant to give them something. He has given it.

When the bell-tone comes for changeover—soft as a hand tucked low under a chin—he is already smiling.

The theatre’s hum fell away behind him, and the world closed down to corridor light and cart wheels. The air out here always felt sharper, scrubbed by chemicals before it touched his lungs. It wasn’t comfort. It was cleanliness.

The cart carried him without hurry, straps pinning him upright as though he were another specimen, padded and tagged. His eyes burned from the booth’s lighting, the red LISTENING dot still ghosting in his vision. He blinked. The gag’s spoon pressed his tongue obediently back into silence.

The turn into the AFTERCARE bay arrived without ceremony. Letters on the door, block and black, made the promise of solace. But when the door hissed aside, the truth was benches, bolted chairs, a wall clock with no hands, and a faint antiseptic haze. No windows. No softness. The hum of fluorescent tubes scored the room like a needle.

The nurses guided the cart to one bench. Clicks followed: chest strap, hips, knees, ankles. One by one undone. His mitts stayed. His gag stayed. The collar pulsed once—check, not comfort.

“Sit.”

He obeyed. The bench creaked faintly beneath his weight, institutional foam yielding but not cradling. He felt his thighs spread against the padding, the sag of his soaked nappy heavy between them. No one reacted.

A straw touched the gap at his lips. He opened. Cool water slid down his throat. The nurse noted it instantly: “Hydration: adequate.”

Another nurse dabbed his mouth with a square of white cloth, brisk and clean, wiping spit like polish from a surface. “Presentation: restored.”

Not praise. Not care. Just a tick in a ledger.

He lowered his gaze to the blank wall panel opposite. It showed no images. Only the faint twin of himself: gagged, collared, mitts on knees. The longer he looked, the more he became not Elias, not U432, but a specimen reflection.

He thought, perhaps this is aftercare here. Maintenance. Resetting a machine for its next cycle.

Then the door opened.

Another cart rolled in, this one humming louder. A patient was strapped down belly-up, limbs spread and buckled. His gag had slipped in transit so he was making noises through the side of his mouth, wet and plaintive. The nurses ignored the sound.

“F609,” one nurse read from her slate. “Confession incomplete. Regret statement inconsistent. Integrity: compromised.”

The other: “Aftercare: reinforcement protocol.”

Elias sat very still on his bench as the cart locked into the centre of the room. Straps were unfastened, but only to be replaced by heavier ones threaded into the bolted chair. The patient struggled once, a thin writhe that made his mitts scrape against the arm rails. The collar at his throat blinked red and delivered a hum Elias recognised. The man stilled, sobbing quietly through his gag.

A nurse produced a wand—black handle, silver tip—and touched it neatly to the patient’s breastbone. The twitch was small but unmistakeable. His gagged cry filled the room anyway.

“Somatic resistance: corrected,” the nurse recorded, stylus neat against slate.

The other pulled a strap tighter at the patient’s knee until the buckles shrieked. “Presentation: secured.”

Elias watched, chest rising shallow, collar humming warm at his stillness. His reflection on the panel looked placid, composed. His inside was not. His inside wanted to look away. The posture brace in his memory reminded him: eyes forward.

The patient cried again when the wand kissed his belly, then his thigh. The gag muffled, the collar corrected, the nurse logged. Each cry was just a datapoint.

Elias sat and learned. This is aftercare too. Maintenance, harsher, for the ones who break shape.

His nurse dabbed his chin once more, as if to underline the difference. Her touch left him clean, neutral. “Subject U432 post-fracture: placid. No residual identity detected.”

The other nurse compared the files aloud. “F609 shows partner recall. Correction required.”

The wand delivered another quiet spark. The patient’s back arched against the chair; his eyes rolled white for a second.

The ceiling’s voice logged it without malice. “Correction: archived.”

Elias’s body, obedient on the bench, registered the procedure like weather. Not his. Not for him. But real. His collar warmed faint approval at the calm that spread into his chest.

He thought: better to be empty than wrong.

The room agreed by staying orderly around him.

Minutes—or hours, impossible to know—passed in the quiet hum of data being logged. F609 slumped into silence. His gag bubbled faint breath. The nurses noted “Affect: neutralised.”

Then a chime. Session complete.

They rose. Unstrapped Elias first. Guided him back into his cart with mechanical efficiency. Buckles clicked where they belonged.

“Aftercare concluded. Subject U432: cleared for repetition cycle.”

No “well done.” No kindness. Only confirmation he was stable.

As the cart hummed him back to the corridor, the weight of his wet padding and the hum at his throat taught him the lesson: Harrowick Hall did not soothe. It reset.

And in that thought, there was no despair—only relief. Maintenance was simpler than mercy.


Chapter 6 – Repetition Day

He saw it as the cart turned the last corner — the soft arc of the viewing rows, the shallow slope of the padded floor, the raised central plinth with its glossy black kneeler and restraint rail. Overhead, the screen glowed in standby blue, waiting to announce him.

The cart hummed, gentle as ever, as if it were carrying something delicate. Elias sat upright in its frame, arms in mitts, thighs spread by padded bars, gag still locked in place. He had not spoken since the confession booth.

The theatre smelled different today. Less of bleach, more of skin. Someone had been here recently. Or still was.

On the far side of the room, behind the one-way glass, a nurse raised a clipboard. Another patient was being wheeled into one of the side stalls — seated, restrained, face blank. Elias registered only the tag: F511. The other man didn’t blink.

The screen flickered.

REPETITION DAY PROTOCOL

Subject: U432 – Cycle 5 of 5

Duration: 6 hours

Condition: Voice-Driven Compliance Assessment

The cart stopped at the edge of the plinth. The restraints began to unfasten in order: thigh bar, hip, ankle. His arms stayed bound. A nurse approached from the left — taller than the usual shift — and tapped his collar once to wake the interface.

“Subject U432,” she said softly. “This is your final repetition cycle. Corrections will be enforced. Rewards withheld.”

He nodded, just once. The collar pulsed warm in approval.

The gag strap was unbuckled from behind. The spoon slid out with a moist sound. A replacement device was already waiting on the tray: a small white voice diode, padded, shaped like a mouthguard. It would record every syllable and analyse them live.

She slipped it between his lips with gloved fingers. “Bite gently.”

He did. The diode clicked once. Green light at the corner. Listening.

“Stand.”

He was helped to his feet. The foam under his feet felt tacky — freshly cleaned, but not dry. He tried not to think what had been wiped away.

The posture rail on the plinth was black, glossy, waist-high, with a padded chin rest and an adjustable forehead strap. It welcomed him like the edge of a confessional.

A nurse guided him forward. “Knees.”

He sank to the kneeler. The surface was just soft enough to accept him, just firm enough to punish sag. Straps emerged from its base to catch his thighs.

“Chest.”

He leaned in. A wide elastic band caught his ribs and pinned him with slow, even tension. The chin rest rose to meet him. A click. The strap came down across his forehead.

“Mitts flat.”

He spread his hands on the pad in front of him. No finger holes. Just presence. Just posture.

Behind him, the screen came to life.

LIVE TRANSCRIPTION ENABLED

U432 – INITIATING

He could see the patient seats now, sloped in gentle rows. There were four figures in the front row. All patients. Collars, gags, mitts. Watching. One rocked faintly. One stared. One drooled.

One was Isla.

He blinked. No — not Isla. Too small. Wrong tag. F301 was gone. This was another girl.

But for a second, his chest had opened, and the collar responded to the spike. The screen flashed:

HEART RATE IRREGULARITY.

EMOTIONAL SPIKE.

LOGGED.

The nurse tightened the forehead strap. Just a notch. Enough to cut the memory short.

“Eyes front, U432.”

The diode was live. The strap had his head. The position was absolute. He could feel the voice diode aligning with the chip in his collar. Anything he said now was not his.

A faint click behind him. The projection adjusted.

PROMPT ONE: I EXIST TO SERVE.

A whisper in his right ear — not a voice, but a synthetic prompt, toneless and intimate.

I exist to serve.

He opened his mouth. The diode blinked green.

“I exist to serve,” he said.

The screen printed it. Slow. Clean.

He swallowed, tasting copper.

PROMPT TWO: I DO NOT THINK.

The whisper again, soft as breath. I do not think.

“I… do not think.”

Too slow. The screen flagged:

LATENCY: 2.4s – ABOVE THRESHOLD

SPEECH INTEGRITY: 91%

He blinked, breathing through his nose. The collar warmed.

PROMPT THREE: I DO NOT FEEL.

He hesitated. Something moved in the side of the room — another patient twitching in their chair. A noise, low and obscene, gagged and uninvited.

“I do not feel.”

The words broke slightly on his teeth. The diode caught it. The screen underlined the vowel.

INSTABILITY: LOGGED

A nurse stepped forward, adjusting the cooling vent above his head. The stream of air kissed his scalp, then his thighs. His nappy shifted. It was already heavy. A slow dampness crept under him.

He shivered.

PROMPT FOUR: I OBEY.

He whispered it, no strength behind it: “I obey.”

The panel dimmed briefly. A bell tone sounded. Somewhere behind him, another nurse said, “Begin repetition.”

The theatre lighting dimmed to a warm grey.

The diode lit again. The prompt repeated. The cycle began.

The whisper came again.

I exist to serve.

He spoke. “I exist to serve.”

The voice diode pulsed green. The words appeared overhead in clean white font:

I EXIST TO SERVE

SPEECH LATENCY: 1.1s

INTEGRITY: 98%

A light bell. No correction.

The next prompt: I do not think.

“I do not think.”

His voice cracked slightly on the last word. The microphone caught it. A red circle appeared next to the phrase.

INSTABILITY: VOCAL FIBRE TREMOR

REPETITION: REQUIRED

He swallowed. A nurse stepped forward. Gloved hands brushed his lips dry with a cloth. Her voice was smooth, indifferent. “Repeat.”

“I do not think.”

This time it landed clean. The screen approved:

INTEGRITY: 100%

CORRECTION CLEARED

I do not feel.

His lips moved before the prompt finished. “I do not feel.”

Bell tone. No delay. He felt the collar hum at the base of his neck in approval. It didn’t praise — it logged.

A nurse murmured somewhere behind him. “His latency curve is improving.”

“I obey.”

He said it automatically now. The phrase exited his throat like breath, not choice.

REPETITION SET: COMPLETE

NEW CYCLE STARTING: 2 of 40

He blinked. Forty. There would be forty full cycles of the four-line phrase, each evaluated, corrected, re-run. Each fault recorded.

Behind him, a small group of staff and junior nurses stood observing. The theatre was also a classroom. He was the lesson.

The collar tightened by a notch, just enough to remind him not to drift.

I exist to serve.

“I exist to serve.”

SPEECH LATENCY: 0.6s

I do not think.

He opened his mouth — and sneezed.

The sound echoed obscenely in the theatre. Moisture sprayed against the diode.

INTERRUPTION: NOISE EVENT DETECTED

LATENCY: 4.2s – CORRECTION REQUIRED

The whisper paused. His collar buzzed — sharp, like a slap inside his throat. He jolted.

A nurse appeared. Wiped his face. Adjusted the posture strap across his chest. “Focus.”

He nodded, eyes wide. The rail held his head in place. The gag mount hovered in a tray beside him, ready to be reinstalled if he failed again.

I do not think.

He said it cleanly.

I do not feel.

He whispered. “I do not feel.”

His voice was starting to rasp. Drool slid from the corner of his mouth again. The cloth returned — dabbed. Removed.

One of the junior staff tapped her clipboard. “Cycle 3 — emotional latency now within tolerance.”

The whisper resumed.

I obey.

“I obey.”

The screen showed a comparison graph — his current tone overlaid with an earlier version from the last cycle. They matched almost perfectly. The system approved.

Behind him, another patient coughed softly in their chair. The sound was raw and wet, ignored.

Cycle 4 began.

I exist to serve.

“I exist to serve.”

I do not think.

“I do not think.”

One nurse flicked the lighting slightly — a brief change to blue tone. The screen flagged his pupil dilation.

He kept speaking.

I do not feel.

“I do not feel.”

I obey.

“I obey.”

CYCLE 4: PASSED – NO CORRECTIONS ISSUED

A small dot appeared on his collar — green. One of forty. He knew how this worked. Each dot tracked a cycle. By the end, they would form a ring. A ring meant autonomy. It meant the phrase lived in his muscle memory.

I exist to serve.

“I exist to serve.”

Another dot.

Another cycle.

The next nurse walked past him slowly, her heels soft on the tile. She carried a silver wand and let the tip brush his bare shoulder lightly — a test. He twitched.

MOTOR RESPONSE: DETECTED

CORRECTION: COLLAR

The shock came not from the wand but from within him — the collar, asserting itself. His thighs spasmed.

He kept speaking.

I do not think.

“I do not think.”

The nurse nodded. Logged it. Walked away.

He was beginning to sweat. The kneeler pressed warm against his shins. The nappy between his thighs had reached full saturation — not leaking, but distended, heavy like a reminder.

I do not feel.

His voice trembled. He forced the syllables out.

I obey.

He said it too fast. The screen flagged:

RUSHED PHRASE – VOCAL VELOCITY TOO HIGH

REPEAT CYCLE

He began again.

I exist to serve.

The words had stopped meaning anything. They were mechanisms now. He didn’t need to believe them. Only to say them.

By cycle ten, the phrases no longer required thinking.

His voice moved ahead of the prompts now, half a second early on every start. The diode accepted it. The screen approved. He had become predictive. That was the word the staff used when the command lines nested deep enough into the body that the subject anticipated them. Like breath. Like reflex.

But prediction wasn’t the final metric.

Control was.

So the environment changed.

Without fanfare, the overhead lights softened, shifting from sterile white to warm amber. It wasn’t comforting. It was off-balance. The new colour made the tile sheen strange — intimate, almost erotic.

The whisper continued in his ear.

I exist to serve.

I do not think.

I do not feel.

I obey.

He repeated each phrase with barely a pause. The collar blinked in rhythm. His hands stayed still on the foam pad, mitts soaking through from where the nappy had begun to leak down his thighs. He didn’t flinch.

The cooling fan activated next.

It began as a hum in the corner of the room, then sent a steady stream of air across the floor — up his calves, across the insides of his legs, rising over the curve of his padding and under the hem of the tunic. Cold against the dampness. Sharp as touch.

He shivered.

The collar pulsed once — not a shock, just awareness.

DISTRACTION RESPONSE: MINOR – LOGGED

A nurse stepped behind him. Not touching — just walking slow, her footsteps out of sync with the rhythm. The way she moved made him feel looked at. Evaluated. Or worse — displayed.

He didn’t stop speaking.

I exist to serve.

I do not think.

“I do not think.”

Another nurse moved closer. Gloved hands adjusted the thigh straps. On purpose, her knuckles grazed his inner thigh as she worked. A soft, ghosted pressure. She didn’t apologise. She didn’t even look at him.

His breath hitched.

The collar buzzed.

VOCAL GLITCH DETECTED – CYCLE RESTARTED

The diode blinked. The screen printed the correction. He swallowed hard and began again.

I exist to serve.

I do not think.

I do not feel.

I obey.

The repetition brought him back to centre. Repetition was a blanket.

But the nurses weren’t done.

The next adjustment came in the form of vibration. The kneeler beneath him — where his knees and thighs rested — began to hum, low and constant, the frequency tuned just enough to ripple through his core.

He felt it up through his navel. Through the wet bulk of the nappy. Through his spine.

It made his cock ache.

He clenched — instinct, not disobedience.

AROUSAL RESPONSE: DETECTED

PELVIC SHIFT: LOGGED

He didn’t stop speaking. But his tongue lagged now. The phrases started slurring. The words lost edge.

I do not fee–

Correction. Shock. Back to start.

His voice came back hoarse.

I exist to serve.

I do not think.

I do not feel.

I obey.

The vibration stopped. Silence again. The collar went still.

He had passed the test.

The nurse nearest him scribbled notes on a screen he couldn’t see. Another leaned down to check the state of his padding. She whispered it into her comm — “Saturation: stage three. Retention: intact.” — like it was weather.

He didn’t react.

He was expected not to.

From the back of the theatre, a new sound emerged: another patient moaning.

He couldn’t turn his head, but the sound curled around him like breath. It was unmistakably sexual — gag-muffled, rhythmically drawn, soft with surrender.

One of the viewers had been activated.

Or was pretending to be.

Either way, the implication was clear.

Elias was being watched. Compared.

The moan broke into a whimper. Something mechanical hissed. A shift in posture. A slap of latex against latex.

He felt a fresh wave of heat in his gut. The chair beneath him responded with a soft hydraulic shift — not to restrain him, but to mark his re-engagement. Arousal was noted. But not punished.

I do not feel.

He said it louder this time. As if shouting over his own pulse.

INTONATION: FORCED – MONITOR

A nurse placed a hand at the base of his spine. Flat, clinical, stabilising.

“Continue.”

He did.

Cycle 18 began.

His voice rasped faintly now, smoothed into submission by overuse. The phrases came not from thought but from some deeper groove that had been carved into his breath.

I exist to serve.

I do not think.

I do not feel.

I obey.

Each line printed in real time above his head. The green dots across his collar now formed a semicircle. Twenty cycles would mark the halfway point.

His mouth was dry. His knees ached. The diaper beneath him felt swollen, pressing upward into the curve of his body, soaked and heavy. He barely noticed anymore.

Until the projection changed.

The screen behind him flickered. There was no chime — just a visual override. The transcription vanished. A new file began to play.

He couldn’t turn. He wasn’t meant to. But the shift in light, the sudden drop in room tone, made the air different.

The nurse at his side leaned in. Her voice was soft.

“You will maintain cycle.”

On the screen, the first frame froze for three seconds.

It was Sabine.

Not a dream fragment. Not a memory hallucination. Live, full-resolution, unmistakably her.

She stood in one of the facility’s private suites — the long mirror, the familiar faint blue lighting. Her hair pulled back. Barefoot. Calm.

The clip began.

She moved slowly, undressing a male patient who was not Elias. Not even close. Taller, broader, uncollared. She said nothing audible — the feed was muted — but her gestures were intimate. She touched the man’s hips. Unfastened his trousers. Smiled faintly.

Elias blinked hard. His collar noted the tension spike.

PULSE RISE: 18 BPM

EYE GLITCH: LEFT

DISTRACTION ENGAGED

The whisper in his ear didn’t stop.

I exist to serve.

He opened his mouth. “I exist to serve.”

The video continued. Sabine knelt. Her head lowered. Her tongue—

He choked.

VOCAL INTERRUPTION

CORRECTION: ISSUED

A brief buzz from the collar. Just a warning. Stay in the rhythm.

He tried again. “I do not think.”

On screen, she had stood. She was whispering in the other man’s ear now, face so close it looked like a kiss. Her hand moved below frame. The man’s head tipped back.

Elias trembled.

His voice cracked on the next phrase. “I— I do not—”

INTEGRITY: 64%

REPEAT

The nurse by his shoulder adjusted the chin strap. Tightened slightly.

“You are not permitted to falter.”

His eyes blurred. He bit down on the voice diode and forced himself back into flow.

“I do not feel.”

LOGGED. INSUFFICIENT CONVICTION.

Sabine smiled at the man on screen. He was coming. The camera didn’t show it, but Elias could feel it — the rhythm, the tilt of her mouth, the flush on her chest. Her face was serene. Pleased.

Elias said nothing.

I obey.

He obeyed.

Another nurse approached. Whispered to the first. “Loop the segment. Monitor reaction profile.”

The screen reset. Sabine again — entering, disrobing, kneeling.

I exist to serve.

He said it. Not because he could. Because he must.

His cock pulsed against the edge of the soaked nappy, throbbing in frustrated reflex. No erection was possible — the cage prevented it — but the ache of it filled him anyway.

He thought of biting down hard enough to fracture the diode. But even the thought passed without shape. He said the phrase again instead.

The collar approved.

OBEDIENCE UNDER EROTIC LOAD: STABLE

His tears ran quietly down his cheeks. No one wiped them.

Behind him, the screen began to fade — not to black, but to the original blue standby glow. The projection ended.

No comment. No punishment. No praise. Just silence.

The whisper prompted again.

I do not think.

He spoke, voice thin. “I do not think.”

The collar purred softly.

Behind the screen, nurses recorded:

Erotic suppression stable

No sabotage reflex

Mantra prioritised over arousal

The bell chimed.

Cycle 20. Halfway.

By the time the screen faded, Elias was no longer thinking in phrases.

His mouth still moved. The words still formed. But their shape had changed. They were no longer instructions. They were rhythm. Muscle. Pulse.

I exist to serve.

I do not think.

I do not feel.

I obey.

His voice fell to a near whisper, not from rebellion but from exhaustion. The voice diode captured it all. A digital choir of his confessions now populated the archive.

Cycle 21.

The room was darker now. Not black — just dimmed to a clinical dusk, as though the theatre itself was beginning to look away.

His knees had gone from aching to numb. The wet swell of his nappy had pressed deep enough into the foam beneath him that it no longer felt foreign. His chin rested where it had always rested — forehead pinned to the bar, spine straightened.

No lights flickered now. No fans. No erotic distraction.

That wasn’t necessary anymore.

The nurses had stepped back, some standing behind the one-way mirror. Only one remained visible, noting metrics from a tablet. She didn’t watch him. She watched the data.

Cycle 25:

Speech latency: < 0.5s

Inflection: neutral

Interruptions: 0

Emotional response: null

Arousal markers: suppressed

Dribble count: 18

Cycle 26.

The whisper stopped.

No prompt came.

He kept speaking.

“I exist to serve. I do not think. I do not feel. I obey.”

The phrase looped out of him without hesitation. The voice diode lit and recorded. The screen behind him flashed a brief status update:

AUTONOMOUS REPETITION INITIATED

PROMPTING DISENGAGED

Elias didn’t notice. Or if he did, he said nothing. His throat was raw now, vowels half-swallowed by dryness. A slick line of drool trailed from the corner of his mouth.

He smiled.

Not for pleasure. Not for reward. Just the reflex of having been told he had done well, and now doing it before being asked.

He repeated the phrase again.

I exist to serve. I do not think. I do not feel. I obey.

The green dots on his collar had completed the ring. One of the junior nurses circled it on the slate.

“Full loop achieved.”

Cycle 30.

His eyes had glazed by now — open, vacant, resting on nothing. He blinked only when the saliva dripped past his chin.

Inside the control booth, a short discussion occurred. One of the staff pointed at the waveform monitor. Elias’s voice had become mechanically regular. No semantic drift. No loss of sync.

“Even under no external prompting,” one said, “he continues at perfect timing.”

Another nodded. “Embed complete.”

A nurse re-entered the theatre and crouched beside Elias. She didn’t speak — only took a cotton cloth and wiped the corners of his mouth. He flinched only slightly. Didn’t pause the phrase.

“I exist to serve. I do not think. I do not feel. I obey.”

The wipe was logged: “Maintenance performed: passive.”

Cycle 35.

His posture had begun to sag. Not in defiance — his spine still held — but the weight of his own drooling rhythm had bent him slightly forward into the harness.

The gag tray was brought forward again, just outside his line of sight. The diode would soon be removed. His voice would no longer be needed.

But for now:

“I exist to serve.”

“I do not think.”

“I do not feel.”

“I obey.”

Cycle 38.

The nurse behind him gently placed her fingers at his throat, feeling the subtle vibration as he spoke. Her note read: “vocal fatigue: high. obedience: uninterrupted.”

He swallowed mid-phrase. Gulped mucus. Continued.

Cycle 39.

No sound in the theatre but his voice.

Cycle 40.

REPETITION CYCLE COMPLETE.

VOICE DIAGNOSTIC: PASSED.

AFFECT: NULL.

The diode blinked red. The phrase cut off mid-syllable.

The theatre went still.

Elias didn’t move.

The diode clicked off.

His lips parted slightly as the mouthpiece retracted — slick with spit and silence. For a long second, Elias didn’t move or blink. His mouth remained open, tongue resting against his lower teeth as if the phrase might still live there.

It didn’t.

A nurse approached with gloved hands and a cotton square. She dabbed gently at the corners of his mouth, swabbing the drool like ritual anointing.

“Voice deactivated. Cycle complete.”

No response was expected.

His chin dropped slightly onto the foam rest. The forehead strap stayed tight. The posture rail still held him in perfect alignment, but the life behind the posture had faded. There was no resistance to maintain. Only placement.

The nurse checked his pulse. It was steady. Just under 50 BPM.

Behind the glass, another voice murmured:

“Low arousal. No panic. Zero latency. Cycle 5 confirmed compliant.”

The head nurse entered now, keys at her hip, slate in hand. She stood directly beside Elias and looked him over like inventory. Then gently unclasped the forehead strap. His head didn’t rise.

“Open.”

He opened his mouth. Instinct, not obedience. The spoon gag was slid back into place — warm silicone pressing against his tongue, buckled behind his head.

The nurse gave a final tug to the straps and marked:

“Silence reinstated.”

The rest of the posture harness began to release in smooth mechanical clicks. The pressure at his spine, thighs, chest, and knees eased one by one.

Still, Elias didn’t rise.

Two assistants guided him upright. His legs wobbled slightly. The soaked nappy dragged downward under its own weight. He was supported into standing posture and eased back onto the padded cart.

RESTRAINT RETURNED: FULL SECURE

CONDITION: NULL – COHERENCE WITHIN LIMITS

The cart began to hum. The theatre lights returned to their neutral white, as if nothing had happened. As if the last six hours hadn’t carved his identity into speech patterns and pulse rhythms.

The screen faded to standby.

PATIENT U432

STATUS: INTEGRATED

As the cart rolled him back through the corridor, Elias breathed shallowly through his nose. The spoon gag kept his jaw relaxed. The collar stayed warm at his throat, its light now soft blue.

A young nurse in the hallway passed with a tray of slates. She paused briefly as the cart went by.

“Was that the Repetition Day subject?”

Another nurse nodded. “U432. Just finished Cycle Five.”

The younger one blinked. “That’s the one with the partner file, right? The woman who requested detachment?”

A shrug. “Apparently.”

She looked at Elias. “He doesn’t look broken.”

The nurse guiding the cart smiled faintly. “That’s because you’re looking for fragments.”

They disappeared down the hall.

The lights changed. The walls became white again. He was home.


Chapter 7 – The Folded Uniform

He did not know how long he had been lying still.

The cart moved without sound. No restraints this time — only a padded belt across his hips and a thick wedge at his feet to prevent him slipping forward. He did not try to move anyway. The gag stayed in place. The spoon pressed gently against his tongue, encouraging quiet.

His limbs ached. The kind of ache that comes after complete surrender, not effort. There was no shame to it. Only soreness. Familiar. Clean.

He blinked slowly as the hallway lights shifted — warmer here, softer. Gone were the sharp fluorescents of the Repetition Theatre. These lights glowed like afternoon sun filtered through cotton. The corridor narrowed. The walls turned pale grey. One door ahead blinked green.

Patient U432 – Reward Chamber 2

The nurse guiding him did not speak. She pressed her palm to the panel, waited for the lock to cycle, then wheeled him inside.

The room smelled faintly of lavender. Not a medical scent. Not institutional. Something closer to linen.

It was small. Quiet.

A single padded mat dominated the floor — ivory, unmarked. A low shelf on the far wall held a basin, a folded towel, and a sealed storage tray with Elias’s name and number on it. There were no restraints visible. No mirrors. No viewing window.

He was alone.

The cart eased to a stop. The nurse removed the belt and wedge. He did not rise. Not until he was instructed.

She crouched beside him and gently unbuckled the spoon gag. The moment it left his lips, he swallowed twice, dry and shallow. No words came. She did not expect them.

“Patient U432,” she said softly. “You have been allocated a folded task.”

He nodded. Slowly.

Her hand hovered beside his shoulder. “You may kneel.”

He slid forward, knees meeting the padded mat with a soft whump. His legs opened slightly — the position habitual now — and his hands remained in his lap, mitts resting palm-down on his thighs.

The nurse stepped to the shelf and retrieved the tray. She placed it in front of him like an offering.

It clicked softly as she opened it.

Inside lay his uniform — the restraint tunic, folded once. The straitjacket, coiled neatly with sleeves bound across its chest. His mitts, unbuckled, flattened. Every item was clean, dry, softly creased.

The tag inside the tunic read:

PROPERTY OF HARROWICK HALL

U432 – UTILITY PATIENT

He stared at it.

His chest rose once, sharply.

The nurse did not speak. She stood behind him, slate in hand. The room fell utterly still.

He waited for instruction.

It came at last — not a command, but a phrase:

“You may begin your folded task.”

He reached forward with trembling fingers.

His fingertips brushed the tunic first.

The fabric was still warm from the press. It held the shape of him, slightly — the faint curve of where his shoulders had sat, the shallow indent where the collar had clung to the base of his throat. His breath hitched.

He hadn’t seen it like this before. Not flat. Not still. Not waiting.

He unfolded it carefully. The cloth made the faintest sigh as it opened across the mat. The sleeves lay like arms in sleep.

Behind him, the nurse’s voice murmured:

“Straps inward. Align seams.”

Elias obeyed. He took the left sleeve first, tucked it tight across the chest, then the right — making sure the seams ran in the same direction. His hands trembled. The mitts dulled sensation, but not enough to block the way the material pressed between his fingers, how familiar it felt.

She spoke again:

“Smooth the weight points. Reset the tension memory.”

He blinked. Then understood. She meant the places where the garment pulled hardest — across the shoulders, the belly strap, the underarm webbing. He pressed each one slowly, flattening it with his palms like prayer.

His mind filled with static.

This was not punishment. This was… something else. A task. A test. A trust.

But it felt like ritual.

He adjusted the collar gently, thumbing it into place. The act made his throat ache. That collar had held him upright during restraint. Had kept him still while Sabine spoke to him through glass.

He heard her voice in his mind now: “Let’s see what he does without the hope of me.”

He swallowed. It caught.

“Continue.”

He did.

Next came the straitjacket.

It had been folded with precision — sleeves looped in a figure-eight, chest panel closed with just one external strap. He handled it slowly, reverently, as if it might unfold and bind him by itself if treated roughly.

“Arms crossed. Straps secured. Label visible.”

He did as instructed. But on the second strap, his fingers slipped — a buckle twisted the wrong way. Panic gripped his chest like a hand. He fumbled, corrected it. Breathed.

Behind him, no reprimand came. Only the sound of a note being written.

He whispered: “Sorry.”

The nurse said nothing.

The silence stung worse than correction.

He smoothed the sleeves one final time. The buckle glinted under the soft lighting — cleaned, polished. He remembered it digging into his chest. He remembered chewing the gag against it.

A tear slid down his cheek.

He did not wipe it away.

The mitts came last.

Their shape was almost comical when not worn — stubby, soft, like oven gloves for an infant. But he knew their power. The silence they created. The helplessness. The relief.

He lifted them and placed them side by side on top of the tunic. Symmetrical. Fingers angled slightly outward. Just like they had shown him in restraint class.

He whispered again, barely audible:

“I did it right.”

He wasn’t sure if he had.

Behind him, the nurse stepped closer.

Her slate beeped.

“Folding task complete.”

She did not praise him. Did not touch him. But her presence shifted — just enough to register a subtle approval.

“Remain kneeling. Posture hold.”

He straightened his back. Kept his eyes on the tray. The folded garments sat in soft perfection. They looked untouched. As if he had never worn them.

As if none of it had ever happened.

As if he had imagined the months, the gag, the cuffs, the tears, the voice prompts.

He felt the second tear slip free. Then the third.

“Silence begins. Do not move.”

He obeyed.

He didn’t move.

The folded uniform sat before him like a shrine. Tunic, straitjacket, mitts — each element stacked with obsessive precision, facing inward, corners aligned. His hands rested on his thighs, palm-down. His posture was correct.

The room was warm. Soft-lit. Still.

And somewhere behind his eyes, something began to come loose.

The first wave was simple: relief.

Relief that he had completed the task. That no correction had been issued. That the nurse hadn’t reset the tray and made him begin again.

But beneath that came something deeper, and darker. Something less manageable.

Why is this the part that feels like reward?

He stared at the straitjacket.

That exact one — he was certain — had been used on him three nights in a row. The third night was when he had wet himself before the gag had even been fitted. Not from fear. From anticipation.

The sleeves bore no trace of that. The fabric was spotless, stiff at the seams, neatly ironed.

They cleaned it, he thought. They made it ready for someone else.

And he was grateful.

He didn’t want to see the stain. He didn’t want to remember his own smell. He wanted to see the jacket as it was now — clean, folded, waiting.

But the idea that it might now belong to someone else — that another patient would wear the straps, kneel in the gag, cry into the buckle — made his stomach twist.

This kept me quiet.

This made me safe.

This is what she would have wanted.

He blinked. The tears came back.

Sabine hadn’t touched this uniform. Not directly. But her fingerprints were in every part of it.

She had chosen this path. She had given her consent. She had sat in the liaison room and reviewed the logs, the arousal maps, the regression metrics.

He didn’t blame her.

He loved her.

He reached toward the folded jacket — slowly, silently. Not to change anything. Just to touch.

His fingertip brushed the top strap. The one that fastened across the chest. He remembered the pressure it created when pulled tight — like a hand inside his lungs.

The sensation had made him come once, without permission. Involuntarily.

It had been a mistake. He had been punished.

But still. He remembered.

He whispered again — not for her, not for the nurse, just to the silence:

“Thank you.”

The mitts were next.

He lifted one slightly — cradled it in both hands like something sacred. It flopped weightlessly, empty of him.

He remembered pressing it against the wall. Against the glass. Against himself, trying to muffle sobs.

Now it didn’t know him.

The tears came fully now. No convulsion, no weeping — just quiet flow.

I miss her.

I miss myself.

I miss the version of me that needed to be silenced.

He placed the mitt down again. Exactly where it had been. Fingers splayed slightly outward.

Behind him, the nurse made no sound. No movement. The stillness of the room was absolute.

The tears soaked his cheeks, ran along his jaw, and fell onto the mat. He did not wipe them. He did not dare.

He folded his hands into his lap and waited.

The click of the slate broke the stillness.

It wasn’t loud, but after fifteen minutes of silence, it sounded like a gunshot. Elias didn’t flinch. He simply blinked, slow and wet-eyed, and remained kneeling.

The nurse approached from behind.

She stopped directly over his shoulder. The folded tray sat precisely where it had been left — tunic on the bottom, straitjacket above, mitts placed perfectly on top. She reached down, lifted each item one at a time, examined the edges, checked the seams.

No word. No praise.

But she placed them back in exactly the same order.

The clipboard beeped once.

Folding Task: Complete.

Presentation: Acceptable.

A pause.

She stepped around him now, her presence ghosting across his vision. He did not look up. He knew better. He kept his eyes slightly downcast, focused on the centre of the mat.

“Patient U432,” she said softly. “Remain in silence posture.”

He shifted only enough to adjust his weight. Sat tall on his knees, thighs parted just slightly, hands palm-down once more. He blinked. He breathed. That was all.

She pressed another button on the wall. The lights dimmed further — now a gentle dusk.

A small red light activated above the door.

Posture Surveillance Active

Silence Interval: 00:15:00

Recording Begins

A small mechanical click told him the ceiling-mounted camera had deployed.

He was now being observed. Catalogued.

Not for punishment. Not for restraint.

For obedience in stillness.

His body ached in quiet, shallow pulses. The wet bulk between his thighs had cooled. It tugged softly at his hips, swollen and forgotten.

He did not ask for relief. Did not expect cleansing.

This was a reward space.

He had been permitted to touch the garments. That was the gesture. That was the kindness. This silence, now, was not punishment — it was recognition.

Fifteen minutes of unmoving solitude, in a room of lavender light, next to the items that had once bound him.

He tried to keep still.

But his throat clicked as he swallowed. He felt his jaw tighten. Not in protest — in effort. To remain good. To be remembered as good.

He focused on the camera.

It saw him now, not as a patient in therapy or crisis — but as something else. A functioning body. A folded man.

The tears had stopped. But his face was sticky with salt and silence. He didn’t wipe it. His posture did not allow for self-maintenance.

He thought, without permission:

Would she be watching this?

Would she want to see me kneel like this?

No answer came. But the warmth in his chest did not dissipate. It wasn’t hope. It was structure.

The countdown light on the wall blinked green.

00:03:00 remaining.

He exhaled. Long. Controlled.

He existed in that breath — nothing more. The jacket folded beside him. The posture sealed into muscle memory.

He no longer needed her voice.

He had the uniform.

SECURE ENTRY LOG:

Liaison Access – Partner Profile Addendum

File: U432

Voice Authentication: Sabine Halwell

The screen blinked twice, then began recording.

Sabine sat upright at her desk, ankles crossed beneath her. The room was lit by a single lamp. Her hair was swept back, her collarbone sharp above a silk neckline. She didn’t smile. She didn’t look at the camera. Her eyes stayed on the report before her.

She spoke calmly, cleanly, as if reading an observation, not making one.

“Patient U432 has completed five full Repetition Cycles. All metrics confirm integration. The speech latency index has collapsed to pre-cognitive thresholds. He no longer waits for permission. He does not resist instruction.”

She turned a page. Her fingers did not shake.

“The silence reward was administered this afternoon. He was given his uniform to fold.”

A pause.

“He cried.”

She did not linger on the word. Simply allowed it to settle into the log.

In the reward chamber, Elias remained still.

The red light continued its silent countdown. 01:24, 01:23, 01:22…

He had not blinked in nearly a full minute. His eyes stung faintly. He welcomed the pain. It was clean. It meant the moment was still happening. That he had not yet been dismissed.

He heard nothing. Said nothing.

The uniform remained where it had always been — perfectly folded. Untouched.

“He folds what binds him,” Sabine continued, her voice never rising.

“Without hesitation. Without entitlement. That’s what makes him useful.”

She closed the file.

“He understands, now, that there is no virtue in the speaking. Only in the folding. Only in the waiting.”

She looked to the corner of the room — not at the lens, but toward a screen only she could see.

“I do not need to be there. He kneels the same way, regardless.”

“I do not need to speak. He repeats the same phrase, even in silence.”

“I do not need to feel. He knows not to ask for warmth.”

She placed the file into the secure tray and keyed the latch.

“This is what submission looks like in the absence of attention.”

“This is what remains when shame is no longer required.”

She stood, without another word. The recording cut.

In the chamber, the light turned green.

POSTURE INTERVAL COMPLETE

LOG CLOSED

The door behind Elias hissed.

A nurse entered. No clipboard. No words.

She tapped twice on the tray.

He looked up — slow, grateful.

She reached down, lifted the folded uniform, and placed it into the return container. Her hands never brushed his.

Then she stepped aside.

“U432,” she said. “You may return to your cart.”

He rose without complaint.

Not because it was easy. But because he knew how.


Chapter 8 – The Masked Nurse

The waking came slow.

No buzzer. No chime. Just a hand on his shoulder and a soft word:

“Time.”

His eyes opened to half-darkness. The light overhead was filtered, grey-blue, like dawn through frost-glass. The room smelled faintly of menthol and laundered cloth. No screens. No monitors.

He didn’t know how long he’d been asleep. Or where he was now.

A nurse crouched beside him — white smock, gloved hands, face uncovered. Familiar, but not by name. Just by rhythm.

“You’ve been selected for individual care,” she said, checking his pulse.

He didn’t speak. His jaw was slack, mouth still tacky with sleep. She brushed a thumb beneath his chin. Not unkind.

“Good boy. No speech expected.”

She pulled back the blanket and began checking the tapes of his nappy. Still fastened. Still wet. She pressed once at the padding and made a note on her wrist terminal.

“Transfer prep begins now. You’ll be changed in the suite.”

He blinked slowly.

The harness came next — soft-strapped, not hard. No mitts. Just wrist buckles crossed against his abdomen, legs strapped at the knees. A thin pillow was placed between them before being fastened. Prevents tension. Encourages stillness.

The cart was already waiting.

She helped him sit. Moved with him. Didn’t rush. The restraint was methodical, precise. It felt familiar — like returning to a known place without realising you’d missed it.

She said nothing more until he was secure.

“You will not speak. You will not resist. You will remain still during care.”

He nodded. The words entered clean. There was no fear. Just preparation.

As the cart began to move, he noticed the change in light outside the door.

The hallway was silent.

No distant patient moans. No nurse footfall. No intercom callouts. Just the soft hum of the trolley wheels and the quiet hydraulic hiss at each turn. The doors all bore different markings here — not therapy wings. Not containment.

This part of the facility was private.

A new wing.

He was being taken somewhere designed for one thing only: targeted reinforcement.

The nurse guiding him did not speak. Did not look down. She moved like someone on shift but not in haste.

The cart turned left. Then right. Then another door hissed open. It was unlabelled.

The room inside was small. Still. Dimly lit.

Padded flooring. Cream-coloured walls. No restraint mounts. No ceiling camera. No viewing mirror. Just a single patient bed, low to the floor, dressed in a pale grey sheet and two folded towels at the foot.

A small silver tray rested on the side table. Beside it, a sealed satchel.

Something about the room was not medical.

It was intimate.

And that was more frightening.

The nurse parked the cart against the wall and unbuckled his ankle straps. She slid a wedge beneath his back and raised the head slightly.

“You’ll be cared for here. You will remain calm.”

He nodded again, slower this time.

She opened the satchel. Inside was a sealed medical pack — wipes, gloves, lubricant, an antiseptic sponge, a new nappy folded twice and vacuum-packed.

But she didn’t begin the changing process.

Instead, she pressed two fingers against the side of his neck — locating his pulse. Then touched his lower lip with the tip of one glove.

“You’re to be clean for the nurse.”

The words settled oddly in his stomach.

He blinked again.

The nurse placed a small square of gauze beneath his jaw — perhaps for saliva, perhaps not — and then left the room.

No click. No lock.

He was alone.

And that was the most unsettling part.

He didn’t hear the door open.

No footsteps. No warning chime. Just a presence — sudden and disquieting.

When he looked up, she was already standing at the end of the bed.

She wore white. Not the medical white of Harrowick scrubs — something softer. A sterile smock, yes, but not the standard issue. Thinner. Finer. It fell over her like a shift.

Her hands were gloved.

Her hair was covered.

Her face was masked.

Not a surgical mask. A full white veil — smooth, featureless, contoured to the shape of a human face but with no markings. No eyes. No mouth. Just blankness.

He froze.

The cart restraints still held his wrists, though loosely. His thighs trembled under the pillow wedge. His breath shortened — not in panic, but in alertness.

The woman said nothing.

She moved closer.

One gloved hand reached for the medical tray beside him. She selected a small wipe and unfolded it slowly. The crinkle of the packaging was the only sound in the room. Then she turned to him.

“You’ll be helped today.”

The voice was low. Not modulated by a machine — not quite. But softened. Filtered. As though spoken through cloth and breath at once.

“That’s all you need to understand.”

His heart pounded. His body remained still.

She moved behind him and unfastened the wrist buckles first. He didn’t resist. He felt the air change behind his back — not cool, but intentional. Each movement she made was quiet. Steady. Too steady.

She had done this before.

He knew that rhythm.

She leaned in close to his ear. Gloved fingers brushing the strap of his collar. She adjusted it half a centimetre to the left. Then paused.

“You remember how to behave, don’t you?”

He nodded, involuntarily.

The room didn’t register the movement. No sensors. No watchers.

Only her.

She moved to the foot of the bed now. Pulled his thighs slightly apart — not roughly. Not even firmly. Just… unavoidably. The nappy bulged between his legs, swollen from overnight wetting.

She touched it once.

“Still soaked.”

He flushed.

“We’ll take care of that.”

She reached down, unfastened the sides, and peeled it open. The air hit him first — cool, humbling. Then the sound: the soft flop of the padding falling away. She folded it neatly and set it aside.

He lay exposed.

Caged. Bare.

Aroused.

She said nothing.

Her gloves moved over him with excruciating care — cleansing each fold, each shadow, each trace of his body with a slowness that was neither medical nor indulgent.

He twitched once. She didn’t punish. But she paused.

“You like being cleaned, don’t you?”

He couldn’t speak. The words caught in his throat like a prayer he didn’t know he was still allowed to say.

“Good boys are easy to wash.”

The wipe passed over his cock again. His cage twitched.

“Even when they’ve been forgotten.”

He moaned.

Only once.

Her hand stilled. Then resumed.

This time slower.

“You’ll thank me properly later.”

He nodded.

And in his head, he screamed:

Is it her?

Sabine?

No one else would say that line. No one else would know—

But the mask never shifted.

The voice was never named.

And the hands were too perfect.

The towel beneath him was warm.

She must have heated it in advance. Not hot. Not scalding. Just enough to register against his back — a temperature that suggested care.

She folded it under him silently, lifting his hips with ease. The gesture wasn’t forceful, but it gave him no choice. His legs opened wider. His skin pressed into soft cotton. The air against his thighs prickled.

He didn’t dare move.

She peeled open a new wipe. The scent of antiseptic and artificial vanilla drifted up — another sensory contradiction. Clean, yet indulgent.

He watched her hands.

She began at the base of his belly, circling outward. Not once. Not twice. Three times, before moving lower. The excess repetition made his breath catch. Not from stimulation — not yet — but from the overwhelming precision.

Each pass over his hips felt more deliberate. She worked in spirals — not purely functional ones. They were drawn. Measured.

She moved down to his inner thighs.

Her gloves pressed into the crease between leg and pelvis, then pulled back — gently, slowly, like a tide withdrawing.

Then again. Slower.

He exhaled through his nose. His caged cock twitched once.

Her hand stopped. Waited. Then resumed.

She was mapping him.

He tried to think of something neutral. Of the theatre. Of Isla. Of the nurse who wheeled him in.

But the motion returned — firmer now. Not painful. But more personal. She knew this body. She traced it like she was reading him.

That thought made his jaw tighten. His throat clicked.

Then she spoke — for the first time in minutes:

“We clean the places you forget to hate.”

The words lodged deep. Not cruel. Not kind. Just accurate.

He whimpered — a breath without voice.

Her fingers slid along the bottom curve of his cage, where skin met steel. She didn’t touch the tip. Just the base. Just enough pressure to exist.

He twitched.

She paused.

Then pulled her hand away completely.

She folded the wipe. Replaced it with a fresh one.

The moment broke.

But not entirely.

He lay in silence. Legs spread. Collar straight. Body tremoring ever so slightly from the reverence of it.

She wasn’t teasing him.

She was preparing him.

And that was worse.

The next wipe was slower. Not colder. Just more exact.

She began again at the curve of his hip, gliding over the same stretch of skin she had already cleaned. A second pass. Then a third.

He wanted to squirm — not from arousal, but from confusion. Why again? Why so carefully?

“Say thank you.”

Her voice came without inflection. A calm, muffled instruction behind the featureless mask.

He blinked. The words didn’t register as optional.

He swallowed.

“Thank you,” he whispered, voice catching in his throat like a shard.

She nodded, barely perceptible. Then wiped him again. This time lower.

“Thank you,” he said, unprompted.

She paused.

“Only when I tell you.”

His face flushed.

The next stroke came higher — the soft, lubricated pad brushing the base of his cock. The cage pressed downward under its own weight. He inhaled sharply through his nose.

“Thank you,” she said, guiding him.

His mouth trembled. He whispered it again.

“Thank you.”

Her glove slid across the underside of the cage, then up, brushing the tip where the slit was already slick with pre-cum. The contact was light, but humiliating.

She paused. Let the silence grow.

“You’re grateful even when you don’t understand what I’m doing to you.”

His head dipped involuntarily — not in shame, but in acknowledgment. In submission.

She moved to the side of the bed now. Collected another wipe. Her movements never rushed. She knelt beside him on the mattress. Their bodies did not touch. Only the wipe.

Another slow pass under his thighs.

“Thank you.”

He didn’t wait this time. He knew the script now. It was written into his muscles.

“Thank you,” he echoed, eyes glassy.

Each repetition felt less like a word and more like a breath. A ritual. A unit of obedience.

She began to circle his balls with the wipe, never lifting the cage, never pressing hard — just enough pressure to feel acknowledged. Cared for.

“Good,” she murmured. “Even your cock remembers its manners.”

He whimpered.

His thighs were trembling now. Not from cold, not from fear. From the effort of staying still, staying good, staying grateful.

The ache inside him was growing. He didn’t want to climax — not really. He didn’t think he could. But every stroke dragged his body deeper into longing. Not for pleasure. For structure. For approval.

Each “thank you” he whispered was a plea:

See me.

Define me.

Name me, even if it hurts.

But she never responded in kind.

She never said his name. Not his old one. Not his number.

She just moved to his other side, and whispered again:

“You’ll thank me for what’s next, too.”

He didn’t realise the lube was warm until it touched his skin.

It pooled in her gloved palm first — a soft squelch, followed by the faint sound of fingers pressing together. Then her hand descended, two fingers sliding beneath his cage, just at the root. No pressure yet. Just contact.

He moaned — involuntary. Shallow.

The warmth was shocking. The scent of the lube was almost sweet, a medical vanilla. It clung to him instantly, coating the underside of his shaft and the ring where metal met flesh.

“Good,” she whispered. “You’re awake in all the right places.”

The gloved fingers moved again, stroking the underside of his cage. Never pulling. Never gripping. Just a rhythm of friction and restraint.

He tensed. His hips tilted. She pushed his legs flat with one forearm and kept stroking. Calm. Precise.

“No,” she said. “You don’t get to move. You don’t get to want.”

His breath caught. His toes curled against the padding.

A small whimper escaped his lips. She paused.

“Do you want more?”

He blinked, eyes full of tears.

“Say it.”

“I want more,” he whispered.

“Of what?”

He flushed. Swallowed.

“Of… of your hand.”

Her fingers resumed. Slower now. Tighter.

Just beneath the cage, she circled his base with two fingers, dragging the lube over already slick skin. It sloshed faintly — a private, wet sound in the otherwise perfect silence.

“That’s not what you want.”

He moaned again.

“What do you want, U432?”

He couldn’t answer.

She stopped. Fully. Withdrew her hand.

He trembled.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered.

“Then you may try again.”

Her hand returned. She pressed her palm against the entire length of the cage now — warming it — not teasing, just present. He sobbed.

“Tell me.”

“I want… to come.”

His face burned red.

The words felt shameful. Not from what they meant — but from who he was saying them to.

She leaned closer, her mask inches from his cheek.

“I’ll let you. But you won’t like how it feels.”

Then the motion began again.

Slow, cruel circles. No access. No exposure. Just friction on metal and skin. Enough to build. Enough to heat. Not enough to release.

But his body didn’t care.

His mind had no vote.

He felt it rising — not like climax, but like collapse.

The sob became a gasp. Then a groan. Then a series of short, shallow breaths.

His thighs shook. His fists clenched.

The pressure built inside him like a scream with nowhere to go.

“Come for me like a patient,” she whispered. “Not a man.”

And then it happened.

The release wasn’t explosive. It wasn’t loud. It was wet. Shameful. Silent.

It pushed through the cage in trembling spurts — no rhythm, no beauty. Just need.

Tears streamed down his face.

His hips convulsed once. Then froze. He didn’t dare move again.

The wetness oozed from the slit of the cage. Down the underside. Into the towel. The gloved hand withdrew.

He sobbed once. Then went still.

The silence after was unbearable.

His legs were still open. The towel beneath him damp. The cage slick with the residue of his own disgrace.

He waited for the touch. The wipe. The gentle closure of care.

But it never came.

She stood at the foot of the bed, hands clasped — watching. Not cleaning. Not speaking.

He couldn’t raise his eyes.

His face was wet with tears. His chest heaved. But he didn’t sob anymore. He just existed — messy, raw, and waiting.

The warmth of the orgasm had already faded. What remained was stickiness. Shame. Stillness.

“That,” she said, at last, “was not your reward.”

Her voice was low. Not cruel. Not amused. Just absolute.

“That was your punishment.”

He whimpered. Not from disagreement. From understanding.

“You leaked without permission.”

She stepped forward and pressed two fingers against the top of the cage — not stroking, not cruel — just reminding him it was still locked. That he had come through it, not past it.

“You came like the thing you are. Quiet. Contained. Forgotten.”

He cried harder now.

She reached to the tray beside the bed and removed a fresh nappy. Opened it with one gloved hand. Spread it flat.

He expected a wipe. A cloth. Something. Anything.

But she didn’t clean him.

She didn’t even touch the mess.

Instead, she lifted his hips wordlessly, slid the clean nappy beneath him, and pressed the cage down into the wetness. It squelched faintly. He whimpered again.

She pulled the sides tight and fastened the tapes with clinical precision.

He had just been sealed in his own filth.

“You’ll thank me anyway,” she whispered.

He didn’t want to.

But he did.

“Thank you.”

Her hand rose to his cheek. One gloved thumb smoothed a line of tears from his temple to jaw.

“That’s better.”

He closed his eyes. Not to sleep. Not to escape. Just to contain himself.

Her fingers lingered a second longer. Then withdrew.

“You won’t speak again until you’re gagged.”

He nodded.

The light in the room shifted. Not brighter — but harder.

As if someone had adjusted the warmth setting of the overhead panel. Shadows appeared. Corners sharpened.

He hadn’t moved. Couldn’t.

The dampness between his legs was cooling now. The nappy clung. The cage itched. His thighs pressed into the towel — not from restraint, just from defeat.

He blinked once. The tears had stopped, but the stickiness on his cheeks remained. He didn’t lift a hand to wipe it.

The door opened.

This time, he heard it.

A soft pneumatic hiss and a nurse stepped in — different shoes. Harder-soled. More deliberate.

She wore standard whites. Mask tucked beneath her chin. Slate strapped to her forearm.

She took one look at him and paused.

“You’re… done already?”

Her voice was casual. Confused.

Elias looked up. Slowly. His lips parted, but no sound came.

She glanced toward the side of the room — just out of his view.

“Oh— I didn’t realise someone else was assigned to—”

Then she stopped.

He couldn’t see who she was talking to. But someone was there. Just out of frame. Behind the partition. Or near the doorway.

A soft voice replied:

“Session complete.”

It was the veiled one. The same filtered tone. But this time, no ambiguity.

The gloved hand passed something to the nurse. A slate. Or a report.

Then the veiled nurse stepped briefly into view.

Not fully. Just one foot. One hip. The edge of the soft white smock.

She nodded once toward the other woman.

“S. Logged.”

Then turned and left.

The door hissed again. Closed behind her.

Elias didn’t breathe.

The remaining nurse said nothing for several seconds.

Then she turned back to him and tilted her head.

“Strange.”

She began entering notes on her slate.

“You weren’t scheduled for Partner Tier sessions. But…”

tap tap tap

“…her code clears.”

Elias opened his mouth.

She looked at him sharply.

“No. No talking.”

He closed it again.

The nurse leaned down to adjust the tray beside the bed. She glanced at the soiled towel — wrinkled, damp, clearly used.

She did not replace it.

“You’ll be transferred back shortly.”

She pulled the blanket up to cover him — just to his waist — as if tidying him for display.

Then added, offhand:

“Lucky, though. She doesn’t usually take the time to handle patients herself.”

She said nothing more.

The lights dimmed.

Elias lay still, heart thudding in a rhythm too fragile to trust.

S.

Was it confirmation?

Or was it cruelty?

The mask had never come off.

But the voice — the rhythm — the intimacy…

He let his head fall sideways into the pillow.

And smiled. Just once.


Chapter 9 – The Final Trial

He woke to warmth and silence.

His body was already cleaned. He could smell it — the sterile citrus of the sponge bath, the faint lavender of scalp lotion, the talcum blend at his thighs. His skin tingled. Freshly shaven. His limbs numb with calm.

He blinked, but the light was diffused.

His eyes were hooded. Not blinded, but filtered — a mesh mask pressed gently against his temples, wrapped and strapped to the back of his skull.

He was gagged.

Not the ring. Not the panel.

A ball.

Soft. Invasive. Leather-strapped and pressed so deep into his mouth it muffled even breath. His jaw ached.

He tried to move.

Straps held him across the shoulders, under the arms, and diagonally across the thighs. Not pinned flat — but posed. His back was arched slightly. Hips tilted forward. Ankles banded together and locked in a gentle V.

He was upright.

A low hum vibrated beneath him.

He was in motion.

The sedation wasn’t complete — just enough to slow thought. To soften reaction. His heartbeat was steady, but distant, like it belonged to someone else.

His nappy crinkled faintly as the cart adjusted angle. He could feel the plug in him, small and well-seated. The catheter itched slightly at the base, but not painfully.

He was present. Helpless. Preened.

He had no idea how long the preparation had taken.

But they had done it with care.

As the cart turned, the light shifted again — darker now, but with shafts of stage-bright brilliance cutting through from above.

A clinical chime sounded.

“Patient U432. Final Trial. Entering Theatre.”

The hiss of hydraulic doors.

Cool air poured in. It smelled of rubber and resin.

His platform stopped. Locked. Then tilted slowly — not to lower him, but to display him.

He was upright. Slightly forward. Arms bound to his sides with pale straps. Chin gently elevated by a neck brace. Not forced. Encouraged.

A voice spoke overhead — not Sabine’s, not familiar. Clean. Genderless.

“This subject has been selected for observation under stimulus distortion protocol.”

“Metrics of response, arousal, denial, and submission will be catalogued.”

“Today we test whether pleasure distorts his clarity.”

The lights brightened.

Elias saw nothing — just shapes through the mesh. Rows of masked faces. The faint glint of seated bodies, watching. No patients. No other carts. No struggling. Just silence and seats.

A performance.

He was the only act.

One nurse entered. Masked. Gloved. Dressed in black theatre whites — more formal than clinical.

She moved to the tray beside him. Checked the catheter line. Lifted his chin gently, then let it fall.

She didn’t speak to him. She didn’t touch him in affection.

She placed a cloth across his knees, tucked under the nappy.

Then pressed a button on the rear of the chair.

It reclined him slightly — just enough for his chest to rise open.

She stepped back.

Another chime.

“Cycle One. Initiating Sound Phase.”

The lights dimmed.

And then he heard it.

He felt the shift in the air before the first word played.

A hush that wasn’t silence — more like a room inhaling. Then a chime, soft and cold, like something ceremonial beginning. His spine locked against the posture support, breath slowing.

The lights dimmed.

And then—

“That’s it… down now.”

Sabine’s voice.

Not a hallucination. Not imagination. It was recorded, clipped from some earlier session he couldn’t place — spun into the open air above him.

He tensed. His jaw ached from the gag. He wasn’t meant to respond, not physically, not emotionally.

“Open wider. Show me how grateful you can be…”

His thighs parted involuntarily — as if her voice alone unlocked him. The brace didn’t fight him; it welcomed the gesture. As if he’d always been meant to be displayed like this: restrained, upright, gagged, dripping in a fresh nappy he didn’t remember being fastened into.

The sound filled the theatre. Crisp. Lush.

And he was not alone.

Behind the mesh of his hood, behind the spotlights burning over his restrained body, he could just make out the silhouettes of seated staff — masked, motionless, watching.

There was no applause. No whispers.

Just her voice.

“Let them watch, sweetheart.”

“You make such pretty sounds when I touch you there…”

He whimpered. The gag muted it. The ball pressed against his tongue and palate until every swallow felt like a mistake.

He tried not to move. But the nappy squished faintly beneath him. The cage had begun to throb. The catheter pulsed in sync. Each gentle swell was betrayed by the way his breathing caught and staggered.

The arousal wasn’t sharp. It was institutional. Engineered.

The phrases didn’t build to a peak — they looped, subtly shifting.

Her voice never moaned. She didn’t plead.

She commanded.

“Do you remember how good you looked on your knees?”

“No need to finish. I like you wet.”

He moaned again. Tears prickled at the corner of his eyes — not from pain, not even from shame. From futility.

This wasn’t seduction. It was design.

His cock twitched, trapped and straining in the cage, its tip grinding lightly into the nappy’s inner fleece. He could already feel the slow drip of pre-cum seeping out, catching and holding. Soaked into padding. Hidden from view.

His body was leaking gratitude.

And all she’d done was speak.

A new voice echoed from overhead — sterile, sexless:

“Arousal spike detected. Preparing correction protocol.”

Then: a soft hum. A thermal pulse travelled through the catheter — no burn, no jolt, but enough for him to feel it. A line of containment along his urethra. Clinical and cold.

He sobbed into the gag.

His hips jerked once and stopped. The brace held. It always did.

Another line from her followed:

“Stay still. Stay wet. Stay mine.”

His heart thudded in his ears.

“Cycle One: Complete.”

The lights reset to a pale white.

The silence that followed was not relief.

It was foreplay.

He thought the silence might help.

For a moment, it did — or almost. His breathing softened. The faint whirr of his pulse slowed in his ears. The cage still throbbed beneath the warm, padded bulk of the nappy, but the trembling had faded to something ambient.

Then she returned.

Same footsteps. Same gloved silence.

The masked nurse from earlier.

He didn’t see her at first — he felt her. A shift in the platform beneath him, the almost imperceptible movement of fabric as she knelt beside him. Not in reverence. In readiness.

She pressed her palm against the front of the nappy.

Not harsh. Not tentative. Just direct.

Her hand covered him fully. The pressure spread across the cage, not enough to hurt, but enough to announce itself. She made no sound. No greeting. No instruction. Only that simple, gloved insistence.

He moaned through the gag.

“Cycle Two initiated.”

The lights lowered again — not to darkness, but to a softened, deliberate hush. Stage lighting, not privacy.

They wanted to watch.

They were watching.

She began to move.

A slow, circular stroke — palm flat, dragging over the fabric in wide, slow orbits that mimicked affection but never offered it. Her hand barely shifted pressure. Just enough to remind him: you are under me now.

He sobbed again. The plug inside him clenched instinctively. The nappy squished beneath each pass. Every damp shift of padding was a whisper of permission — not to come, but to need.

She changed hands. The other moved to the base of his neck, resting along the curve of the posture brace.

Still silent.

Still rhythmic.

His legs remained parted. Locked by the brace. Spread for her inspection.

She leaned in closer, her body heat bleeding against his thigh. Her fingers never strayed. Always over the nappy. Always through it. Teasing without actual flesh contact.

That was the point.

This wasn’t masturbation.

It was a calibrated tease — one designed for compliance, not relief.

He tried to thank her. Tried to push the words through the gag.

But they came out as a broken groan — wet and rounded around the soft ball forced behind his teeth. His voice didn’t matter here. His sound was for them. For data. For approval.

The gloved hand slid lower, circling the curve of his balls through the nappy now. Back up again. Press. Circle. Retreat.

His hips flexed. The leather brace resisted.

He stopped. Held himself still.

Her strokes slowed, became more sensual. Not sexual. Sensual. Calming. Hypnotic. Like a lullaby written in latex and pressure.

He felt a new drip inside the nappy. Not from fear.

From arousal.

The tip of his cock throbbed behind the cage, its slit already leaking. Soaking into the fleece. Disappearing into the fabric she’d never remove.

He cried harder.

Still no words.

Still no reaction from her.

She simply withdrew her hands after the final stroke and stood.

His body burned.

He bucked forward once, in a reflexive protest.

A soft beep overhead.

“Spontaneous pelvic movement detected. Penalising escalation.”

He froze.

A thermal pulse struck the catheter again. Slightly stronger.

He gasped.

“Cycle Two complete.”

She stepped away.

The lights returned. Not bright — just enough to catch the glint of his collar and the shine of drool now seeping past the gag’s edges.

He was soaked. Trapped. Seen.

And still waiting.

He heard the next pair of footsteps before he saw her.

Different from the last nurse — slower, softer, precise. Her soles didn’t squeak. They whispered. Measured, deliberate, clean as if every step had been rehearsed.

Elias didn’t lift his head. Couldn’t. The brace kept his posture elevated but passive — eyes forward, jaw slack, mouth gagged and leaking. Even the mask offered no privacy now. Only mesh and misted breath.

She circled him once.

Silent.

He could feel the difference.

The gravity of her presence shifted something in the room. The watching staff sat straighter. The lights adjusted subtly, dimming behind her as she passed. He felt the air change temperature — warmer where she walked, cooler where she paused.

And then—

She stepped close enough to touch.

The first contact was not a touch.

It was her breath, passing beside his ear.

“Come for me without needing to finish.”

It was spoken low, but clearly. No echo. No distortion.

The same words as the audio track.

But this wasn’t a loop.

It was her voice. Now.

Elias’s whole body buckled.

His knees locked against the braces, muscles clenching, spine pulling against the restraint. The gag muffled a sound he didn’t know he could make — something between a sob and a gasp, a moan torn apart before it ever formed.

Her voice slid under his skin like a needle.

He couldn’t see her. He didn’t need to.

She moved behind him. Two gloved hands appeared — pale, soft latex — and cupped either side of his hips.

Not gripping. Not adjusting. Just cradling.

Then slowly, deliberately, she began to press the front of the nappy with both hands, over the soaked, swollen outline of the cage.

He sobbed.

Her motion wasn’t erratic. It was steady. Rehearsed.

Not frantic strokes, not teasing flicks — this was ritual. A cadence of contact that mimicked the rhythm of pleasure, while reinforcing its inaccessibility.

The padding compressed gently over him. Each downward glide of her palm pushed his hips deeper into the restraints.

And he gave in to every push.

“You’re so easy to guide,” she whispered near his jaw.

“Even now, soaked and gagged, you still try to be good.”

The words cut into him more deeply than the stimulation.

He was trying.

He was being good.

The cage pulsed. The nappy hissed faintly under the pressure. It was warm now — not just from leakage, but from her hands.

He moaned again.

She circled the tip. Pressed. Stopped.

Then again.

Over and over — stroking without stroking.

His cock strained against its confinement. The ache swelled through him like heat radiating out from the base of his spine.

Tears spilled across his cheeks.

The gag caught the whimpering.

“You leak like someone who still believes release is for you.”

He shook his head.

Not in defiance. In surrender.

No. He didn’t believe that anymore. He couldn’t.

She kept going.

Her thumbs pressed either side of the cage now, following its shape through the padding. Tracing its cruel architecture.

Then:

She leaned closer.

And her lips — just barely — brushed the side of his throat.

“Come for me. But don’t come.”

It broke him.

He screamed into the gag — not a shout, not rage, but a sound of pure, overwhelmed devotion. His whole body clenched, buckled, trembled.

His cock spasmed.

It didn’t erupt.

It just wept.

A slow, humiliating pulse of fluid spilled into the soaked padding. Enough to feel. Not enough to count.

There was no climax.

Just collapse.

She pressed her palm flat against the front of the nappy. Held it there.

Waited.

Let him feel the shame of his own body, now sticky and silent, held beneath a nurse’s still hand while staff observed.

No one applauded.

She didn’t speak again.

She just stepped back.

And vanished into the dark.

“Cycle Three complete.”

The lights rose slowly.

Not to brightness — to exposure. To clinical clarity.

The kind of light that made everything visible: the tear tracks on his cheeks, the drool along his chinstrap, the dark bloom of wetness spreading from the base of his nappy.

He was still gagged. Still braced. Still collared.

Still leaking.

And now, he wasn’t moving.

The post-orgasm stillness was unlike sedation. It was emptier. A silence that lived inside him now — not imposed, not enforced, but chosen.

His body no longer trembled with effort. Just fatigue.

His mouth hung open. Not in desperation. In readiness.

A new chime sounded.

“Subject U432 has completed all obedience cycles.”

“Decision protocol begins.”

He barely registered it.

A pair of white-gloved hands appeared before him — arms extended with care, posture reverent.

They carried a silver tray.

Polished. Weighted. Institutional.

On it sat two items:

A small, black screen — framed in matte steel — paused on an image of Sabine: seated in a darkened hotel room, legs parted, back arched, eyes closed. The title beneath read:

“Final Release – Partner File U432-A”

A plain, sealed envelope.

Heavy cardstock. Cream. Embossed with the crest of Harrowick Hall.

And beneath it, the letter:

S.

The gloved hand tilted the tray closer.

“Your final choice,” the nurse said calmly. “What you crave. Or what she chose.”

He didn’t blink.

He couldn’t. The tears had dried on his cheeks like salt.

He looked at the screen.

The curve of Sabine’s thigh. Her parted lips. The room that might have been real — or never was.

The ache inside him flickered.

Then dulled.

He turned his head. Slowly. Gagged. Mute.

Toward the envelope.

And nodded.

“Confirming selection: Envelope.”

The nurse did not praise him.

She did not smile.

She removed the screen. Set it aside. Left only the envelope on the tray.

“She left no note.”

Elias’s brow furrowed. His body still.

The nurse peeled the flap.

Slid out the contents.

One laminated card. White. Minimal.

She held it up for him to see.

You are not a man. You are a function.

You do not climax. You serve.

He stared.

There was no cruelty in it. No flourish.

Only truth.

He moaned once — a crushed sound. Not in protest. In acceptance.

The laminated card remained suspended before him for five long seconds.

Then the nurse placed it back on the tray — carefully, reverently, as though it were a religious text. Not once did she acknowledge his expression. Not the tears pooling under his lashes. Not the trail of drool along his gag strap. Not the faint, twitching bulge in his soaked nappy.

He had chosen this.

And so there was nothing left to say.

The lights dimmed again. Cooler this time. Calmer.

Not like the start — no longer theatrical.

This wasn’t a test anymore.

This was confirmation.

Another figure stepped forward. Male. Hooded. Taller. He carried a black case.

Elias didn’t resist as the platform reclined by a few inches, lowering his head just enough for the new collar to be fitted.

The first nurse returned to unbuckle the posture brace, revealing his damp neck.

The air kissed against his skin — the briefest sensation of exposure.

Then:

Click.

Whirr.

Seal.

The new collar closed around his throat with a mechanical sigh — smooth polymer, padded interior, cold metal seams.

The final clasp clicked into place behind his nape, locking him to silence and service.

No decoration. No flourish. No name.

Just a small, embossed strip across the front:

U432 | HARROWICK HALL | FUNCTIONAL PATIENT

The nurse stepped back.

“Integration collar applied.”

There was no applause. Just the sound of latex against slate as the clinical record was updated.

Elias lay still.

The cage still throbbed faintly behind the nappy. His thighs twitched. But the need had faded. It no longer felt like arousal.

It felt like routine.

The lights dimmed once more.

Then the intercom clicked.

And her voice filled the room.

Not recorded from before. New. Clear. Direct.

Sabine.

“You make me proud when I’m not there.”

The lights went out.

A nurse moved to his side.

Inserted the feeding tube without ceremony — no countdown, no hesitation.

He opened his mouth before she asked.

Swallowed automatically.

There was no command.

He knew his place now.


Epilogue – Nothing But a Number

He no longer dreamed.

The feeding cycles blurred time — slow drips through the nasal tube, warm and tasteless, followed by the hum of the hydraulic bed resetting beneath him. Sometimes the lights flickered. Sometimes they didn’t.

He kept his eyes closed.

It didn’t matter.

He had long stopped counting the days.

Or perhaps they had stopped altogether.

They checked his cuffs twice daily.

They lifted his limbs one at a time — flexed his joints, measured pliancy, recorded metrics. A second nurse would inspect the nappy: tugging at the edge, tapping the outer shell with two gloved fingers, then nodding. The readings always showed leakage. He was rarely dry anymore.

But he was never changed unless needed.

He never asked.

He hadn’t spoken since the final trial.

There was a routine.

Lights on. Tube in. Chair tilt. Inspection. Reset. Lights down.

At one point, he had a name.

Now, he had a designation. It rested on the collar around his throat, pristine and permanent:

U432 | HARROWICK HALL | FUNCTIONAL PATIENT

No one called him Elias.

Not even in error.

He was gagged more often than not — not because they feared noise, but because he rested better that way.

The ball gag supported his jaw. Prevented chewing. A quiet object of comfort, even when not locked.

The nurses didn’t speak to him anymore.

They cooed only to others.

He hadn’t seen another patient in days. Weeks. Forever.

The thought of Isla no longer hurt. It didn’t register.

He wasn’t allowed to wonder where she went.

Once a day, the collar buzzed faintly.

Just once.

It did not hurt. It reminded him.

He existed.

One evening, during a fluid cycle, the nurse paused beside him.

She adjusted the tray. Checked the catheter seal.

Then leaned close and whispered:

“She saw your file.”

His eyes fluttered open.

She was already gone.

He didn’t need to know who she was.

The soft wetness in his nappy grew warm again.

He smiled behind the gag.

And let the next tube settle into his throat without resistance.
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